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Abstract This review focuses on the fundamentals, recent technology develop-
ment, environmental and economic analyses, and commercialization of power
generation by gasification of municipal solid wastes (MSW) and biomass wastes for
distributed power application. Design and operational factors affecting the perfor-
mance and emission characteristics of power generation systems using syngas are
reviewed. The performance characteristics include maximum power output, engine
efficiency, and specific fuel consumption of various technologies. Emissions
characteristics include levels of carbon dioxide (CO2), carbon monoxide (CO),
nitrogen oxides (NOx), unburned hydrocarbon (HC), sulfur dioxide (SO2), and
polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins and dibenzofurans (PCDD/PCDF). Large-scale
system (>1 MW) is typically selected for power generation via MSW gasification,
which is generally accomplished using plasma-based gasification followed by the
use of internal combustion (IC) engines or gas turbines to achieve high efficiency.
Plasma is preferred for treating MSW due to its unique capability to ionize mate-
rials, minimize tars, and improve syngas quality. Besides, co-gasification of MSW
and biomass is also an alternative for power generation. Finally, techno-economic
and life cycle analyses of power generation from plasma gasification system are
summarized.
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1 Introduction

With an increase in price of natural gas, gasification can take essential role in power
production since clean energy from gasification can be harvested at a low cost and
gasification is capable of using diverse types of feedstock such as biomass and
MSW. Gasification allows the organic feedstocks to be in a limited oxygen envi-
ronment inside the gasifier reactor in order to produce synthetic gas or syngas,
which is a mixture of combustible gases such as carbon monoxide (CO), hydrogen
(H2), and methane (CH4). Feedstocks such as biomass, agricultural residues, coal,
and municipal solid waste (MSW) are commonly used [1]. As an illustration, recent
natural gas price for industrial customers in China has reached to around 10–15
USD/MMBtu and is predicted to steadily increase in the coming years, while
syngas production cost is approximately 5–6 USD/MMBtu [1, 2]. The increase in
price of natural gas price is mostly contributed by the use of liquefied natural gas
(LNG) in the natural gas pipeline networks that requires further processing for
liquefaction and transportation at the receiving terminal that eventually increases
the final cost, commonly known as landed price. The gasification process, through
the use of local resources, such as biomass, coal, and MSW, can directly eradicate
the necessity of pipeline network for delivering it to the end-customers.

The syngas can directly be utilized in an internal combustion engine and gas
turbine to produce heat and electricity. Syngas energy content, when air is used as
the gasifying medium, is approximately one-third compared to natural gas. Syngas
energy content typically ranges from 4 to 15 MJ/Nm3, while natural gas energy
content ranges from 35 to 40 MJ/Nm3 [3]. Although the energy content of syngas is
considerably lower than that of natural gas, syngas provides several compensations.
Syngas can be easily stored, transferred, and injected into natural gas pipeline
network; syngas can be also further converted into several valuable chemicals, such
as methanol, alkanes [4]. Moreover, syngas-operated engine provides an excellent
performance for the power generation with minimum modification. The current
development of the internal combustion engine has an output power range up to
6,500 kW and potentially brings a high return of the investment due to an increased
efficiency, longer interval maintenance, lower noise level, and robust emission
performance [5].

This chapter reviews power generation for distributed power application via
biomass and MSW gasification and feeding 100% syngas into IC engine including
gas turbines. Advantages and constraints such as system efficiency, modification
requirement, and emission performances are discussed in detail. An economic
assessment of power generation from MSW gasification is also presented.
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2 Gasification Designs

To produce a high-quality and stable syngas that delivers high-power generation
performance, selecting appropriate gasifier depending on requirements of feedstock
and downstream equipment is critical. Each of the gasifiers has its unique operational
characteristics including its advantages and disadvantages, (summarized in Table 1).

2.1 Fixed-Bed Gasifier

Fixed-bed gasifier can either be a downdraft or updraft. In downdraft gasifier, the
biomass and syngas both move downward. The biomass is fed from the top, drops
downward and reacts with the air or other gasifying agent, which is injected from
another side of the reactor. Then, both producer gas (syngas) and solid products
(ash and char) are formed and move down to the base of the reactor. In updraft
gasifier, biomass is fed from the top and moves downward, but the gasifying agent
is fed from the bottom of the reactor and moves upward to form syngas, which exits
near the gasifier top (Table 1).

2.2 Fluidized Bed Gasifier

Fluidized bed reactors (FBGs) have been used for years in the gasification process
because of their flexibility in accepting wide particle size, but their performance is
limited due to low carbon conversion [6]. The gasification medium is fed in con-
tinuously from the bottom, while the feedstock is fed close to the bottom (reactor
bed). The main advantage of FBGs is uniform distribution and mixing of feedstock
with sand bed and gasifying agent, thereby reducing heat and mass transfer limi-
tations. Generally, there are two main types of FBRs: the bubbling fluidized bed
reactor (BFBG) and the circulating fluidized bed reactor (CFBG). Technically,
CFBG is more preferred as it can handle large feed throughputs since it can recycle
large amounts of solids [7], prevent the buildup of ash due to high operating
temperature range (800–1000 °C), avoid the oxygen trap in the bubble, and,
therefore, maintain high efficiency [8].

2.3 Entrained Flow Gasifier

The entrained flow gasifiers (EFGs) operate based on the co-current feed of the fine
materials (typically less than 75 μm) and the gasification medium in the pressurized
and turbulent-flow environment [9, 10]. Normally operated at temperatures of
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1,200–1,600 °C and at pressures of 2–8 MPa [7, 11], the gasifier has short resi-
dence time and high carbon conversion (98–99.5%); therefore, it can produce
tar-free syngas [9]. Due to their advantages, EFGs are the most commonly used for
commercial gasification of coal [11]. The disadvantage of this gasifier is mostly
related to the high operating temperature. Such high temperatures reduce burner and
refractory life and require the use of expensive materials of construction as well as
the use of high-temperature heat exchangers to cool the syngas [11].

2.4 Plasma Gasifier

Plasma gasifier is a relatively new method of gasification especially for using
municipal solid waste (MSW). The plasma gasification was firstly introduced by
Dr. Camacho in 1973 [12]. “Plasma” is defined as any gas with part of the atoms or
molecules partly or fully ionized. Plasma is formed by running an electric current
through a gas resulting in high temperature that breaks organic molecule, thus
generating syngas. At the same time, melting of inorganic components (glass,
metal, silicate, and heavy metals) gives rise to a slag that vitrifies on cooling.
Plasma gasification typically operates at temperatures of over 5,000 °C [13]. Due to

Table 2 Proximate and ultimate analyses of MSW and biomass

Feedstock type
(References)

MSW-1
[25]

MSW-2
[25]

MSW-3
[70]

Switchgrass
[26]

Wood
chips [71]

Red
cedar
[72]

Proximate (wt%, dry basis)
Moisture content
(wet basis)

51.7 44.0 20 7.69 7.50 10.39

Volatile matter 44.2 46.9 75.95 78.60 82.20 78.31
Fixed carbon – – 10.23 17.47 17.60 20.42
Ash 4.1 9.1 13.81 3.93 0.20 1.27
Ultimate (wt%, dry basis)
Carbon, C 21.2 24.7 48.23 49.63 52.13 54.44
Hydrogen, H 3.0 3.3 6.37 5.72 6.36 5.80
Oxygen, O 23.1 18.3 28.48 40.37 41.23 38.28
Nitrogen, N 0.3 0.33 1.22 0.30 0.07 0.20
Sulfur, S 0.03 0.03 0.76 0.05 0.01 0.01
Lower heating
value (MJ/kg)

6.80 9.10 16.30 16.49 20.17 18.44

Higher heating
value (MJ/Kg)

7.14* 9.55* 20.20 17.73 21.24 19.69

Bulk density
(kg/m3)

1,051 91 660 122

*Note: calculated using 1.05 * LHV
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unique characteristics and high complexity of MSW (properties compared in
Table 2), plasma gasifier offers significant advantages including tar-free syngas,
flexibility in accepting feedstocks including hazardous wastes, and high carbon
conversion. Plasma gasifier can reduce up to 90% (volume basis) of the feedstock
materials, making it a robust technology to reduce landfill area for disposing MSW
[14]. However, drawbacks of this system mostly relate to its high capital cost,
ranging from 5,000 to 13,000 USD/kW [14, 15], high process temperature com-
pared to the conventional non-plasma gasifiers. Since it is a relatively new method
for treating MSW, the technology is not well developed [14].

3 Syngas Properties

Performance of power generation through gasification is heavily dependent on
syngas properties including gas composition, heating value, particulates, and tar
contents.

3.1 Gas Composition

Gas composition affects the flame speed, ignition, knock characteristics, spark
timing, and air-to-fuel ratio that are required to have an optimal engine performance
[16]. Primary combustible portion of syngas includes carbon monoxide (CO),
methane (CH4), hydrogen (H2), and small fraction of other hydrocarbons such as
acetylene (C2H2), ethylene (C2H4), and ethane (C2H6). Non-combustible gases such
as carbon dioxide (CO2) and nitrogen (N2) are also generally found in the syngas
generated from biomass and MSW. Gaseous heavier hydrocarbon in the syngas can
directly increase syngas energy content because heavier hydrocarbons, such as
ethylene and ethane, have high energy content [17]. However, the process of
producing heavier hydrocarbon of the syngas is impractical due to complex oper-
ating parameters in the gasification such as feedstock types, moisture content,
reactor temperatures and pressure, gasification medium, residence time, and pres-
ence of bed catalyst [18]. Furthermore, high hydrogen content can increase effi-
ciency of power production because hydrogen could improve cylinder pressure
inside the combustion chamber, leading to an increase in thermodynamic efficiency
of the internal combustion (IC) engine [19, 20]. High hydrogen content can also
improve combustion temperature and flame speed inside the cylinder [21]. In
addition, hydrogen potentially inhibits combustion knock during engine operation
[22]. Syngas with high hydrogen content has also shown to reduce emissions of
nitrogen oxides (NOx), hydrocarbon (HC), and carbon monoxide (CO) [19]. Both
N2 and CO2, normally available in syngas do not contribute to syngas energy
content, but the presence of these gases, especially CO2, might reduce the knocking
tendency of the engine [23].
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3.1.1 Effect of Feedstock Properties

In order to increase energy content of syngas, feedstock selection is crucial.
Regardless of the feedstock type, homogeneous carbon-based material is highly
preferred to generate CO and H2. In contrary, the non-combustible components
such as ash and metal do not contribute to the syngas generation. MSW/biomass
converts into syngas with an efficiency of 80–95% [7, 24]. However, gasifying
MSW is more challenging than biomass due to its diverse composition that includes
plastic and metal. Typically, organics content such as paper and food waste are
abundant (63–71%) in MSW (composition of MSW in the world and USA as
shown in Fig. 1). Plastics are found in the range of 10–13%.

As commonly known, the higher the heating value of syngas is, the better the
combustion, flame quality, and performance of the power generation will be. Due to
high ash content of MSW, the syngas generated from MSW is low in energy
content. With air as a gasification medium, syngas energy content (LHV) ranged
from 4.0 to 7.0 MJ/Nm3 [24, 25]. The energy content can increase up to 10 MJ/
Nm3 if oxygen is used as a gasification medium [24]. In comparison, biomass
gasification typically generates syngas with energy content of 4–6 MJ/Nm3 and 10–
15 MJ/Nm3 when air and oxygen is used, respectively [7]. To further increase
syngas energy content, steam can be used as a gasification medium as steam does
not dilute the syngas with nitrogen as air does [26] and steam promotes the reaction
producing hydrogen, such as water–gas and water–gas shift reactions [8].

Composition of MSW varies widely depending on collection method, but in
general MSW contains plastics and has relatively high ash content. Most plastics
are considered suitable feedstock for gasification, because these are carbonaceous
materials and are converted into syngas. With 100% polypropylene as feedstock
resulted in syngas with the heating value (LHV) of 6–9 MJ/Nm3 and tar content of
2 g/Nm3 [27]. However, results might be different if other plastic components are

Fig. 1 Typical composition of MSW in the world (2009) [55] and in the USA (2013) [69]
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used including polyethylene terephthalate (PET), high-density polyethylene
(HDPE), polyvinyl chloride (PVC), low-density polyethylene (LDPE),
polypropylene, polystyrene, polyethylene (PE), acrylonitrile butadiene styrene
(ABS), polyamide (PA) or nylons, and polybutylene terephthalate (PBT) [28].
Chlorinated plastics, such as PVC, can result in dioxin if reaction environment is
favorable. However, gasification typically generates syngas free from dioxin
(PCDD) and furan (PCDF) [29, 30].

3.1.2 Effect of Gasification Medium/Oxidizing Agent

The gasification medium heavily effects composition and energy content of the
syngas. Air is commonly used as gasification medium to reduce cost, but nitrogen,
present in the air, dilutes the syngas and lowers the syngas heating value. Steam or
oxygen gasification generates syngas with higher energy content, but adds to capital
and operating costs. Steam also promotes hydrogen producing reactions including
water–gas and water–gas shift reactions [8]. An oxygen/steam gasification produces
syngas with hydrocarbon components (e.g., ethylene and ethane) only in the order
of less than 5% [31], while steam gasification can produce heavier hydrocarbons up
to 7% [32], leading to an increase in syngas energy content. Heavier hydrocarbons
of the syngas could potentially increase greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions because
of incomplete combustion [33]. Typically, syngas energy (LHV) of 4–6 MJ/Nm3,
10–12 MJ/Nm3, and 15.69 MJ/Nm3 was reported using air, oxygen, and steam,
respectively, as gasifying medium [32, 34, 35]. If the oxygen is used to partially
oxidize the feedstock to provide heat required for endothermic reactions, the pro-
cess is typically termed as directly heated, while indirectly heated gasification needs
external energy sources [35].

3.2 Tar Content and Removal Mechanism

Another property of syngas that is severely important to control for power pro-
duction is its tar content. Tar is defined as the organics produced under thermal or
partial oxidation (gasification) of any organic material and assumed to be largely
aromatic [36]. Based on chemical solubility and condensability of different tar
compounds, tars are classified into five: tar class I (GC undetectable), tar class II
(heterocyclic), tar class III (light aromatic: 1 ring), tar class IV (light polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) compounds), and tar class V (heavy PAH com-
pounds) [37]. Tars lead to an increase in corrosion, agglomerations, and fouling in
the engine and pipes, as well as considered a health hazard [23]. Tars also are
detrimental to catalysts used for syngas conversion and application in fuel cell [4].
For power generation, syngas tar content should not exceed 100 mg/m3 to ensure
reliable operation and life of an engine [36].
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Tar removal techniques are generally categorized into (a) primary removal
techniques and (b) secondary removal techniques. Primary removal techniques refer
to techniques that are employed inside the gasifier without the need of a secondary
reactor. These include selection of gasifier design, optimization of gasification
operating conditions, and addition of catalysts in the gasifier bed (called in-bed
catalysts) [37]. Secondary tar removal techniques use a separate reactor to destruct
and reform tars. Secondary tar cleaning techniques are divided further into dry, wet,
catalytic, and thermal/hot gas cleaning system [37]. As tar removal is critical for
commercialization of gasification-based technologies, environmental friendly but
effective and robust techniques, such as biomass filter [38] and low-density energy
of plasma cracking [39], are also being explored. For power production, recipro-
cating IC engines are relatively more tolerant of contaminants than gas turbines [35,
40]. The recommended limit of syngas tar content for reciprocating IC engine
ranges from 10 to 100 mg/m3 [36, 40]. Robust gas filter and syngas cleaning system
are essential before syngas can be injected into IC engines.

4 IC Engine

IC engine is economical for power generation applications as compared to the
newer technologies (e.g., microturbines, fuel cells) due to the technology maturity,
proven performance, rapid start-up and shutdown, relatively high efficiencies, and
low costs [5]. Current generation efficiencies range from 30 to 37% (HHV), and
current installed costs range from about $1,000/kW to about $700/kW for gener-
ation capacities between 100 and 5,000 kW [5]. With maintenance cost of 0.01–
0.02 USD/kWh, this technology is highly preferred especially for distributed power
generation application.

Theoretically, three operating parameters that affect the engine power are engine
design, operating conditions, and fuel consumption. The mathematical equation
describing that condition can be expressed as below [41]:

Pe =n ⋅ i ⋅ VT.ρia ⋅ ηv ⋅ C ⋅ Fre ⋅ Fsm ⋅ Hve ⋅ ηe ð1Þ

where Pe = the power output of the engine, kW; n = the number of engine revo-
lutions per second, rev/s; i = the index that depends on the engine type (1 for
2-stroke engine and ½ for 4-stroke engine); VT = the engine displacement, m3;
ρia = the referenced air density, kg/m3 for intake manifold pressure and tempera-
ture; ηv = the engine volumetric efficiency; C = the volume correction factor,
indicative of the volume occupied by the gaseous or vaporized fuel; Fre = the
equivalence ratio in the engine admitted mixture; Fsm = the stoichiometric
air-to-fuel ratio of engine intake mixture, kg of fuel per kg of air; Hve = the energy
content of the fuel, kJ/kg; and ηe = the effective efficiency. Thus, the parameters
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affecting the engine are: (1) engine design, Kd = i ⋅ VT ⋅ ηv ⋅ ηc; (2) operating
condition, Ko = n ⋅ ρia ⋅ Fre; and (3) fuel composition, EFQ = C ⋅ Fsm ⋅ Hve.

Typically, the IC engine can be classified into natural gas engine, gasoline
engine, compressed ignition (diesel) engine, and gas turbine. These engines are
technically proven to run on syngas generated from gasification of biomass and
MSW as described below.

4.1 Natural Gas Engine

Natural gas engine is one of the spark ignition (SI) engines. The three advantages of
using natural gas engine, compared to gasoline and diesel engines, are that it
produces lesser emissions (sulfur, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide), are less expensive,
and are considerably more efficient. In addition, the natural gas engines do not
produce a pungent odor [42]. Sridhar et al. [43] fed syngas with LHV of 4.9 MJ/m3

and density of 1.7 kg/m3 into 12.1 L, 4-stroke, six-cylinder, and 101 kW natural
gas engine at 1,500 rpm of engine speed and compression ratio of 10. By modi-
fying the carburetor, they found that the maximum brake power output,
brake-specific fuel consumption, and engine (electrical) efficiency were about
60 kW, 5.06 kg/kWh and 24.7%, respectively. CO and NOx emissions were 1.4–
6.5 g/kWh and 0.7–2.5 g/kWh, respectively. Raman and Ram [34] fed 100%
syngas with LHV of 5.6 MJ/m3 and density of 1.05 kg/m3 into six-cylinder,
100 kW natural gas engine running at engine speed of 1,500 rpm. The engine was
adjusted to have compression ratio of 12 with air-to-fuel ratio of about 1.2. The tar
content was reduced from 350 to 30 mg/m3 using a series of gas cleaning system
equipment that included a venturi scrubber, chiller, fabric filter, and paper filter. The
engine ran smoothly producing maximum power output of about 73 kW with the
engine efficiency of about 21% and specific fuel consumption of about 3.21 kg/
kWh. However, emissions performance was not reported. Tsiakmakis et al. [44] fed
syngas generated from fluidized bed gasification of olive, peach, and grape kernel
into a 4.7 kW, one-cylinder natural gas engine running at 3,400 rpm of engine
speed with the compression ratio of 10, and air-to-fuel ratio of about 1.74. The
syngas energy contents ranged from 4.52 to 6.96 MJ/Nm3, depending on the
feedstock. Authors also used propane to increase the energy content of the syngas
mixture up to about 23.73–24.4 MJ/m3. The maximum engine power output was
3.55–3.68 kW, depending on the feedstock with the engine efficiency in the range
of 23.2–26.2%. The engine was not modified, and emission performance was not
reported. Margaritis et al. [45] fed 100% syngas (containing 53.1–55% N2, 23.6–
24.1% H2, 3.8–4.1% CH4, 9.5–10.6% CO, and small fraction of O2, with energy
content of 5.65 MJ/Nm3) derived from downdraft gasification of olive kernel into
six-cylinder 135 kW natural gas engine at 1,500 rpm engine speed and power
setting of 70 kW. Tar and particulates from the syngas were removed using venturi
scrubber, heat exchanger with chiller, a mist of eliminator, and a series of fine
filters. A gas blower was also used to ensure stable flow of the syngas entering into
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the gas engine. The cold gas and electric efficiency were 75% and 16.1%, respec-
tively. However, air-to-fuel ratio as well as any operational issues were not
reported. Henriksen et al. [46] tested a two-stage gasifier—the pyrolysis and char
gasification taking place in separate reactors—with a 75 kW three-cylinder natural
gas engine and observed stable operation producing power for approximately
410 h. The syngas had 6.2 MJ/Nm3 of energy content with 32–35% H2, 28–30%
N2, 20% CO2, 15–18% CO, and 2–3% CH4. The maximum power output of the
engine runs with natural gas, and 100% syngas was 25 kW and 20 kW, respec-
tively; hence, 80% of de-rating factor was observed. The efficiency from gas to
mechanical power (engine efficiency) was about 28%. During the operation, one of
the cylinders did not ignite for several reasons.

4.2 Gasoline Engine

The gasoline engine is a type of SI engine. Shah et al. [47] tested a 5.5 kW gasoline
engine running on 100% syngas reducing tars to about 14 mg/m3. The engine was
modified by adding two air venturies in series to establish the flow of syngas from
the storage tank to the air intake manifold. To run the engine on syngas, the engine
was first cranked on gasoline and then the gasoline was turned off with the syngas
supply being turned on simultaneously. The engine efficiency was about 19% with
maximum brake power of 1.39 kW. CO emissions decreased by 30–96% when
syngas was used compared to gasoline. The higher CO emission of gasoline might
be because of the operation of the gasoline in rich conditions and higher carbon
content of gasoline (88.7% w/w versus 16.9% w/w of syngas) [48]. However,
syngas operation resulted in 33–167% higher CO2 emission compared to gasoline.
This can be attributed to higher conversion of CO to CO2 during the syngas
operation. The exhaust CO2 was 10.6–13.1% for syngas operation and 4.9–8.1% for
gasoline operation. There was no trend observed for HC emission—HC emission
was found to be less than 40 ppm for almost all the load variation. This might be
due to the very low HC (1.2–6.4%) in the syngas. Syngas operation resulted in 54–
84% lower NOx emission than the gasoline operation. The Zeldovich mechanism
can be used to explain the lower NOx emission from syngas. As LHV of syngas is
lower (5.6 MJ/m3) than that of gasoline (44.4 MJ/kg), the temperature of com-
bustion for syngas operation is lower, resulting in lower NOx emission. Mustafi
et al. [16] tested a gasoline-based engine using syngas with LHV of 15 MJ/m3. The
specific fuel consumption was about 1 kg/kWh at 2,000 rpm. The maximum torque
produced was 22 Nm (∼16.22 lb-ft), which resulted in maximum brake power
output of 4.61 kW. The HC emissions from syngas were very low (about 0–
20 ppm) compared to those from gasoline (90–225 ppm) and from natural (20–
106 ppm). CO2 emissions from syngas were higher (19% v/v) compared to that
from gasoline (15% v/v). CO emission was low, indicating complete combustion in
the engine. However, syngas operation resulted in higher NOx emission
(∼4500 ppm), compared to gasoline operation (∼1500 ppm).
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4.3 Compressed Ignition (Diesel) Engine

Diesel engine is a type of reciprocating IC engine, called compression ignition
(CI) engine. However, in CI engine, air is compressed first, and then, the fuel is
injected in the CI engine allowing the engine to design for high compression ratio.
Several studies reported performance of diesel engine (with little modification)
running on syngas. Homdoung et al. [49] tested the modified diesel engine running
on 100% syngas. The modification to the engine included changes to the com-
bustion chamber, reduction of compression ratio, mounting of ignition system in
place of injector nozzle, and mounting of air–gas mixer. The tar content of the
syngas (LHV of 4.64 MJ/m3) was reduced using gas cleaning system to below
50 mg/m3. The highest engine efficiency attained was about 24% with the specific
fuel consumption of 5.52 kg/kWh producing 3.5 kW at 1700 rpm. The compres-
sion ratio used was 14:1. CO, and HC emissions were in the range of 0.3–0.4% and
3.5–10 ppm, respectively. Sridhar et al. [43] also investigated performance of a
modified 28 kW diesel engine running on syngas with tar content of about 60 mg/
m3. A new carburetor was developed to ensure that the carburetor maintains the gas
pressure close to that of air pressure, thereby ensuring that the air-to-fuel ratio is set
irrespective of the total air–fuel flow rate. Homogeneity of the fuel and air mixture
entering the engine was effected by long interconnecting duct along with a few
bends (with a large diameter for keeping pressure losses to a minimum) between the
gas carburetor and intake manifold. The maximum power achieved was 20 kW
(engine efficiency of 27.6%, and de-rating of 20–30%) with the compression ratio of
17:1 and mixture energy density of 2.2 MJ/kg. The fuel-specific consumption was
about 4.07 kg/kWh if the syngas density was assumed to be about 1.7 kg/m3. CO
and NOx emissions were in the range of 14.4–57.6 g/kWh and 0.1–0.7 g/kWh,
respectively. Nataraj et al. [50] investigated a single-cylinder, 3.7 kW (at
1500 rpm) diesel engine with compression ratio of 17.5 running on 100% syngas
(energy content of 5–5.6 MJ/m3 and tar content below 50–60 mg/m3). The maxi-
mum power output and engine efficiency were 2.96 kW and 18.9%, respectively.
Engine modification, if any, was not reported. CO, NOx, and HC emissions were in
the ranges of 0.3–0.4%, 40–100 ppm, and 20–50 ppm, respectively. The summary
of recent researches on these engines (natural gas, gasoline, and compressed igni-
tion) is presented in Table 3.

4.4 Gas Turbine

The power plant based on advanced combined cycle gas turbine can offer gross
thermal efficiency of 50–54% at HHV basis [51]. Recent advances in gas turbines
have made these suitable to use syngas with low LHV (7–12 MJ/Nm3) [52].
However, gas turbines are generally very sensitive to gas quality and can only allow
extremely low levels of contaminants including tar, alkali metals, sulfur, and
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Diesel  

1 

1800
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combustion 
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92 x 90

0.6

14

N/A 

3.17
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to spark ignition, 
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28
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SI engine, 
develop new 
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[48]
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75 kg/h
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N/A 
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0.7 to 2.5
g/kWh

N/A 

N/A 

[52]
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2)
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N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

1.39

5.53

19%
(electrical 

eff.)
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0.5g/kWh
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15.3
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Gasoline 

1 
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N/A 
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0.5

4.5:1 to 20:1

4.25:1

4.6

1.1

36%

0 to 20 ppm

N/A  

4,500 ppm

190,000 ppm

N/A 
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Wood chips
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5.6
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6 
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governor
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12

1.2
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3.21

21%

N/A 

N/A 

N/A 
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N/A 

[56]

Sawdust, 
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N/A 

N/A 

4.4

100

Producer gas

N/A 

1,500

None
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N/A 
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N/A 

98

4.9 to 5.7

24.3 to 28.2%
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N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

[51]

Wood chips

Downdraft 

N/A 

N/A 

6.2
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3 
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None
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N/A 

20

3.5

28%
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N/A 

N/A 

N/A 

[49]

Peach kernels

Bubbling 
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0.3
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3.68 

0.49 

26.2%  
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N/A 

N/A 
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5.60

3.7
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1 

1,500

N/A 
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0.7
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18.9%
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chlorine compounds. General limits of contaminants are presented in Table 4 [35].
The use of a properly designed dual-fuel combustion system and their controls is
key to achieving reliable and robust gas turbine operation using syngas generated
from biomass and MSW [52].

An electrical efficiency of 31.5% was achieved by feeding syngas with LHV of
9–20 MJ/Nm3 that was generated from 2 × 80 MW CFB gasification of wood
biomass (moisture of up to 37.5%) in Lahti Energia steam power plant of Valmet,
Finland [53]. The CFB gasifier operated at 5–30 kPa and 750–900 °C using air as
gasification medium, while the steam power plant was run on 120 bar and 550 °C.
The plant achieved nearly 80% of operational availability in 2014 with no major
maintenance issue including no indications of corrosion or erosion on the boiler
tubes; tube manufacturing marking was still visible after 13,000 h of operation.
However, a small amount of dust/slag in gas cooler, and thin dust layer in the boiler
was visible [53].

5 Power Generation from Biomass and MSW Gasification

The power generation through gasification of biomass and MSW is promising
throughout the world, especially in the areas that have abundant availability of
unused biomass and solid wastes and are still not connected to the electrical grid.
Biomass gasification has been known and used since the World War II, when
approximately one million downdraft gasifiers were used to operate cars, trucks,
boat, train, and electric generators in Europe [54]. On the contrary, the use of MSW
in gasification is relatively new as MSW generation is projected to increase globally
from 1.3 billion tons (1.2 kg per person per day) in 2012 to over 2.2 billion tons
(1.42 kg per person per day) in 2025 [55]. Compared to current practices of
incineration and landfill of MSW, gasification is considered superior from envi-
ronmental perspectives as it can produce power without release of methane,
dioxins, and furans (PCDD/PCDF) [29], can reduce the landfill area needed by over
88% [14], and produce non-leaching vitrified slag [30].

Table 4 Typical gas quality requirements for power generation [34–36, 40]

Parameter Boiler Internal combustion engine Gas turbine

LHV (MJ/Nm3) >4 >4 >4
Particulate (mg/Nm3) None <5–50 <5–7
Tars (mg/Nm3) None <10–100 <100–500
Alkali metals (ppm) None <1–2 <0.2–1
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5.1 Co-gasification of Biomass and MSW for Power
Generation

Co-gasification is defined as gasification of a mixture of biomass, waste, or coal to
improve operational reliability and/or achieve low carbon footprint by reducing
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions [56]. Most reports on co-gasification are based on
a mixture of biomass and coal since the majority of conventional power plants are
steam-based coal power plant and adding biomass to replace some parts of coal can
reduce GHG emissions. Co-gasification of biomass and MSW offers significant
advantages as global MSW generation has been increasing by approximately 69.2
million tons per year [55]. MSW has become a public health hazard by contami-
nating soil, water, and air through leaching and biodegradation processes. As
compared to coal and biomass, MSW can generate additional revenue from tipping
fees that can make the process much more economical. Low operational cost of
MSW gasification can be achieved by deploying gasification technologies (e.g.,
fixed-bed gasifiers) instead of high-power thermal plasma gasification that generally
used for the gasification of wastes [30, 57].

Robinson et al. [58] reported the co-gasification of wood pellets and refused
derived fuel (RDF) in gasification temperature of 725, 800, and 875 °C, with RDF
ratio of 0, 25, 50, and 100 wt% and air as gasification medium and equivalent ratio
of 0.29–0.31 in a bubbling fluidized bed gasifier. The tests resulted in a syngas with
LHV of 4.9–5.7 MJ/Nm3, gasification efficiency of 48–58%, and tar content of 15–
50 g/Nm3. However, agglomeration of ash was found at gasification temperature of
875 °C for all mixtures containing RDF that prevented the steady-state operation of
gasifier.

Similarly, Ong et al. [59] conducted the co-gasification of wood chips and dried
sewage sludge in a fixed-bed downdraft gasifier with sludge ratio of 0, 20, and 33
wt%. The tests generated syngas with LHV of 3.6–4.6 MJ/Nm3 and gasification
efficiency of 63.2% at gasification temperature of 650–900 °C. However, the test
could only use sludge at maximum ratio of 33 wt% due to agglomerated ash that
leads to blockage of gasifier.

Narobe et al. [60] performed the co-gasification of wood pellets and plastics with
plastics ratio of 0, 25, 75, and 100 wt% on 100 kW dual fluidized bed gasifier with
steam as gasification medium (steam-to-carbon mass ratio of 2.3) and using olivine
as heterogeneous catalyst. The experiment resulted in syngas with LHV of 16 MJ/
Nm3 at plastic ratio of 75 wt% in gasification temperature of 850–900 °C and
generated tar of 0.2–1,3 kg/h with syngas flow rate of 7–17 kg/h. Elevating plastics
content in feed lowered syngas yield but increased fractions of ethane and ethylene
and decreased CO2 in syngas.

A co-gasification of switchgrass and MSW has recently been conducted at
Oklahoma State University. The proximate and ultimate analysis of the feedstocks
is summarized in Table 2 for MSW-3 and switchgrass. The ratio of MSW on the
feedstock was varied from 0, 20, 40, and 60%. The gasification used downdraft
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reactor with thermal capacity of 60 kW and equivalent ratio of 0.20; air was used as
the gasification medium. The feedstock throughput was constantly maintained at
95 kg/h. The co-gasification resulted in the syngas energy content (LHV) of 6.47,
6.76, and 6.72 MJ/Nm3 and cold gas efficiency (CGE) of about 68, 59.4, and 58.6%
for MSW ratio of 0, 20, and 40 wt%, respectively. The co-gasification produced
stable and maximum power output of 5 kW at all MSW ratios (0, 20 and 40 wt%)
using 10 kW natural gas SI engine and confirm system workability for off-grid
power generation application. Details regarding this are provided elsewhere [61].

At large scale, co-gasification of MSW and bottom ash has been reported [25].
With the feedstock throughput of 251.8 ton/day and using oxygen rich air (36%
oxygen) as gasification medium, the operating temperature inside the gasifier
(combustion and melting zone) reached 1,000–1,800 °C and generated syngas with
LHV of 4.4 MJ/Nm3. With the total plant capacity of 50 MW consisting of steam
turbine and gas engine, total power output of the steam turbine and gas engines
reached 9.0 and 1.6 MW, respectively, with cold gas and power generation effi-
ciencies of 54.6 and 18.9%, respectively, and with the average power generation of
408 kWh/t-MSW [25]. The PCDD/PCDF in the flue gas was 0.0082 ng/Nm3, much
lower than the local regulation of 0.05 ng/Nm3 [25].

5.2 MSW Gasification Using Plasma Technology

Among thermochemical treatment processes, gasification using thermal plasma
(“known as plasma gasification”) seems one of the most appropriate and proven
technologies to deal with various components of MSW. The comparison between
plasma gasification and other thermochemical treatment processes is summarized in
Table 5.

Generally, plasma technology can be classified into two groups: thermal or
equilibrium plasma and non-thermal plasma [57]. The main characteristics of
thermal plasma are the use of extremely high temperature, high intensity,
non-ionizing, and high energy density radiation that can reach temperature of up to
20,000 °C. The main advantages of thermal plasma include high energy density and
high temperature that allow high heat and reactant transfer rate, smaller footprint
size of equipment, and rapid start-up and shutdown [62]. However, the major
drawbacks include high electricity consumption (15–20% of power output of the
plant [24]) and the need to replace electrode due to sputtering that increases the
maintenance cost [63]. In comparison, non-thermal plasma (also known as “cold
plasma”) has lower degree of ionization; thus, it is generated either at low pressure
or at lower power, or in different pulsed discharge systems, requiring much less
power consumption [57, 64]. Thermal plasma can be classified into four categories:
direct current (DC) electric discharge, alternating current (AC), or transient arcs
(e.g., lamps, circuit breakers, or pulsed arcs), radio frequency (RF) inductively
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coupled discharge, and microwave discharge. The non-thermal plasma can also be
classified into several categories, which are corona discharge, pulsed corona dis-
charge, dielectric barrier discharge, spark discharge, and atmospheric pressure
plasma jet. The differences among these categories are discussed in more detail
elsewhere [64]. A MSW plasma gasification with capacity of 300 ton/day using
four 300 kW plasma torches operated in Utashinai, Japan, producing syngas with
high CO and H2. The syngas generated was used to produce steam for powering
steam turbine producing 8 MW power. However, about half of total power output
was used for the plant operation [65].

Table 5 Comparison between plasma gasification and other thermochemical technologies for
MSW [24, 30, 37, 53, 74]

Parameters Incineration Conventional
gasification

Pyrolysis Plasma gasification

Process goal To convert
wastes into
high-temperature
flue gases

To convert
wastes into
syngas
consisting
primarily of CO,
H2, CH4

To convert
wastes into
mainly
bio-oil and
syngas

To convert wastes into
high-quality syngas

Temperature
(°C)

850–1200 550–900 500–800 >4000

Pressure Atmospheric Varies Slight over
atmospheric

Atmospheric

Fuel created Not applicable Syngas Bio-oil and a
small
fraction of
syngas (CO
and H2)

Syngas

Emissions SO2, NOx, HCl,
PCDD/PCDF,
particulates

H2S, HCl, COS,
NH3, HCN, tar,
alkali,
particulates

H2S, HCl,
NH3, HCN,
tar,
particulates

SO2, NOx, HCl,
particulates

Ash Is composed of
ferrous metal,
nonferrous metal,
and inert
materials

Is a vitreous slag
that can be used
as construction
aggregate

Contains
high carbon
are disposed
as industrial
waste

Is an inert,
non-hazardous and
non-leaching glassy
slag that can be used as
construction aggregate

Gas cleaning
system

Treatment is
mandatory to
meet the air
pollution
standard

Syngas must be
cleaned before it
can be used.

Syngas must
be cleaned
before it can
be used

Complex syngas
cleaning system is not
required as tars, and
other pollutants are
vitrified in slag

Power
generation
efficiency

3–30% 14–35% Not
applicable

20–40%
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5.3 Recent Commercialization of MSW Gasification
for Power Generation

Several power plants using plasma gasification, mostly using plasma torches that
run on high temperature (>4,000 °C), have been reported (summary of plants
operating since the late 1990s is in Table 6). Among these plants, several have
stopped operating due to inconsistent supply of feedstock or inefficient operation.
However, many plants are operational and economically competitive because of
their uniqueness of processing complicated MSW feedstock such as medical and
hazardous wastes.

6 Environmental and Emissions Standards

The environmental pollutants produced during power generation through gasifica-
tion of biomass and MSW are available either in three forms: (1) ash/slag, (2) fly
ash/flue gas, and (3) engine emissions. Among the elemental pollutants generated
(shown in Table 7), hazardous and lethal pollutant that are of major concern include
PCDD/PCDFs and tar that can be significantly reduced by the limited oxidizing
environment of gasification and robust syngas cleaning system.

Ash generated from biomass/MSW gasification must comply with pertinent
standard. Leaching test and acid extraction are the common method used to mea-
sure potential to contaminate groundwater. Table 8 shows contaminants from
gasification of a MSW power plant with capacity of 50 MW and associated stan-
dard [25].

Table 9 compares the emission performance of a biomass gasification power
plant using steam cycle with emission standards. The plant used CFB gasifier and
operated at 5–30 kPa and 750–900 °C, while the steam power plant was run on
120 bar and 550 °C. Among the emissions, NOx emission was dominant
(∼161 mg/Nm3), but still under the EU and USA standards.

MSW gasification offers considerably high reduction of emissions as compared
to incineration and landfill disposal with gas capture. MSW gasification generates
only about 1 kg of CO2 equivalent per kWh of generated power, while landfill with
gas capture produces approximately 2.75 kg/kWh and incineration releases
approximately 1.6 kg/kWh of power generated [66]. MSW gasification generates
31 g of NOx and 9 g of SO2 per ton of waste, while landfill releases 68 g of NOx

and 53 g of SO2 per ton waste, and incineration generates more than 192 g of NOx

and more than 94 g of SO2 per ton waste [66].
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7 Economics of Power Generation from Plasma
Gasification

Plasma gasification is one of the most promising thermal conversions of
waste-to-energy (WtE) technologies. A number of plasma WtE projects were
deployed throughout the world with varied capital cost depending upon the tech-
nology used. In UK, for instance, total waste processing capacity can reach over
978,000 tons per year in 2021 as a number of advanced waste gasification projects,
mostly for power generation, are under construction including high-temperature
plasma gasification (>4,000 °C) of Tees Valley that has a capital cost of around
13,000 USD/kW [15]. However, due to technical difficulty and hard economic
return, the Tees Valley project has been discontinued since 2016. As comparison,
an integrated biomass gasification combined cycle (IBGCC) power generation has a
capital cost of 2,319 USD/kW that includes preparation of yard, gasifier, and
supporting systems, and prime movers (gas turbine and steam turbine generator)
and supporting systems [67]. Compared to other thermal processing technologies
such as incineration, pyrolysis, and thermal plasma (high temperature), to date the
gasification of biomass and MSW using air as gasification medium still exhibits
greater economic return including lower construction cost and lower unit cost per
generating capacity (based on a comparative analysis of commercial facilities at the
scale of 250 tons per day (tpd) in the USA as shown in Table 10 [68]).

Table 8 Leaching and acid extraction test results of ash disposed from MSW gasification power
plant [25]

Contaminants Leaching test Acid-extraction test

Measured JIS standard RCRA standard [103] Measured JIS standard

Cd <0.001 mg/L <0.01 mg/L 1.0 mg/L <5 mg/kg <150 mg/kg

Pb <0.005 mg/L <0.01 mg/L 5.0 mg/L 18 mg/kg <150 mg/kg

Cr6+ <0.02 mg/L <0.05 mg/L 5.0 mg/L <5 mg/kg <250 mg/kg

As <0.001 mg/L <0.01 mg/L 5.0 mg/L <5 mg/kg <150 mg/kg

Total Hg <0.0005 mg/L <0.0005 mg/L 0.2 mg/L <0.05 mg/kg <15 mg/kg

Se <0.001 mg/L <0.01 1.0 mg/L <5 mg/kg <150 mg/kg

CN – – – <1 mg/kg <50 mg/kg

F – – – 172 mg/kg <4000 mg/kg

B – – – 260 mg/kg <4000 mg/kg

Metal Fe – – – 0.18 mg/kg <1.0%

Ba – – 100 mg/L – –

Ag – – 5.0 mg/L – –
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8 Conclusions

This book chapter reviews power generation from biomass and MSW through
gasification for distributed power application. Gasification is a promising technol-
ogy to reduce MSW carbon footprint, to generate electricity at remote locations
utilizing local resources, and to support sustainable management of MSW. Running

Table 9 Emission performance of 2 × 80 MW CFB gasifier steam power plant using wood
biomass at Lahti Energia, Finland [53]

Emissions Measured EU standard [53, 104,
105]

US EPA standard [104,
105]

NOx (mg/Nm3) 161 200 264
SO2 (mg/Nm3) 7 50 63
CO (mg/Nm3) <2 50 45
Dust (mg/Nm3) <2 10 11
HCl (mg/Nm3) <1 10 29
HF <0.5 1 n.a
TOC <1 10 n.a
PCDD/PCDF
(ng/Nm3)

<0.002 0.1 0.14

Mercury, Hg
(mg/Nm3)

<0.0001 0.05 0.06

Cd + TI (mg/Nm3) <0.0003 0.05 (Cd) 0.02 [106]
Sb + As + Co+
Cr + Cu + Mn+
Ni + Pb + V

<0.03 mg/
Nm3

Total 0.5 mg/Nm3 (Pb) 0.2 mg/dscm [106]

Note: dscm = dry standard cubic meter of stack gas

Table 10 Comparative economic analysis of thermal technologies for power generation from
MSW [68]

Performance parameter Incineration Pyrolysis Thermal plasma
gasification

Air gasification
for MSW

Capacity in solid waste tpd 250 250 250 250
Conversion efficiency (MWh/
ton @ 8000BTU/lb)

0.7 0.3 0.4 0.9

Cost of construction (Rounded
to $10 MM)

60 40 100 30

Generating capacity MWh/
Day

172 180 108 224

Unit cost US$/kWh generating
capacity

348 222 1000 125

Unit cost (US$K/Ton
Capacity/day)

240 160 960 120
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100% syngas generated from biomass and MSW gasification into commercial
engines, including gasoline, diesel, and natural gas engines, requires minimum
modifications. However, wide commercialization of power production from gasi-
fication of biomass and MSW requires future development to address technical
challenges, especially in removing syngas contaminants and increasing reliability
and efficiency of advanced syngas to power conversion technologies, such as
combined system with fuel cell and advanced gas turbine. Plasma gasification is
another technology suitable for MSW utilization, but high capital and energy
requirement is a barrier for its commercialization. The use of low-temperature
plasma has potential to reduce the power requirement as non-thermal plasma is not
considered energy or capital intensive. Economic feasibility of biomass/MSW
gasification for power production appears more promising at medium scale than
that at small or large scale [61]. However, compared to conventional methods such
as incineration and landfills, gasification is still considered environmental friendly
to reduce release of greenhouse gases and pollutants.
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