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Abstract The present study reports the findings of ex-
periments carried out to optimize super phosphoric acid-
catalyzed esterification of palm fatty acid distillate—a
low-cost by-product of the palm oil refining process for
biodiesel production. The main objectives were to de-
velop an approach that would enable us to better un-
derstand the relationships between the governing vari-
ables, i.e., oil to methanol ratio, temperature and cata-
lyst concentration, and the response (conversion of the
biodiesel), and to obtain the optimum conditions for
biodiesel production using central composite design
(CCD) and response surface methodology (RSM). All
the three variables significantly affected the acid value
of the product, oil to methanol ratio being the most
effective followed by temperature and catalyst concen-
tration. Using response surface methodology, a quadratic
polynomial equation was obtained for acid value by
multiple regression analysis. Verification experiments
confirmed the validity of the predicted model. Various
properties of the biodiesel were evaluated and compared
in relation to that of conventional petro-diesel. The
prepared biodiesel blended with different proportion of
petro-diesel was then subjected to performance and
emission tests at varying loads in order to evaluate its
actual performance, when used as a diesel engine fuel.

Keywords Biodiesel . CCD . FFA . PFAD . Optimization .

Esterification

1 Introduction

Biodiesel, a mixture of alkyl esters, is an alternative biomass-
based fuel derived from vegetable oils, waste vegetable oils,
and animal fats. Technically, biodiesel is fatty acid methyl
ester (FAME) formed by replacing the glycerol from each
triglyceride molecule of vegetable oil with methyl from meth-
anol (that is by the reaction of free fatty acid and methanol)
[1]. The major advantage of biodiesel fuel includes nontoxic
preparation from renewable resources, high biodegradability,
and low emission profile [2]. Moreover, having excellent
lubricity and comparable energy density with petro-diesel, it
is compatible with current commercial diesel engines as a
feasible energy source [3]. The biodiesel molecules are simple
hydrocarbon chains sans sulfur, ring molecules, or aromatics
that are otherwise associated with fossil fuels. Biodiesel is
made up of almost 10 % oxygen, making it a naturally
“oxygenated” fuel [2, 3]. While biodiesel has a myriad of
advantages and benefits to its credit, there is a flip side as
well. Being renewable and having mass production potential,
vegetable oils are widely touted as promising feedstocks for
biodiesel production. A plethora of feedstocks including most
common vegetable oils (e.g., soybean, cottonseed, palm, pea-
nut, rapeseed/canola, sunflower, safflower, coconut) and ani-
mal fats (usually tallow) can be used for the production of
biodiesel [4, 5]. The cost of vegetable oil has a crucial role in
the economics of the biodiesel. Due to the higher cost of raw
vegetable oils, the manufacturing cost of biodiesel is exorbi-
tantly high posing a deterrent towards its commercial viability.
Palm oil is one of the most widely used and versatile vegetable
oils in the world. During the fatty acid stripping and deodor-
ization stages of the palm oil refining process, a lower-value
by-product, known as palm fatty acid distillate (PFAD) is
generated. PFAD consists of 85–95 % fatty acids and 5–
15 % triglycerides, both of which are available for biodiesel
production. A number of works with PFAD as the feedstock
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for biodiesel are cited in literature using both catalytic
[6, 7] and non-catalytic esterification [8, 9]. The price
of PFAD is much cheaper than other refined oils which
are currently the major feedstocks for most of the bio-
diesel plants.

On the other hand, a major drawback of homoge-
neous catalyzed esterification reaction involving strong
acid such as sulfuric acid is the high consumption of
energy and the separation of the catalysts from the
homogeneous reaction mixtures is costly and chemically
wasteful [10]. Chances of acid corrosion of the reactors
pose additional problems. In comparison, super phos-
phoric acid is less corrosive since its dissociation con-
stant value is much less. Therefore, the cost of han-
dling, storage, and materials of construction is less as
compared to sulfuric acid. In the present work, super
phosphoric acid (SPA), which has not been reported
earlier in literature, has been used as catalyst. Oil to
methanol ratio, temperature, and catalyst concentration
in an appropriate range could increase the conversion of
biodiesel production during esterification, although
much higher values of these parameters could affect
adversely as well. Thus, appropriate levels of the above
three factors can be chosen to optimize the biodiesel
production process. There have been several studies on
the optimization of biodiesel production process by one-
factor-at-a-time method, but it is laborious and time
consuming to perform this operation using this method,
which does not depict the interactive effect among the
variables. On the contrary, the statistically based exper-
imental method such as response surface methodology
(RSM) is a time-saving method and can depict the
interactive effect among the variables [11]. Response
surface has been applied successfully for optimization
of biodiesel production in fat and oil feedstocks having
high FFA content, including mahua oil [12], Jatropha oil
[13], waste rapeseed oil [14], animal fat [15], and PFAD
[16].

Although, various optimization approaches have been used
to investigate the production of biodiesel using a number of
feedstocks and catalyst; to the best of the knowledge of the
authors, this is probably the first report of response surface
optimization for super phosphoric acid-catalyzed production
of biodiesel using PFAD as feedstock. The focal themes of the
present work were to investigate the individual and interactive
effects of the important governing variables (PFAD to meth-
anol ratio, temperature, and catalyst concentration) and the
response (conversion) and to obtain the optimum conditions
for biodiesel production using central composite design
(CCD) and response surface methodology (RSM). In addition,
the fuel properties and emission characteristics of PFAD–
biodiesel were also analyzed to assess its suitability as a fuel
in diesel engines.

2 Material and methods

2.1 Chemicals used

PFAD was procured from Gujarat Ambuja Exports Limited,
Kadi, Gujarat. It was a light yellow solid at room temperature
consisting of <90 wt % FFA. Its purity was 92 wt %, moisture
content 0.50 %, and saponification value 263. Super phospho-
ric acid (density 2.05 g/cm3; boiling point 530 °C) and meth-
anol were purchased from S.D. Fine Chemicals Limited,
Baroda, Gujarat, India. All other chemicals used in this study
were of AR grade, supplied by Merck, India and were used as
received without further purification. Deionized water (resis-
tivity 18 MΩ cm−1 at 25 °C) was used for preparing stock
solution.

2.2 Fatty acid profile of the PFAD

The fatty acid profile of the PFAD was determined by
gas chromatography (model: GC-2010 Shimadzu, Japan)
with flame ionization detector (FID) and capillary col-
umn (ZB-5HT Inferno, 15 m×0.32 mm×0.10 μm). The
initial temperature of 50 °C for 1 min was used; the
heating rates were 15 °C/min up to 180, 7 °C/min up to
230, and 10 °C/min up to 380 °C. The carrier gas was
high purity hydrogen.

2.3 Experimental details

The schematic of the experimental setup is presented in Fig. 1.
Esterification of FFA was carried out in a 1-l capacity three-
necked round bottom flask equipped with mechanical stirrer,
digital temperature controller, dean and stark water condenser,
and heating mantle. Different oil to methanol ratios ranging
from 1:8 to 1:12 were employed, and the catalyst amount was
varied between 5 and 9 % by weight and temperature in the
range 50 to 70 °C. The progress of the reaction was monitored
by measuring the elimination of the FFAs by way of acid
value using American Oil Chemists’ Society Official Method
(AOCS Ca 3a–63 for Acid Value, AOCS, 1990 [17]. After
completion of reaction, the content was allowed to settle for
overnight. The lower layer of methyl ester was separated out
for further purification. The separated lower layer was purified
by gentle washing with hot distilled water to remove residual
catalyst, glycerol, and soaps. The washing process was con-
tinued (twice more) until a pH of about 7 was achieved.
Finally, the methyl ester phase was distilled to remove the
residual water and methanol.

Further, the transesterification of the ester phase was car-
ried out using KOH as catalyst under optimum conditions of
catalyst 1 % by weight at 60 °C with oil to methanol ratio of
1:6. The amount of KOH (10 g per liter of pretreated PFAD
oil) was calculated at based on the amount needed to
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neutralize the unreacted acids (i.e., 5 mg KOH/g) in the
second stage product plus 0.5 % for catalyst. The reaction
was carried out at 60 °C for half an hour. The reaction product
was allowed to settle overnight before removing the glycerol
layer from the bottom in a separating funnel to get the ester
layer on the top, separated as biodiesel.

2.4 Estimation of fuel properties

Laboratory tests were carried out using American Soci-
ety for Testing and Materials (ASTM) tests standards to
determine the properties, namely, density, flash point,
pour point, and Conradson carbon residue of biodiesel
following ASTM D4052, D56, D97, and D189, respec-
tively [18]. Cetane number of biodiesel was evaluated
using a correlation suggested by Mohibbe et al. [19]
based on saponification number and iodine value, which
again were determined using standard methodologies
[18]. The measurement of iodine number was carried
out by the iodometric titration method using Wijs solu-
tion. Saponification number was also determined
titrimetrically following ASTM D5558 method [18].
Kinematic viscosity was measured with a Canon–Fenske
capillary viscometer immersed in a constant temperature
(40 °C) bath (TAMSON TV 2000) following the European
norm EN ISO 3104 [20].

2.5 Exhaust gas analysis of biodiesel blends

Biodiesel blends of different combination were used in a four-
stroke water-cooled single cylinder diesel engine (3.67 kW,
1500 rpm, compression ratio: 16.5:1; fuel injection pressure:
185 kg/cm2), and the exhaust gases were analyzed using a
Technovation gas analyzer by measuring gas concentrations
in the sample cell by using the unique Infra Non-Dispersive-
Red (NDIR) absorption spectra of each particular gas of
interest. It calculates the amount of energy absorbed as pro-
portional to gas concentration. A beam of infrared energy was
passed through the sample cell. The energy at a specific
wavelength was determined after the beam exiting from the
sample cell, passed through an optical filter, and impinged on
a detector.

2.6 Response surface and statistical analysis

A three-factor and three-level central composite design with
20 individual design points was adopted for this study. The
method includes a full factorial design with center points that
are augmented with a group of star points. As the distance
from the center of the design space to a factorial point is
defined as ±1 unit for each factor, the distance from the center
of the design space to a star point is ±α with |α|=1.

To avoid bias, 20 runs were performed in a totally random
order. The independent variables, or factors studied, were the

Fig. 1 Schematic of the
experimental setup for the
production of biodiesel
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molar ratio (oil to methanol; A), the temperature (°C; B), and
amount of catalyst (% w/w; C). The response or dependent
variable (Y) studied was PFAD conversion (%). The effect of
these independent variables A, B, andC on the response Ywas
investigated using the second-order polynomial regression
equation with backward elimination (Eq. 1):

y ¼ β0 þ
X3

i¼1

βixi þ
X3

i¼1

βiix
2
i þ

X X3

i< j¼1

βi jxix j ð1Þ

where β0, βi, βii, and βij are regression coefficients for inter-
cept, linear, quadratic and interaction terms, respectively. The
A, B, and C are uncoded values for independent variables. An
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to determine
the lack of fit and the effect of linear, quadratic, and interaction
terms on conversion. The analysis of data and the optimizing
process were generated using Design Expert Version 8
Statease INC, USA. Model verification was carried out using
a combination of variables at different levels within the ex-
perimental range.

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Fatty acid composition of PFAD

The properties of the triglyceride and the biodiesel fuel are
determined by the amounts of each fatty acid that are present
in the precursor feedstock. Chain length and number of double
bonds determine the physical characteristics of both fatty
acids and triglycerides [21]. The chromatogram of the GC
analysis of palm fatty acid distillate is given in Fig. 2. The
figure indicates the distinct presence of three major and sev-
eral minor peaks. The major peaks correspond to the presence
of palmitic acid (38.79 %), oleic acid (27.83 %), and erucic
acid (20.15 %), whereas the minor peaks stand for stearic
(2.47 %) and linoleic acid (7.07 %). In general, there are three
main types of fatty acids that can be present in a triglyceride:
saturated (Cn: 0), monounsaturated (Cn: 1), and polyunsatu-
rated with two or three double bonds (Cn: 2, 3) [22]. The
chromatogram in the present study reveals that PFAD pre-
dominantly contains saturated palmitic acid (C16:0) and
stearic acid (C18:0) and monosaturated oleic acid (C18:1)
and erucic acid (C22:1) along with polysaturated linoleic acids
(C18:3). The initial acid value, a measure of the FFA content
of the oil, was found to be 177.49 mg KOH/g corresponding
to FFA level of 89.19%, which was far above the 1% limit for
satisfactory transesterification reaction using alkaline catalyst.
Therefore, FFAs were first converted to esters in a pretreat-
ment process with methanol using super phosphoric acid as an

acid catalyst. Transesterification does not alter the fatty acid
composition of the feedstock, and this composition plays an
important role in some critical parameters of the biodiesel, as
cetane number and cold flow properties. This has been
discussed little later.

3.2 Response surface analysis

In order to optimize the reaction condition of PFAD biodiesel
synthesis, the central composite design was selected with
three-level-three-factors: i.e., oil to methanol molar ratio, re-
action temperature, and catalyst amount. The coded and un-
coded levels of the independent variables are given in Table 1.
All 20 of the designed experiments were conducted, and the
results were analyzed via multiple regression. The coefficients
of a full model were evaluated via regression analysis and
tested for significance. Finally, the best fitting model was
determined via regression. This showed that three linear coef-
ficients (A, B, C), three quadratic coefficients (A2, B2, C2), and
three cross-product coefficients (AB, AC, BC) were
significant.

The effect of the variables as linear, quadratic, or interac-
tion coefficients on the response was tested for significance by
ANOVA. As shown in Table 2, it can be found that the
variable with the most significant effect on the oil conversion
was the linear term of molar ratio (p<0.01) and temperature
(p<0.01), followed by all interaction effect of independent
variables (p<0.01). The quadratic effect of catalyst concen-
tration (p<0.05) and molar ratio (p<0.1) are found to be
significant as well. The significance of these effects is also
verified by the final estimative response model equation
(based on the actual value) as:

Y ¼ 90:58−2:77� Aþ 2:39� Bþ 0:67� C þ 2:26� A

� B−1:56� A� C þ 2:29� B� C−1:35� A2−0:34
� B2−2:08� C2

ð2Þ

in which Y is the response factor, conversion of PFAD into
biodiesel (%). A, B, and C are the values of the independent
factors, oil to methanol molar ratio, reaction temperature (°C),
and the amount of catalyst (% (w/w)), respectively. RSM was
used to optimize esterification reaction and the experimental
results were presented in Table 3. Experimental conversions
were analyzed to get a regression model. The estimated coef-
ficients of the regressionmodel given in Table 2 were obtained
by employing a least square technique to predict quadratic
polynomial model for the conversion. The large value of the
coefficient of multiple determination (R2=0.957) reveals that
the model adequately represents the experimental results.
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3.3 Interactive effect of various parameters

The estimative response model equation proved suitable for
the adequate representation of the real relationship among the
selected factors. Biodiesel conversion as a function of tem-
perature and oil to methanol molar ratio (at catalyst concen-
tration of 7 % wt), catalyst concentration and temperature (at
oil to methanol ratio of 0.1), and oil to methanol ratio and
catalyst concentration (at a temperature of 60 °C) are present-
ed in three-dimensional response surface plots of Figs. 3, 4,
and 5, respectively. Figure 3 also denotes the reciprocal inter-
actions of the indicated variables. It shows that temperature
and molar ratio of oil to methanol have a direct effect on the
conversion of methyl ester. At the minimum reaction temper-
ature 50 °C, an increase in oil to methanol molar ratio resulted
in the increase in conversion of methyl ester as well. The
highest conversion was found out to be 92.6 % at 7 % catalyst
concentration and was achieved at the vicinity of boiling point
of methanol. However, at low oil to methanol molar ratio, the
effect of temperature and oil to methanol molar ratio on
conversion of methyl ester was marginal. Most of the reported
literature works have focused on the transesterification/
esterification at near boiling point of alcohol. Temperature
plays a pivotal role on speed of reaction and often leads to

higher conversion of ester. The relatively low conversion of
methyl ester at low temperature was probably due to the
subcritical state of methanol.

A perusal of Fig. 3 indicates that for a particular catalyst
quantity in the range 5 to 7 % by wt, the rise in percentage
conversion of methyl ester results in a linear increase in
reaction temperature. Nevertheless, further increase in con-
centration beyond 7 % could neither enhance the reaction rate
nor the equilibrium conversion. The maximum conversion
was found out at a catalyst quantity of 7 %, 70 °C, and 1: 12
methanol to oil molar ratio.

Similar effects of catalyst concentration on the ultrasound-
assisted esterification reactions have been observed elsewhere

Table 1 Independent variables and levels used for central composite
design

Variables Symbols Levels

−1 0 +1

Oil to methanol ratio (w/w) A 0.08 0.1 0.125

Temperature (°C) B 50 60 70

SPA catalyst concentration (w/w) C 5 7 9

Fig. 2 Chromatogram of the fatty acid profiles of the palm fatty acid distillate
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[23, 24]. Plausibly large quantity of acid catalyst could pro-
mote ether formation by alcohol dehydration [25]. The pres-
ence of polar compounds during acid-catalyzed alcoholysis
reactions significantly reduces reaction rates by competing for
hydrogen ions, hindering the availability of these ions for
catalysis. [25].

After studying the interaction effect of varying catalyst
concentration and oil to methanol molar ratio on methyl ester
conversion at a constant reaction temperature, it appears that
the effect of catalyst concentration on the methanol to oil ratio
is rare and the value of interaction coefficient (p>0.004)
demonstrates this fact (data not shown). At low quantity of
catalyst, the conversion was slightly affected by oil to meth-
anol molar ratio, whereas at high catalyst amounts, the oil to
methanol molar ratio has shown the increasing effect on
conversion of methyl ester in PFAD-esterified biodiesel. The
optimal reaction temperature, according to catalyst concentra-
tion, was between 60 and 70 °C as shown in Figs. 3 and 4. The
reaction temperature has shown the significant effect on meth-
yl ester conversion. Of course, high temperature above 65 °C
causes the evaporation of methanol. At any defined reaction
temperature, with the increase in catalyst quantity, there is
linear enhancement of methyl ester conversion. Comparing
the results of Figs. 3, 4, and 5, the optimum condition for the
maximum conversion of fatty acid methyl ester was achieved
with a high reaction temperature and oil to methanol molar
ratio, and catalyst quantity of 7–8 % by wt.

Table 3 Central composite
design (CCD) arrangement and
responses

Std order Run Point type Molar ratio
(PFAD to methanol)

Temp (°C) Catalyst
(% w/w)

Conversion (%)

1 4 Factorial 0.08 50.00 5.00 90.01

2 5 Factorial 0.13 50.00 5.00 82.5

3 6 Factorial 0.08 70.00 5.00 85.5

4 1 Factorial 0.13 70.00 5.00 86.88

5 8 Factorial 0.08 50.00 9.00 90.1

6 16 Factorial 0.13 50.00 9.00 76.2

7 18 Factorial 0.08 70.00 9.00 94.6

8 17 Factorial 0.13 70.00 9.00 89.85

9 19 Axial 0.08 60.00 7.00 90.09

10 7 Axial 0.13 60.00 7.00 87.18

11 13 Axial 0.10 50.00 7.00 86.69

12 3 Axial 0.10 70.00 7.00 92.6

13 15 Axial 0.10 60.00 5.00 87.5

14 14 Axial 0.10 60.00 9.00 88.3

15 20 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 92.6

16 11 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 91.5

17 9 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 89.5

18 2 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 91.37

19 10 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 90.1

20 12 Center 0.10 60.00 7.00 90.8

Table 2 Regression coefficients of predicted quadratic polynomial
model

Regression coefficient Conversion

Value Standard error p value

β0 90.58 0.42 0.0001

Linear

β1 −2.77a 0.38 0.0001

β2 2.39a 0.38 0.0001

β3 0.67 0.38 0.1119

Quadratic

β11 −1.35c 0.73 0.0935

β22 −0.34 0.73 0.6507

β33 −2.08b 0.73 0.0169

Interaction

β12 2.26a 0.43 0.0004

β13 −1.56a 0.43 0.0044

β23 2.29a 0.43 0.0003

R2 0.957 – –

R2 adj 0.910 – –

F value 22.52 – –

a Significant at 0.01 % level
b Significant at 0.05 % level
c Significant at 0.10 % level
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It can also be concluded that linear and quadratic effects of
A and B are more significant followed by quadratic effect of C
as shown in Table 2 and model equation (1). All Eigen values
obtained for the analysis were positive (data not shown)
indicating that the stationary point for the response was least.
The response with respect to the second-order model indicated
that, for small catalyst quantity, FFA conversion increases
with increasing oil to methanol molar ratio and temperature.
Maximum conversion was obtained for large oil to methanol
molar ratio, as it was the most significant factor with positive
impact. However, at large catalyst quantity, it seems to be less
effective if oil to methanol molar ratio increased. This could
be due to the positive effects of catalyst to temperature and

molar ratio to temperature. Moreover, at low catalyst concen-
tration, there is moderate increase in conversion with temper-
ature and oil to methanol molar ratio.

3.4 Optimization of extraction condition

In order to optimize reaction condition, the first partial deriv-
atives of the regression model were equated to zero according
to A, B, and C, respectively. The result was calculated as: A=
0.09, B=70 °C, and C=8.99. Under such condition, the con-
version of biodiesel was predicted to be 94.3 %. The experi-
mental work at this condition was performed due to maximum
experimental conversion predicted. In this work, highest

Fig. 3 Biodiesel conversion as a
function of temperature and oil to
methanol molar ratio at catalyst
concentration of 7 % wt

Fig. 4 Biodiesel conversion as a
function of catalyst concentration
and temperature at oil to methanol
ratio of 0.1
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conversion of methyl ester at temperature of 70 °C, catalyst
concentration of 8.99 %wt, reaction time of 5 h, and oil to
methanol ratio of 1:11 is obtained 96.3 %. By substituting
levels of the factors into the regression equation, the maxi-
mum predictable response for PFAD biodiesel production was
calculated and was experimentally verified. But it merits
mentioning that albeit to the less extent, RSM has under
predicted the conversion of PFAD biodiesel in the present
study. This difference between predicted and experimental
conversion can be attributed to the extent of deviation in
predictive capacity of the model to reach the global optimum.
RSM is most widely used method in optimization of different
physicochemical parameters affecting biodiesel production. It
is one of the efficient methods for non-linear optimization. But
RSM suffers from the limitation that it assumes only quadratic
non-linear correlation. Thus, the effective application of RSM
should narrow down search window appropriately to enable
the linear correlations adequately suitable. This makes the
search process highly dependent upon search space. It might
require either additional experiments or good priory knowl-
edge of the system to fix search window [26].

3.5 PFAD biodiesel characterization

American Society for Testing and Methods (ASTM) has pre-
scribed certain tests and their limits for diesel fuel to be used in
CI engines. For any alternative fuel to be suitable for long-
term engine operation without engine modifications, it must
be in conformity or within close range to these ASTM per-
missible limits. Several tests were conducted for various
physical, chemical, and thermal properties to characterize

PFAD biodiesel obtained in this work and were compared
with the American standards and Indian petro-diesel stan-
dards. These comparative data are presented in Table 4. The
process of esterification brings about a radical change in the
density of PFAD as a result; the obtained biodiesel has almost
similar density to that of petro-diesel [27]. PFAD biodiesel
was miscible in any proportion with that of mineral diesel oil.
The optimized blend of biodiesel has density very close of
diesel oil. Among the general parameters for biodiesel, vis-
cosity controls the characteristics of the injection from the
diesel injector. The viscosity of fatty acid methyl esters is
important to control within an acceptable level to avoid neg-
ative impacts on fuel injector system performance. The pro-
cess of esterification and transesterification reduced the vis-
cosity from 10.75 to 5.4 mm2/s. This achievement paved the
way to use the produced biodiesel without any engine modi-
fications. Generally, the diesel oil viscosity lies between 3 and
4mm2/s at 40 °C and it varies depending upon its constituents.
Thus, fuel oil, which has viscosity within this range, does not
pose any handling problems to the fuel handling systems in
the existing diesel engines. The flash point, however, strictly
corresponds to the content of methanol, and the viscosity
correlates with the content of unreacted triglycerides [28].

Table 4 reveals that PFAD–biodiesel obtained in present
study has a higher cetane number than petroleum diesel oil.
Even 20 % blend of biodiesel showed improvement in cetane
number. It is well known that biodiesel cetane number de-
pends on the feedstock used for its production [29, 30].
According to Knothe et al. [31], high cetane numbers were
observed for esters of saturated fatty acids such as palmitic
(C16:0) and stearic (C18:0) acids. PFAD sample used in the

Fig. 5 Biodiesel conversion as a
function of catalyst concentration
and oil to methanol ratio at
temperature of 60 °C

404 Biomass Conv. Bioref. (2015) 5:397–407



present study containing about 38.79 % of palmitic acid
(although less amount of stearic acid) thus presumably gave
higher value of cetane number. Similar results were reported
by Van Gerpen [32] observing an increase of the cetane
number with increasing the percentage of methyl palmitate
in a blend. Flash point of a fuel is the temperature at which it
will ignite when exposed to a flame or spark. Fuels with flash
point above 66 °C are regarded as safe. The flash point of
biodiesel is higher than that of the petro-diesel, which is safe
for transport purpose. Thus, biodiesel is an extremely safe fuel
to handle compared to diesel oil. Even 20 % biodiesel blend
has a flash point much above that of diesel oil, making it a
preferable choice as far as safety is concerned. A perusal of the
properties indicates that the process could yield biodiesel
having comparable properties with the standards. But the pour
point of the PFAD biodiesel was a bit higher than that of the
standard as the principal components of the PFAD were
saturated FFA. However, the pour point could be depressed
by blending PFAD biodiesel with diesel in suitable ratios.
Therefore, the PFAD biodiesel obtained in the present study
has the potential to be an alternative to the petro-diesel for
using in unmodified diesel engines.

3.6 Exhaust gas analysis

Exhaust gas analysis was carried out on an engine using diesel
and biodiesel blends separately as fuels at 1500 rpm. Emission
test was conducted on various biodiesel blends to assess the
emission level of CO2, CO, and hydrocarbons (HC). Five
different combinations of diesel–biodiesel blends, namely,
B-0, B-10, B-20, B-30, and B-50, were used in the present
study. The baseline data were generated using unblended
petro-diesel. Figure 6 represents percentage emission of CO2

with different blends of PFAD–biodiesel and petro-diesel as a
function of engine load. The general trend of Fig. 6 indicates
that percentage emission of CO2 increased with the increase in

engine load for all the combinations of biodiesel blends as
well as unblended petro-diesel. However, the magnitude of
CO2 emission was appreciably less in all blends tested com-
pared to the unblended petro-diesel regardless of engine load.
Among all the blends, B-30 had the least percent emission of
CO2 in the exhaust gas. CO2 emissions of B-10 were close to
petro-diesel. On the other hand, no significant trend could be
observed in the emission profile of CO, which largely
remained same for most of the blends, although there was
marginal increase in CO content of B-10 blend (data not
shown). Factors causing combustion deterioration (such as
high latent heat of evaporation) could be responsible for the
increased CO emission. CO emission increases gradually with
blending of higher concentration of biodiesel to diesel. This
may be due to increase in viscosity with blending leading to
less homogenous mixtures [33]. However, this observation
was not entirely consistent with the present experiments. CO
concentration in the exhaust is a measure of the combustion
efficiency of the system. Normally, better combustion can be
achieved at a medium speed and with a medium-sized load
and the presence of oxygen in the biodiesel might have
resulted in complete combustion [34]. It is worth mentioning
that the impact of diesel–biodiesel blends on CO emissions
varies with engine operating conditions and was not
conclusive.

Figure 7 presents emission profile of hydrocarbons with
different blends of PFAD–biodiesel and petro-diesel as a
function of engine load. It reveals that there was considerable
reduction of hydrocarbon emission for all the blends com-
pared to unblended petro-diesel. At the highest engine load
(3 kw) under the present experimental conditions, the maxi-
mum reduction of hydrocarbon was roughly 66 % for B-50,
50 % for B-30, and 44 % for B-20. Biodiesel contains oxygen
in its structure. When biodiesel is added to diesel fuel, the
oxygen content of fuel blend is increased; thus, less oxygen is
needed for combustion. The reduction in HC is mainly due to

Table 4 Property comparison of
PFAD biodiesel with petro-diesel
and ASTM D6751 standard

a Indian Standard, Automotive
Diesel Fuel specifications, IS
1460–2005

Fuel properties PFAD biodiesel
(present study)

Petro-diesel
(IS 1460-2005a)

ASTM D6751

Specific gravity (kg/m3 at 15 °C) 862 820–860 860–900

Kinematic viscosity at 40 °C (mm2/s) 5.4 2.0–5.0 4–6

Flash point (°C) 190 66 100–170

Cloud point (°C) 18 – –3 to 12

Pour point (°C) 16 3–15 −15 to 10
Acid value (mg KOH/g) 0.91 0.01–0.2 0.8 max.

Carbon residue wt% 1 0.3–1.5 0.77

Degree API 32.65 – –

Saponification value (mg KOH/g) 210.375 – –

Iodine value (Wijs gm/100 g) 55.835 – –

Cetane number 59.37 45–51 48–60
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the result of improved combustion of biodiesel blends within
the combustion period due to the presence of excess oxygen
atom in biodiesel [33]. Hydrocarbon (HC) emissions general-
ly result from unburned fuel. HC formation is attributed to
fuel/air mixtures that are too lean to auto-ignite or to support a
propagating flame or attributed to fuel/air mixtures that are too
rich to auto-ignite. The long carbon chains and the absence of
aromatic content make cetane number of biodiesel higher than
that of petro-diesel. Thus, the blends improve the overall
cetane value, promoting complete combustion and reducing
the level of unburned fuel [35]. Although there are consider-
able emissions, benefits for certain gases can be realized but a

small NOx increased was measured in some studies. Although
engine modifications were not necessary, some researchers
have reported that engine optimum calibrations lowered bio-
diesel emissions, especially NOx emissions. However, the
NOx emissions could not be carried out with the present
experimental setup.

4 Conclusion

The high FFA level of PFAD could be reduced to the accept-
able value by its pretreatment with methanol (0.08molar ratio)
using super phosphoric acid as catalyst (7 % w/w) at 70 °C
temperature. Response surface methodology was successfully
applied for esterification of PFAD. A second-order model was
obtained to predict acid value as a function of methanol to oil
ratio, catalyst concentration, and temperature. The high re-
gression coefficients of the second-order polynomial showed
that the model was well fitted to the experimental data. The
ANOVA test implied that molar ratio of oil to alcohol, reaction
temperature, and concentration of catalyst had the great sig-
nificant factor affecting the conversion of biodiesel. The bio-
diesel production had a negative quadratic behavior by tem-
perature, molar ratio of oil to alcohol, and concentration of
catalyst. The methyl ester which produced at optimum condi-
tions had acceptable fuel properties and compared well with
petro-diesel. It had lower carbon residue and acid number than
petro-diesel, but kinematic viscosity, cetane number, and flash
point of biodiesel were higher as compared to petro-diesel.
Analysis of exhaust gas from engine with different blends of
PFAD–biodiesel and petro-diesel showed appreciable reduc-
tion of CO2 and hydrocarbons as against the unblended petro-
diesel; however, reduction of CO was marginal. Production of

Fig. 7 Emission of hydrocarbons with different blends of PFAD–
biodiesel and petro-diesel as a function of engine load (B-10: a mixture
of 10 % biodiesel and 90 % petro-diesel; B-20: a mixture of 20 %
biodiesel and 80 % petro-diesel; B-30: a mixture of 30 % biodiesel and
70 % petro-diesel; B-50: a mixture of 50 % biodiesel and 50 % petro-
diesel)

Fig. 6 Percentage emission of
CO2 with different blends of
PFAD–biodiesel and petro-diesel
as a function of engine load
(B-10: a mixture of 10 %
biodiesel and 90 % petro-diesel;
B-20: a mixture of 20 % biodiesel
and 80 % petro-diesel; B-30: a
mixture of 30 % biodiesel and
70 % petro-diesel; B-50: a
mixture of 50 % biodiesel and
50 % petro-diesel)
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biofuels from edible oils could result in inevitable displace-
ment of food crops, leading to possible food scarcity and
inflation of food prices. In line with the argument, palm fatty
acid distillates, from palm kernel oil refinery, and methanol
used in this work are not edible, enabling them better raw
materials to be used for biodiesel production to avoid soaring
of food prices.
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