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Abstract: Soil amended with biochar is considered a significant response to climate change, re-
mediation of degraded soils, and agronomic improvements. An artisanal mobile pyrolysis kiln
was developed for small-sized biomass inputs. Approximately 190 kg of biochar was produced in
21 carbonisation processes using acai residues (Euterpe oleracea Mart.) as raw material, as they are
among the most abundant agro-industrial residues in the Amazon. It is a valuable and underutilised
biomass resource, often inadequately discarded, causing environmental impact and health risks.
The physicochemical and structural characteristics of four representative biochar samples from the
pyrolysis processes were evaluated using different techniques. The produced biochar had an average
pH of 8.8 and the ICP-OES results indicate that the most abundant elements were potassium (K) and
phosphorus (P). Results of the elemental composition indicate that the produced biochar has a very
stable carbon with an average H/C ratio of 0.23 and O/C ratio of 0.16, indicating that the pyrolysis
performed was effective in transforming organic and volatile compounds into stable structures.
Variations in nutrient contents call for soil application planning, as performed for other agricultural
inputs. The developed mobile kiln can be adapted and favour the decentralisation of biochar pro-
duction among small and medium-sized producers. Here, we show that even with variations in
artisanal production, the biochar produced exhibits favourable characteristics for agronomic use and
combating climate changes.

Keywords: biochar; climate change; soil health; agriculture residues; sustainability; low-cost kiln;
handmade production

1. Introduction

Acai berry is the fruit of an Amazonian palm tree (Euterpe oleracea Mart.) consid-
ered one of the main products of Brazilian extractivism [1] with an estimated 1.7 million
tons produced and sold in 2022, either extracted by wild harvesting and forest manage-
ment, or cultivation in monocultures and agroforestry systems. Acai berry production
is concentrated in the state of Pará, in the Amazon Region, accounting for 90% of this
production [2,3].
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Acai berry fruit pulp is sold in over 40 countries, with the United States leading
the consumer market [4]. Acai berry business is on the rise, due to increasing interest in
superfoods, and the energetic and health benefits it provides [5]. In 2022, it was estimated
to be USD 1.2 billion, double the amount in 2018 [6].

Currently, only the pulp of the acai berry fruit has commercial value, with 71 to 95%
of the extracted fruit wasted [7], and composed of seeds with attached fibres, peels, and
pulp remains. Thus, it can be estimated that the annual production of acai berry agro-
industrial waste is around 1.2 to 1.6 million tons. It is a valuable yet often wasted resource,
occasionally utilised for energy production, but often inappropriately disposed of into the
environment, leading to environmental contamination, greenhouse gas emissions, and
hazards to human health [8,9]. The simplified biochar production process using acai berry
fruit waste as the raw material from agro-industrial sources is presented in Figure 1. The
production of biochar carried out in this project began with the acquisition of waste from
agro-industries, starting from step 4 in the mentioned figure.
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Studies have explored different applications for the sustainable management of this
relevant agro-industrial waste, such as in the energy sector [10–13], construction [14],
pollutant retention [15,16], and biochar production [17,18]. Thermal conversion of acai
berry waste can produce a rich and long-lasting biochar capable of sequestering carbon
in the soil, due to the lignocellulosic characteristics of its biomass [18,19]. Recent research
indicates the use of biochar as a carrier for nanoparticles and also enriched with other
substances to enhance electron transfer [20,21]. Moreover, using agro-industrial residues
avoids the cultivation of other biomasses that could lead to competition for food production
areas as well as the use of other biomasses that may contain contaminants and limit biochar
utilisation [22–24].

Internationally, biochar refers to charcoal produced to be applied to soils as a condi-
tioner or for environmental management. But, in the Amazon region, the charcoals were
incorporated into the soil from the controlled carbonisation of food remnants and crops
over thousands of years by indigenous populations giving way to the formation of the
Terra Preta do Índio soil, Amazon dark earth (ADE). Considered as one of the world’s most
fertile and resilient anthropogenic soils, the addition of biochar to soils seeks to mimic these
properties using modern techniques, promoting significant improvements in soils, but still
without achieving results similar to Terra Preta [25–30].

Biomasses used for biochar production can be divided according to their origin into
wood, agricultural, animal residues, industrial, and aquatic [31], from both rural and urban
areas. Pyrolysis is the most commonly used method for biochar production, characterised
as a process of thermal decomposition of the organic matrix of biomasses in an oxygen-
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restricted environment [32]. The conversion above the thermal stability limit of the biomass
forms a more stable product, biochar [24].

Like small Amazonian producers, other countries and regions also have a tradition of
using charcoal in agriculture [33]. However, low-cost carbonisation of small-sized agricul-
tural waste biomasses on a viable scale to produce biochar for agricultural use and carbon
sequestration presents a significant challenge. The total mass of organic residues produced
annually in wastewater, animal manure, forestry, and crop residues (after deducting 30%
of the total crop residues that must be retained in the soil) is estimated globally at over
7.3 billion tonnes [34].

Artisanal biochar production is scarcely addressed in the scientific literature, particu-
larly regarding small-sized biomass (most agricultural residues are small-sized). This is
likely due to the considerable complexity involved, which encompasses numerous vari-
ables, especially in the initial two phases of biochar systems: the biomass used as raw
material and the conversion processes. This lack of research underscores the need for
innovative, decentralised, and cost-effective solutions for isolated rural areas, small-scale
agriculture, and family-run farms.

In the biomass phase, variations can arise from the use of different species, drying
methods, time elapsed since processing of the residue (storage method and decomposition
state), separation or non-separation of different biomass parts, etc. In the artisanal thermal
conversion phase, we highlight operational details of the kilns such as heat form and source,
residence time, heating rates, oxygen restriction methods, complex extraction, condensation,
and collection of pyrolysis gases and their byproducts, and finally, temperature monitoring
and control. These issues, combined with the difficulty of scaling up artisanal production,
underscore the need for further research into low-cost biochar production.

Despite all these variations, the artisanal production conducted yielded quality biochar
for agricultural use and carbon sequestration, as will be demonstrated in this article. As
expected, since the production of ADE likely occurred with mixtures of different biomass
types, under slow, mild and uncontrolled pyrolysis, microbial and fungi metabolization
and stabilisation through humification in soil [26,29,35].

The slow pyrolysis process has temperatures ranging from 250 to 750 ◦C, low heating
rates (up to 1 ◦C per second), and prolonged residence time (>60 min) that favours high
biochar yields, reaching of up to 45% and low yields of bio-oil and syngas [36]. The source
of the biomasses [37,38], thermal conversion method, and processing [39] influence biochar
characteristics. The biochar produced through slow pyrolysis can increase both soil water
retention capacity and its pH, as well as the cation exchange capacity, thus increasing
nutrient use efficiency [30]. This leads to enhancements in soil physical and chemical
properties and greater productivity [40].

Biochar production process is usually carried out in high-tech large-scale production
kilns, using complex technology and requiring large quantities of biomass for the produc-
tion of biochar, which makes decentralised production unfeasible in remote tropical areas.
These kilns are high in both acquisition and maintenance costs [41], have complex opera-
tions, require skilled labour, and necessitate electrical power [42], thus being inaccessible to
small entrepreneurs and rural producers in the Amazon and other rural regions lacking in
sustainable solutions. The seasonal availability of residues further diminishes the return
on investment; therefore, the economical exploitation of this natural resource demands a
low-cost approach. Moreover, research challenges include the development of mobile kilns,
capable of being transported to biomass generation sites, that do not require electricity and
have emission control and collection of pyrolysis by-products. The objective of this research
was to develop a mobile, low-cost kiln to produce biochar from small-sized biomass as raw
material that can be utilised in a decentralised manner by small rural farmers, communities,
cooperatives, associations, and acai berry producers. The physicochemical and structural
characteristics of the produced biochar were investigated to demonstrate the suitability of
biochar for agricultural use and climate change mitigation.
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2. Materials and Methods

The design and construction of a low-cost mobile pyrolysis kiln for biochar production
for acai berry agro-industry waste biomass (Figure 2) were inspired by the principles of
the scrum agile methodology [43]. The project was developed based on prior equipment
described in the literature [9,44,45], and was directed to obtain a simple and easy to
construct solution for decentralised implementation in rural areas to use and value biomass
from small agro-industrial wastes.
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For the production of biochar, residual biomass from acai berry agro-industries in
Manaus, Amazonas state, Northern Brazil, was used as raw material. These residues
consist of a mixture of fibres, seeds, pulp, and acai berry husk remnants. For biochar
production, the raw material was initially sieved and then dried in an oven. The material
used for carbonisation was predominantly composed of acai pits with adhering fibres.
Three carbonisation processes were conducted for testing, removing residues and paints
from the barrels, and adjustments to the kiln prototype. The residues were acquired,
transported, dried in an oven at 105 ◦C for 24 h, and sieved to 2 mm to remove the fine
particles from the pulp and shells.

The production of biochar from acai berry waste aimed to follow the requirements
that confer more favourable agronomic conditions, namely, a residence time of 60 min
between temperatures of 500 and 600 ◦C [18]. However, only the T1 thermocouple recorded
temperatures in this range (Figure A1). The carbonisation strategy was refined with the
introduction of kiln sealing using clay, drying the biomass in an oven, increasing the
residence time between 300 and 499 ◦C, and extracting and better condensing the pyrolysis
gases. These modifications ensured uniform carbonisation of the entire biomass, even with
the use of the kiln’s full capacity.

Of the total 18 carbonisation processes conducted to biochar production, 13 achieved
100% biomass carbonisation. Five processes were performed with incomplete carbonisation,
and only the effectively carbonised biomass was considered. For the analyses presented in
this article, 4 carbonisation processes were selected from the 13, considered representative of
the set, covering the beginning, middle, and end of the chronological production sequence.

The four selected processes were used for the analysis of the furnace operation and for
the collection of biochar samples for characterization. The selected carbonisation processes
were numbers 1, 10, 16, and 17, and the four characterised biochar samples were numbered
S1, S2, S3, and S4, respectively (Table A1).

This selection is justified by budgetary constraints for the analysis of biochar from
all carbonisation processes. Therefore, the results presented in this article refer to these
four carbonisation processes and their four produced biochar samples, unless explicitly
stated otherwise.

For characterization, the biochar samples (S1 to S4) and acai berry waste were ground
in a knife mill. The yield of biochar was calculated from the conversion of acai berry waste
mass to biochar mass, according to Equation (1):

yield (%) = (Wb/Wr) 100, (1)

where Wb is the mass of biochar and Wr is the initial biomass mass (kg). The average was
calculated from the data of the four sampled processes.

The pH and electrical conductivity (EC) of the biochar solution were analysed in
deionised water, at a dilution of 1:20 (w:v), and maintained for 90 min under shaking in a
shaker [46]; both analyses were performed in triplicate.

Thermal decomposition of biomass and biochar samples was evaluated by ther-
mogravimetric analysis (TG), heating up to 800 ◦C at 10 ◦C·min−1 in an oxygen atmo-
sphere [47]. The functional groups present in the biochar structures were identified by
Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR), a resolution of 8 cm−1, and 128 scans with
a wavelength range between 4000 and 650 cm−1 [48].

Ash and moisture contents were obtained in laboratory muffle furnace at 750 ◦C
for 8 h, in triplicate, with a method adapted from ASTM D1762-84 [46]. The elemental
composition of carbon (C) was determined with total organic carbon (TOC), hydrogen (H)
with a thermal conductivity detector (LECO), and nitrogen (N) with Kjeldahl methodology.
From the contents of these elements plus ash, the oxygen (O) content was determined by
difference, and atomics ratios (H/C and O/C) were calculated [49].
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Carbon retention was calculated from Equation (2) [50]:

CRetention(%) =
Cbiochar
Cbiomass

· Yieldbiochar, (2)

where Cbiochar and Cbiomass are the carbon contents of the biochar and biomass, and
Yieldbiochar is the yield achieved by the biomass conversion.

The surface morphology of the biochar particles was analysed by scanning electron
microscopy (SEM), with an acceleration voltage of 15 kV and magnifications of 100, 50, and
5 µm; the samples were previously coated with gold. Additionally, the surface scanning of
the samples was carried out in an energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscope (EDS) for analysis
of surface elements present in the porous structure of the biochars.

Mineral content (K, P, Ca, Mg, S, N, Na, Fe, Zn, Mn, Cu, Cr, B, Ni, Pb, Mo, and Cd) of
the biochar samples and the raw material was determined by inductively coupled plasma
optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES). The determination of nitrogen (N) was performed
by the Raney alloy method [51] and the other elements were extracted in aqua regia.

Volatile matter was calculated by the difference between the initial and final mass of the
TG analysis, discounting the moisture content. The fixed carbon content was determined
by subtracting the total moisture, ash, and volatile matter from 100% [52]. The thermostable
fraction (TSF) of biochar was defined as the ratio of fixed carbon to the sum of volatile
matter [53], according to Equation (3).

TSF(%) =
Fixed carbon

Volatile matter + Fixed carbon
· 100, (3)

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Kiln Construction and Biochar Production

The kiln was constructed with metal barrels and a casting kiln reused from industries
in the Manaus Free Trade Zone, Amazonas state, Brazil. The pyrolysis kiln consists of an
insulating compartment, pyrolysis chamber, gas extraction tube, condenser, refractory kiln
base, and accessories (Figure 2). The insulating compartment was constructed from two
200 L metal barrels, with an external diameter of 580 mm, height of 845 mm, and thickness
of 1 mm. One of the barrels was bisected lengthwise and welded with a reduced opening
in 25 mm, creating a dual wall that was packed with a 25 mm thick layer of ceramic fibre
blanket for thermal insulation. Carbon steel discs of 3 mm were used as the lid and base of
the compartment.

The pyrolysis chamber was constructed from a 100 L metal barrel, with dimensions
of 445 mm in diameter, 690 mm in height, and 1.5 mm in thickness. A 3 mm carbon steel
disc was welded to the base of the pyrolysis chamber, along with carbon steel tubes to
improve heat distribution to the biomass. An atmospheric burner with a maximum power
of 12.8 KW2 was used as the heat source, due to the need for greater control of temperature
and residence time, with less labour required compared to the use of wood. This burner
was powered by a 13 kg residential liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) cylinder and installed
on a kiln base constructed with 3 mm ironsteel plates and 75% alumina refractory bricks,
previously used in aluminium casting.

The gases resulting from carbonisation were collected by a 3 m long metal extraction
tube, which enabled partial condensation. To assess the temperature of the pyrolysis
process, 40 cm thermocouples (mineral insulation penetration type K) were installed at
21 cm from the top (T1) and 17 cm from the base (T2) of the pyrolysis compartment and
connected to a two-channel thermometer with a data logger. Temperature control was
carried out by controlling the flame (gas and oxygen mixture) and sealing the furnace
interfaces with clay.

In each carbonisation process, the pyrolysis chamber was loaded with the biomass,
closed, sealed with clay, and placed inside the insulating compartment, which in turn was
closed and positioned over the refractory brick kiln manually (Figure 2a). The insulating
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compartment was sealed with clay, both on the lid and at the interface with the refractory
brick, and the thermocouples were installed.

The gas exhaust tube was connected above the pyrolysis compartment lid. The
thermometer was then set up for data acquisition, the atmospheric burner was turned on,
adjusted for a stable flame (regulating the gas and oxygen ratio), and positioned inside the
refractory brick kiln cavity.

The temperature ranges, average residence times, and heating rates (calculated every
three minutes) are presented in Table 1. The biochar produced was maintained for an
average of 145 min at a mean temperature between the two thermocouples of 431.7 ◦C.
The average of the thermocouples was selected as it more accurately represents the mate-
rial produced.

Table 1. Temperature ranges; average heating rate, calculated every 3 min; temperature; and residence time.

Temperature
Range (◦C)

Mean

Maximum Heating
Rate (◦C min−1) Temperature (◦C) Residence Time

(min)

25–119 4.1 84.6 122.6
120–249 6.5 171.8 76.8
250–349 5.5 305.8 31.0
350–600 3.2 436.9 162.0

The maximum mean temperature was 553.3 ◦C and the atmospheric burner remained
on for 6 h on average. After the T1 thermocouple reached a residence time of 60 min above
500 ◦C, the atmospheric burner was turned off, the remaining kiln openings were sealed
with clay, and cooling occurred naturally. The pyrolysis temperature was recorded until
it showed a constant declining trend, so the information in Table 1 is representative up
to this point and the time spent in the last temperature range is underestimated and the
average temperature is approximate. The biochar was removed from the pyrolysis chamber,
weighed, ground in a knife mill, and sieved to a particle size of up to 2 mm.

Approximately 190 kg of biochar was produced from 750 kg of acai waste biomass
in 18 pyrolysis processes, an average of 42 kg of carbonised acai waste per batch. Biochar
was used in agronomic experiments in greenhouses and in the field. Appendix A includes
details of each of the four sampled carbonisation processes: Table A1—some details;
Table A2—descriptive statistics; Figure A1—temperature curves by temperature range
and thermocouples.

The kiln developed in this study produced an average of 13.3 kg of biochar per batch,
with an average yield of 27.8% and an average fuel consumption of 4 kg of LPG gas per
batch (S1 and S2). The yield of this project is within the expected range for wood or
lignocellulosic biomasses [54]. This result was close to that found by Sato et al., 2020, who
reported a yield of 27.81% for acai berry waste biomass using a manual pyrolysis kiln
with an average temperature of 300 ◦C, a maximum of 450 ◦C, and a residence time of 9 h.
A maximum yield of 25.4% at 400 ◦C was reported for acai biomass using a muffle-type
furnace [17].

A review article on different low-cost kilns presents results similar to the kiln in
this project [55]. The most comparable models are drum kilns, but with quite significant
differences in design and operation. The kiln in this project uses an external heat source,
meaning that the biomass itself does not combust to drive the carbonisation process. In
general, small-sized lignocellulosic biomasses present carbonisation challenges compared to
woods. Other differences include the insulation compartment, which protects the operator
and helps restrict oxygen, and a refractory brick base for the use of the atmospheric burner.
In terms of biochar productivity, we achieved nearly 28%, whereas the values presented
in the review for drum kilns range from 10 to 39% [55]. Another study reports that the
average biochar productivity under the slow pyrolysis process is between 15–32% for this
type of biomass [54].
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Producing biochar from acai berry waste proved to be a labour-intensive process
due to the moisture and composition of the raw material and the carbonisation processes.
Although cooking gas offers significant advantages such as reduced labour and enhanced
control over the pyrolysis process, which affects the characteristics of the biochar, choosing
renewable energy sources is crucial to realise its climate mitigation potential. The main
challenges in producing biochar from acai berry waste were (1) the need for prior drying
of the biomass; (2) establishment of a carbonisation protocol; (3) condensation of volatile
gases and collection of pyrolysis byproducts.

3.2. Approximate Analyses

Throughout the four carbonisation processes, we observed a gradual increase in fixed
carbon, reduction in moisture, and volatile material compared to the raw material (Figure 3).
Comparing the average results of the biochar with the raw material, we observed an average
increase of 49% in fixed carbon content, 3.3% in ash content, and average reductions of 46.9%
in volatile matter and 5.6% in moisture. The low ash content possibly results from moderate
temperatures of slow pyrolysis, with effective conversion of volatile components into more
stable forms, resulting in a recalcitrant biochar with carbon sequestration capacity [36,56].
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Figure 3. Approximate characterization of fresh biomass (raw) and the four biochar samples (S1 to
S4) produced with the pyrolysis kiln. Samples in chronological order of pyrolysis.

The fixed carbon results were very similar to those obtained by Sato et al. (2020) of
62.48%, who also used acai berry waste to produce biochar in a homemade pyrolysis kiln.
Meanwhile, the results for volatile matter and ash were slightly different, at 34.7% and 2.8%,
respectively [9]. Compared with Dias et al. (2019), mean volatile matter was compatible
with acai biochar produced between 500 and 600 ◦C and our mean ash results are a little
superior [17]. The variations observed between the biochar samples can be justified by the
adjustments introduced in the carbonisation processes specified in Sections 2 and 3.1. The
average TSF of the biochar samples was 69.9%, which represents a thermostable fraction
higher than Adhikari et al. (2024), who reported 60% for biochar produced from more than
one type of woody or grassy biomass in simple pyrolysis [53].

3.3. Elemental Analysis

The thermal conversion retained about 91.8% of the C and reduced 45% of H compared
to the biomass. The average atomic H/C ratio of the biochar samples was 0.55, showing
a reduction of about 74% compared to the raw material (Table 2). This suggests that
50% of the carbon present in this biochar is likely to remain in the soil for approximately
100 years [57].

Comparing the results of this study with those of Dias et al. (2019), we find that the
average contents of C, H, pH, and H/C and O/C ratios are compatible with acai biochar
produced above 500 ◦C. The atomic H/C ratio in this study classifies the material as biochar,
being below 0.7 [46], and 69% lower (0.74) than that reported by Sato et al. (2020). Lower
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H/C ratio is likely associated with the higher temperatures achieved in this study, which
produced a more recalcitrant biochar [54]. The mean O/C ratio lower than 0.2 appears to
provide a 1000-year biochar half-life in soil [58]. The International Biochar Initiative (IBI)
Biochar Classification Tool estimates mainly with H/C ratio that 538 g kg−1 of the biochar
from this study should remain in the soil for at least 100 years, corresponding to Carbon
Storage Class 4 [59]. There is only one carbon storage class higher than 4, which is class 5,
with more than 600 g kg−1 stable for over 100 years.

Table 2. Characterization of fresh biomass and average of the four biochar samples produced with
the pyrolysis kiln, with standard deviation (SD) and standard error (SE) information.

Element Unit Raw

Sample
Biochar
Mean

95% Confidence
Interval Standard

Deviation
S1 S2 S3 S4 Lower

Limit
Upper
Limit

Carbon (C)

%

83.79 79.57 72.31 78.05 77.92 76.96 71.89 82.03 3.189
Hydrogen (H) 2.69 1.29 1.58 1.52 1.48 1.47 1.27 1.67 0.125
Nitrogen (N) 0.24 0.32 0.37 0.59 0.36 0.41 0.21 0.60 0.122
Oxygen (O) 11.44 15.00 20.48 13.58 15.08 16.04 11.20 20.87 3.041
H/C Molar

ratio
0.38 0.19 0.26 0.23 0.23 0.23 0.19 0.27 0.028

O/C 0.10 0.14 0.21 0.13 0.15 0.16 0.10 0.22 0.037
C Retention % - 25.84 24.05 26.91 25.44 25.56 23.68 27.44 1.183
pH (H2O) - 5.58 9.21 7.77 9.18 9.28 8.86 7.70 10.02 0.728
EC µS m−1 687 183 259 292 358 273 157.22 388.78 72.760

The C Retention content from the conversion process, an indicator of the carbon
sequestration potential of biochar, confirms that the produced biochar is slightly less stable
with an average of 25.56%, compatible with temperatures between 400 and 500 ◦C [50].
It was found that the carbon stability of biochar is primarily associated with the type of
feedstock, and that biochar produced via a simple pyrolysis method exhibits structural
stability comparable to biochar produced from advanced pyrolysis methods [53].

3.4. pH and EC

The pH and EC of the samples in this study showed substantial changes in chemical
properties when compared to biomass (Table 2). The biochar had a pH range between 7.77
and 9.28, qualifying it as having a basic average pH of 8.86. The lower pH value observed in
sample S2 may be related to the use of the maximum capacity of the pyrolysis compartment
in that carbonisation process, around 57 kg of biomass—see Table A1. The pH results
were notably higher than those reported in another study, which showed a pH of 5.73
for biochar from acai berry waste produced at an average temperature of 300 ◦C [9]. The
thermal conversion carried out likely caused the decomposition of organic materials and
the disappearance of acidic functional groups such as –COOH and –OH in the biochar [60].

For the biochar, the average electrical conductivity (EC) was 273 µS·m−1, represent-
ing a reduction of 60% after the carbonisation process (Table 2). Biochar influences the
interaction of electrons that dominate the exchange processes between the environment
and soil nutrients, thereby affecting soil fertility and quality [61]. It was found that the
electrical conductivity of biochar from different biomasses increased with the pyrolysis
temperature, while the heating rate and the type of raw material only marginally affected
electrical conductivity [62].

The pH and EC parameters affect nutrient availability in the soil and can be influenced
by biochar [61]. Especially in acidic soils, the incorporation of alkaline biochar reduces
acidity, increases the availability of cations, and reduces Al+3 and H+ ions, resulting in an
increase in base saturation [63]. Acai berry biochar stands out as a potential amendment for
acidic Amazonian soils and can contribute to increasing their fertility and reducing costs
with mineral inputs.
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3.5. Inorganic Matter

Results demonstrate the presence of essential elements for plant growth and develop-
ment with a significant rate for the element K, but also noteworthy for P, Ca, Mg, S, and N
(Table 3). The most significant micronutrients in the evaluated samples were Fe, Mn, Zn,
Cr, and B.

Table 3. Results of inorganic matter analysis of the biochar samples obtained from ICP analysis.

Element Raw
Biochar Sample (g/kg Dry Matter) CI 95%

S1 S2 S3 S4 Mean SD Lower Limit Upper Limit

K 3.73 5.79 8.89 9.77 10.27 8.68 2.0093 5.48 11.88
P 0.97 1.58 1.94 2.34 2.60 2.12 0.44822 1.40 2.83

Ca 0.88 1.33 1.37 1.76 1.58 1.51 0.1995 1.19 1.83
Mg 0.81 0.90 1.37 1.62 1.77 1.42 0.38092 0.81 2.02
S 0.19 0.41 0.70 0.64 0.57 0.58 0.1252 0.38 0.78

Na 0.13 0.22 0.07 0.07 0.04 0.10 0.0812 −0.03 0.23
Fe 0.1875 0.6877 1.1875 0.9270 0.7654 0.8919 0.2208 0.5405 1.2433
Zn 0.0114 2.1044 0.0199 0.0251 0.0235 0.5432 1.0408 −1.1129 2.1994
Mn 0.0690 0.1173 0.1482 0.1525 0.2016 0.1549 0.0349 0.0994 0.2104
Cu 0.0069 0.6279 0.0100 0.0140 0.0099 0.1655 0.3083 −0.3251 0.6560
Cr 0.0034 0.0077 0.0188 0.0147 0.0206 0.0155 0.0057 0.0063 0.0246
B 0.0041 0.0180 0.0131 0.0125 0.0110 0.0137 0.0030 0.0088 0.0185

Ni 0.0030 0.0051 0.0074 0.0056 0.0091 0.0068 0.0018 0.0039 0.0097
Pb 0.0004 0.0054 0.0017 0.0018 0.0016 0.0026 0.0019 −0.0003 0.0056
Mo 0.0003 0.0014 0.0007 0.0007 0.0007 0.0009 0.0004 0.0003 0.0014
Cd 0.0000 0.0002 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0000 0.0002

Among some metallic components, we observed indications of possible contamination
of the produced biochar, since they were not present in the raw material in a significant way
and the concentration decreased in subsequent carbonisation processes. The concentrations
of copper (Cu), Zn, and lead (Pb) are high in sample S1, followed by a marked reduction from
sample S2. These elements are commonly used in carbon–steel alloys and in the anti-corrosive
materials in the coatings of the drums that were reused in the construction of the pyrolysis
kiln. The concentration of Fe which may be related to the oxidation of the kiln’s metallic
components due to high temperatures or variations in the biomass used as raw material.

The biochar produced in this study can contribute to the nutrient supply in the soil,
without the risk of soil salinisation from elements such as potassium (K) and sodium (Na),
which are not present in high concentrations in this biochar.

Potentially hazardous elements (PHEs) such as cadmium (Cd) and lead (Pb) are present
in low concentrations, while chromium (Cr) appears at a concentration approximately three
times higher than that reported for tobacco seed residues [64]; however, the levels of all
elements identified in the biochar samples are within the margin of safety [46].

3.6. Morphological Analysis

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) reveals indications of the irregular rough periph-
eral surface morphology of the biochar particles (Figure 4); no significant variations among
the samples were identified. The 5 µm image represents the interior of the central deforma-
tion shown in the 50 µm image. This rough surface is a consequence of the carbonisation
process temperature. The empty spaces on the surface of the healthy structure are capable
of retaining water even in conditions of low soil humidity, thus creating humid sites [65].

The elemental analysis provided by SEM-EDS presents semi-quantitative results of the
elements present on the surface of the biochar. The results for all samples (Table 4) showed
a chemical composition of higher amounts of C and lower amounts of inorganic elements,
such as Ca, Fe, K, and Nb. The carbon content increased as the carbonisation processes
were improved, except for sample S2, which shows a lower content than S1, confirming the
data and analyses presented in Table 2.
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Figure 4. Scanning electron microscopy of biochar particles produced with magnifications of 5, 50
and 100 µm of S4.

Table 4. Result of EDS analysis of four biochar samples.

Sample
Elements (Mass %)

C O Ca Fe K Nb

S1 83.83 15.45 0.09 0.02 0.6 0.02
S2 76.29 22.77 0.11 0.01 0.75 0.08
S3 97.45 - 0.17 0.02 1.55 0.81
S4 99.06 - 0.18 0.08 0.63 0.02

Mean 89.16 - 0.14 0.03 0.88 0.23

3.7. Thermal Decomposition

Thermogravimetric analysis of fresh biomass and biochar samples was used to esti-
mate the decomposition profile. From the TG-DTG curves, three stages of mass loss for the
fresh biomass sample were observed. The first loss occurred between 30 and 187 ◦C and is
related to a mass loss of 9.70%, probably referring to dehydration, up to around 120 ◦C,
and volatile compounds present in the sample. The second loss between 187 and 400 ◦C
was 60.99%; this temperature range is known as the active pyrolysis zone. This is due to
the devolatilization of hemicellulose and cellulose. The third region from 400 to 800 ◦C
refers to the slow decomposition of lignin, with a mass loss of 11.5% (Figure 5).
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The temperature ranges were similar to those reported in another study which also
analysed acai berry biomass, while the mass loss results were slightly different at 6%
(between 30 and 187 ◦C), 44% (between 187 and 410 ◦C), and 21.6% (above 400 ◦C) [19].
Possibly, these differences result from the sample preparation, for example, the complete
separation of fibres attached to acai berry seeds, not performed in this study.

In the scientific literature, variability in the reported composition of acai berry biomass
can be observed, which may be attributed to the diverse methodologies employed in its
analysis A holocellulose content (hemicellulose + cellulose) of 40% and lignin content of
41% have been reported [19]. Meanwhile, cellulose levels of 8.5%, hemicellulose of 48.1%,
and lignin of 16.4% have been reported in another study [66]. In general, in lignocellulosic
biomasses, hemicellulose is degraded between 200 and 350 ◦C, cellulose between 300 and
430 ◦C, and lignin between 250 and 550 ◦C [67].

The fresh biomass lost about 82% of its initial mass upon reaching 800 ◦C. Meanwhile,
the four biochar samples lost on average 28.54% of their initial mass. Figure 6 represents
the TG-DG curves for the biochar samples. This thermodecomposition profile shows two
stages of mass loss. The first mass loss between the initial temperature up to 120 ◦C is
related to the evaporation of water and/or partial degradation of light organic compounds.
The second mass loss was recorded from 200 ◦C and occurred due to the decomposition of
carbon-based material.
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Figure 6. TG analysis (a) and DTG (b) for the four biochar samples.

The first burns in the pyrolysis kiln were from sample S1 show stages of decomposition
more similar to fresh biomass. Sample S1 lost 33.98% of its initial mass, while sample S4 lost
23.61%, a difference of only 10.37%. The greater stability of the last carbonisation processes,
S2 and S3, is probably due to the increase in residence time above 300 ◦C, since this strategy
may have increased the degradation of the main components of lignocellulosic biomass.

3.8. Functional Groups

The FTIR spectra show a reduction in the intensity of peaks in the region from 1500 to
1100 cm−1 compared to the peaks in the same region of the raw material (Figure 7). In the
biochar samples’ spectra, four main peaks are observed at 2160, 2025, 1970, and 910 cm−1,
which are characteristic of the bonds present in aromatic hydrocarbons such as C=C, C−H,
C=O, and C−H, respectively. These peaks become more intense compared to the raw
sample, due to the development of the biochar structure during the pyrolytic process.

The band present between 3000 and 3500 cm−1 represents moisture absorption, char-
acteristic of the −OH bond, which decreases in intensity during the pyrolysis process.
The disappearance of the characteristic −OH band after pyrolysis does not influence the
structure of the biochar. It is expected that this band will be absent or of lower intensity after
the carbonisation process, as it is conducted at high temperatures, reducing the sample’s
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moisture content. The moisture content in the sample can be assessed by the intensity
of the −OH band. According to the literature, this is predictable due to the cracking of
phenolic–aromatic structures performed by the pyrolysis process [68]. The peak observed
at 2920 cm−1 indicates the C−H bond also present in the aliphatic structures (C−H) of the
raw material, not present in biochar samples.

Agronomy 2024, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 22 
 

 

(a) 

   

(b) 

   

Figure 6. TG analysis (a) and DTG (b) for the four biochar samples. 

The first burns in the pyrolysis kiln were from sample S1 show stages of decomposi-
tion more similar to fresh biomass. Sample S1 lost 33.98% of its initial mass, while sample 
S4 lost 23.61%, a difference of only 10.37%. The greater stability of the last carbonisation 
processes, S2 and S3, is probably due to the increase in residence time above 300 °C, since 
this strategy may have increased the degradation of the main components of lignocellu-
losic biomass. 

3.8. Functional Groups 
The FTIR spectra show a reduction in the intensity of peaks in the region from 1500 

to 1100 cm−1 compared to the peaks in the same region of the raw material (Figure 7). In 
the biochar samples’ spectra, four main peaks are observed at 2160, 2025, 1970, and 910 
cm−1, which are characteristic of the bonds present in aromatic hydrocarbons such as C=C, 
C−H, C=O, and C−H, respectively. These peaks become more intense compared to the raw 
sample, due to the development of the biochar structure during the pyrolytic process. 

  

  

 

Figure 7. FTIR analysis performed for the biomass and four samples of produced biochar. 

Figure 7. FTIR analysis performed for the biomass and four samples of produced biochar.

The degradation of aliphatic compounds is related to the reduction of biochar’s
hydrophobicity, leading to the disappearance of bands at 2920 and 2850 cm−1 at high
pyrolysis temperatures, between 500 and 700 ◦C [69], which can be observed for samples
S1, S2, and S3. This characteristic is important for agricultural use due to the potential
increase in water retention capacity.

The peaks at 1570 and 1480 cm−1 for the raw material are related to the presence
of secondary amines and amides (N−H). After the thermal conversion of biomass, these
groups were reduced. The peak at 1570 cm−1, representing C=C, was found to reduce with
an increase in temperature [17].

The peaks at 1030 and 1005 cm−1, identified with more intensity in the raw material
and in sample S1, are related to the presence of alcohol and ether functional groups, whereas
in samples S2, S3, and S4, the pyrolysis was possibly more efficient and contributed to the
greater thermal degradation of these groups, with monitoring on the heating ramps and
more extended retention time on each ramp. Moreover, the vibrations at 840 and 790 cm−1

are associated with out-of-plane C−H (R2C=CHR), which was clearer in the raw material
and was reduced in the biochar samples.

3.9. Correlations

A correlation matrix is available in Table A3. Electrical conductivity (EC) was nega-
tively correlated with volatiles and positively correlated with fixed carbon and “Time above
250 ◦C”, as expected from the literature [70]. “Time above 250 ◦C” was also correlated with
fixed carbon, which depends on temperature and, primarily, on the type of biomass [52].
It showed a negative correlation with volatiles and moisture, whose contents inevitably
decline with increasing temperatures and pyrolysis time.

Carbon content was strongly positively correlated with pH, both benefiting from
improved carbonisation, unlike oxygen content, which was negatively correlated with pH.
The positive correlation between moisture content and “Average temperature above 250 ◦C”
may result from improved sealing of the kiln during the carbonisation processes. Enhanced
oxygen restriction in the pyrolysis chamber led to lower temperatures, compensated by
a longer residence “Time above 250 ◦C”. As a result, the biochar was produced more
uniformly and exhibited improved parameters for material stability (fewer volatiles) and
agricultural use (pH). This reinforces that these variations do not compromise the benefits
that the produced biochar can provide for agronomic and climate change use.
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4. Conclusions

Acai berry wastes are some of the most abundant agro-industrial wastes in the Amazon
region, considered an environmental liability, that can be used for biochar production. The
biochar produced with 145 min of residence time and 431.7 ◦C average presented favourable
characteristics for agronomic use (with basic pH and nutrients) and carbon sequestration
in the soil. Even with the variations inherent in artisanal production, the biochar produced
exhibits favourable characteristics for agronomic use and climate change mitigation.

The characterisation of inorganic elements in the biochar demonstrated that caution
is necessary with the use of kilns designed with low-resistance metallic components. The
high rates of Fe, Zn, and Cu in some samples indicate the possibility of these elements
being released at high temperatures, requiring monitoring to avoid soil and plant depletion.
No high levels of potentially hazardous elements (PHEs) in the produced biochar were
verified in this study.

Therefore, attention is needed for the rates and frequency of biochar application, as
is carried out with agricultural inputs, to reduce the possibility of soil salinization and
contamination. There is a gap in the literature regarding the design of medium-sized,
mobile artisanal kilns that can be replicated for small-sized biomass to achieve certain
productive uniformity and operational safety. These designs should include the use of
materials inert at high temperatures in the construction of the kiln, such as stainless steel
and refractory bricks, and propose solutions to the complex issue of condensation systems
and collection of pyrolysis byproducts.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Details of the four carbonisation processes representative of biochar production that gave
rise to the characterised biochar samples.

Sample Carbonisation
Process Number

Biomass (kg) Biochar (kg) Gas (kg)
Maximum Temperature (◦C) Total

Carbonisation
Time (min)

Thermocouple
T1

Thermocouple
T2

S1 1 37.8 10.3 4.4 548.6 561.6 351
S2 10 57.4 16.0 5.6 590.3 433.3 375
S3 16 45.0 13.0 2.8 567.7 425.2 351
S4 17 47.3 12.9 3.3 570.8 405.6 400
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 Figure A1. Temperature curves of the four carbonisation processes in thermocouples T1 (a), T2 (b),
and (c) mean temperatures between T1 and T2.

Table A2. Descriptive statistics of the four carbonisation processes representative of biochar produc-
tion that gave rise to the characterised biochar samples.

95% Confidence Interval

Mean Lower Limit Upper Limit Standard Deviation

Biomass (kg) 46.89 34.03 59.75 8.081

Biochar (kg) 13.06 9.35 16.77 2.329

Yield (biochar/biomass−%) 27.83 26.62 29.04 0.759

Gas consumption (kg) 4.04 2.05 6.02 1.249

Total carbonisation time (min) 392.38 332.06 452.69 37.906

Time above 250 ◦C (min) 193 122.54 263.46 44.279

Average temperature above 250 ◦C (◦C) 415.93 393.54 438.33 14.074

Average maximum temperature (◦C) 507.94 458.79 557.09 30.889

Note. The CI of the mean assumes that the sampling distribution of the mean follows a t-distribution with N-1
degrees of freedom.
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Table A3. Correlation matrix of variables from four biochar samples.

Total
Carbonisation

Time (min)

Time above
250 ◦C (min)

Average
Temperature
above 250 ◦C

Average
Maximum

Temperature (◦C)

Moisture
(%) Ash (%) pH (H2O) Electrical

Conductivity C N O H Volatiles Fixed C

Total carbonisation
time (min) —

Time above 250 ◦C
(min) 0.306 —

Average temperature
above 250 ◦C −0.499 −0.963 * —

Average maximum
temperature (◦C) −0.698 −0.884 0.969 * —

Moisture (%) −0.288 −0.995 ** 0.971 * 0.885 — —
Ash (%) 0.301 0.789 −0.873 −0.804 −0.844

pH (H2O) −0.717 0.288 −0.023 0.183 −0.256 −0.100 —
Electrical conductivity 0.518 0.950 * −0.934 −0.922 −0.922 0.643 0.161 —

C −0.851 0.038 0.227 0.428 −0.011 −0.285 0.966 * −0.097 —
N −0.205 0.556 −0.570 −0.408 −0.632 0.862 0.164 0.289 0.068 —
O 0.770 −0.344 0.103 −0.133 0.339 −0.097 −0.962 * −0.145 −0.926 −0.413 —
H 0.770 0.569 −0.769 −0.853 −0.608 0.814 −0.605 0.585 −0.771 0.460 0.482 —

Volatiles −0.450 −0.972 * 0.943 0.910 0.948 −0.674 −0.220 −0.996 ** 0.038 −0.354 0.219 −0.564 —
Fixed C 0.416 0.951 * −0.899 −0.864 −0.916 0.588 0.289 0.991 ** 0.035 0.273 −0.260 0.474 −0.993 ** —

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
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