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Abstract: Fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis has the potential to improve the overall process of
converting cellulosic biomass into ethanol. This paper utilizes a process simulation approach to
identify and quantify techno-economic differences between batch and fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis
in cellulosic ethanol production. The entire process of converting corn stover into ethanol was
simulated using SuperPro Designer simulation software. The analysis was conducted for a plant
capacity of 2000 metric tons of dry biomass per day. A literature review was used to identify
baseline parameters for the process. The sensitivity of the ethanol production cost to changes in
sugar conversion efficiency, plant capacity, biomass cost, power cost, labor cost, and enzyme cost
was evaluated using the process simulation. For the base scenario, the ethanol unit production cost
was approximately $0.10/gallon lower for fed-batch hydrolysis. The greatest differences were seen in
facilities costs, labor costs, and capital costs. Using a fed-batch operation decreased facilities costs
by 41%, labor costs by 21%, and capital costs by 15%. The sensitivity analysis found that cost of
biomass had the greatest effect on ethanol production cost, and in general, the results support the
proposition that fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis does improve the techno-economics of cellulosic
ethanol production.
Keywords: fed-batch hydrolysis; techno-economic analysis; cellulosic ethanol; process simulation

1. Introduction
Ethanol production capacity in the United States has increased for seven consecutive years [1].
However, production of cellulosic ethanol continues to fall short of reaching target production goals
established by the Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007, and the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) has offered cellulosic waiver credits to reach Renewable Fuel Standard
requirements since 2010 [2]. The EPA website for the waivers states, “Cellulosic fuels have not yet been
produced in sufficient amounts to satisfy the volume levels listed in the Clean Air Act” [3]. Clearly
there are many opportunities for optimizing the cellulosic ethanol production process.
This research aims to optimize the hydrolysis step in cellulosic ethanol production. Most cellulosic
ethanol production uses a batch method for hydrolysis. However, previous work in this lab and other
studies [4–7] has investigated the potential benefits of utilizing fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis instead.
The research suggests that using a fed-batch method will maintain a higher reaction rate [8–11], relieve
mass transfer problems, and allow for higher total cumulative solids in the hydrolysis reactor [4,5].
Likely, a fed-batch process could also lead to improvements (reductions) in water, chemical,
and energy use in cellulosic ethanol production. Kazi et al. [12] found that increasing solids’ consistency
during pretreatment improved the product value because it could use a smaller reactor volume,
which meant a lower process heating requirement. One would expect similar findings for fed-batch
enzymatic hydrolysis.
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Figure 1. Visual comparison of batch versus fed-batch hydrolysis, where T represents time interval, n,
Figure 1. Visual comparison of batch versus fed-batch hydrolysis, where T represents time interval,
and the total input in batch hydrolysis is equal to the sum of the inputs in fed-batch hydrolysis.
n, and the total input in batch hydrolysis is equal to the sum of the inputs in fed-batch hydrolysis.
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SPD comes with an example process flow sheet for converting corn stover to ethanol. This
process flow sheet was modified to fit the needs of this study. Appendix A provides a sample
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SPD comes with an example process flow sheet for converting corn stover to ethanol. This process
flow sheet was modified to fit the needs of this study. Appendix A provides a sample flowsheet from
this study, for reference. The operating parameters for the simulation can be found in Table 1.
Table 1. Operating parameters for SuperPro Designer base case simulations. IRR indicates the internal
rate of return.

PROCESS TYPE
HOURS OF OPERATION PER YEAR
PLANT CAPACITY
DEPRECIATION
% EQUITY FINANCED
PROJECT LIFE
IRR (AFTER TAX)
STARTUP PERIOD
CONSTRUCTION PERIOD
YEAR OF ANALYSIS
INFLATION

BATCH BASE CASE

FED-BATCH BASE CASE

Continuous
7920
2000 metric tons/day
10 years, straight-line method
100
20 years
3.52%
4 months
30 months
2013
4.00%

Continuous
7920
2000 metric tons/day
10 years, straight-line method
100
20 years
6.33%
4 months
30 months
2013
4.00%

The plant in this study is assumed to be located in Ravenna, Nebraska due to the availability of
corn stover, as this is a high corn-producing region of the state. The plant capacity is set to match
the processing capacity of plant designs in other techno-economic analyses, such as the National
Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) standard [15,16] and others [12,17–20].
Corn stover is the biomass in this study because it has shown promise as a lignocellulosic ethanol
feedstock, and it is readily available in Nebraska. The study assumed the corn stover biomass would
be transported 50 kilometers (km), and each shipment contained 20 metric tons (MT). Our overall
operation would require nearly 66,000 shipments/year. The composition of the corn stover was
assumed to be as follows (mass percentages given): 5.2% ash, 37.4% cellulose, 21.1% hemicellulose,
18% lignin, and 18.3% other solids [15]. After the feedstock arrives at the plant facility, it is first washed
and ground to reduce particle size. The feedstock mixture for the ethanol production process consisted
of 50% corn stover, 50% water (mass percentages given).
For pretreatment, our design uses thermal hydrolysis (hot steam). The thermal hydrolysis
pretreatment will degrade the structure of the biomass and leave the cellulose more accessible to the
enzyme in the upcoming enzymatic hydrolysis operation. Hot, high-pressure steam is fed into the
reactor at a rate of 30 metric tons per hour, temperature of 200 degrees Celsius (◦ C), and pressure of
10 bar. The feedstock slurry enters the reactor at 215 metric tons per hour, 88 ◦ C, and 10 bar. Within
the reactor, the contents sit at 180 ◦ C and 10 bar. The residence time is 30 minutes. During this time,
some cellulose is broken down into glucose, and the majority of the hemicellulose is broken down into
xylose. The conversion of cellulose to glucose is set to 10%. The conversion of hemicellulose to xylose
is set to 70%. The pretreatment reaction is assumed to be adiabatic.
Entering the pretreatment reactor, the feedstock slurry has the following composition (approximate
mass percentages given): 15% cellulose, 9% hemicellulose, 48% water, 13% lignin, 3% glucose, 1%
xylose, 11% other. Leaving the pretreatment reactor, the slurry composition changes to become
(approximate mass percentages given) 12% cellulose, 2% hemicellulose, 53% water, 11% lignin, 4%
glucose, 7% xylose, 11% other.
After the thermal hydrolysis, the slurry is flash cooled. Some excess water is removed and some
of the xylose is filtered out of the slurry. After cooling and filtration, the slurry has the following
composition (mass percentages given): 16% cellulose, 3% hemicellulose, 45% water, 15% lignin, 3%
glucose, 6% xylose, 12% other.
Next, the hydrolase enzyme is mixed into the slurry for the enzymatic hydrolysis operation at a
rate of 13 metric tons per hour, 25 ◦ C, and 1 bar. After mixing the enzyme into the slurry stream, the
hydrolase comprises just 0.2% mass composition of the stream. This study assumed the hydrolase is
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purchased from an external source at $11.40/kg protein. This price factors out to about $0.50/gallon
(gal) of ethanol produced.
For both simulations (batch and fed-batch), the hydrolase enzyme is mixed into the stream before
the slurry enters the hydrolysis reactor. The batch enzymatic hydrolysis reaction uses 2123 metric
tons of hydrolase enzyme per year, which comes to 0.268 metric tons per hour. The batch enzymatic
hydrolysis reaction was assumed to be adiabatic. The contents of the reactor were recorded at about
45 ◦ C and a pressure of about 10 bar. The cellulose to glucose reaction was assumed to run to 90%
completion, and the hemicellulose to xylose reaction was assumed to run to 70% completion. When
the batch enzymatic hydrolysis is complete, the slurry stream composition is as follows (approximate
mass composition percentages given): 2% cellulose, 1% hemicellulose, 48% water, 14% lignin, 18%
glucose, 7% xylose, 10% other.
The simulated fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis reaction uses 2091 metric tons of hydrolase enzyme
per year, which comes to 0.264 metric tons per hour. The fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis was also
assumed to be adiabatic. The contents of the reactor were recorded at about 45 ◦ C and a pressure of
about 10 bar. The reaction was assumed to run to full completion due to the nature of a fed-batch
operation within a continuous process. When the fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis is complete, the slurry
stream composition is as follows (approximate mass composition percentages given): 0% cellulose, 3%
hemicellulose, 47% water, 14% lignin, 19% glucose, 6% xylose, and 11% other.
After hydrolysis, the hydrolysate slurry is filtered. The stream containing mostly glucose and
water is sent on to fermentation. The stream containing mostly lignin, ash, and water is further
processed. Most of the lignin is sent to be burned in the utilities section of the plant to generate power.
In the fermentation section, some of the slurry is used in seed fermentation tanks to grow the
yeast cells. The whole slurry is fermented into ethanol. Our process used four 2220 m3 fermentation
tanks with a temperature of 37 ◦ C and a cycle time of 48 h. The slurry stream then enters a storage
holding tank until it can be distilled to a higher percentage of ethanol.
The slurry stream leaves the storage holding tank and enters a heat exchanger to facilitate the
distillation process. Leaving the heat exchanger, the stream has a temperature of 47 ◦ C. The stream is
now 9% ethanol and 80% water (approximate mass percentages given) when it begins the distillation
process. The distillation columns operate at a temperature of 106 ◦ C. Leaving distillation, the stream is
90% ethanol, 9% water (approximate mass percentages given). Next, an adsorption operation further
dehydrates the stream, removing the little water remaining, such that the ethanol product reaches
99.9% purity.
The utilities section burns lignin obtained from hydrolysis to generate power. The generated
power is sold back to the grid; it is not used within the plant. Selling the power generates additional
profit for the production plant facility. The utilities section also recycles water for continued use within
the plant.
Using the simulation, the sensitivity of the ethanol production cost to different process parameters
can be tested. A review of the literature yielded differing values for basic parameters, so each parameter
value was altered while the other parameters were held constant. Only one parameter was altered at a
time, and the change in ethanol production cost relative to the base case scenario was monitored.
Table 2 gives an economic summary of some basic economic parameters for our simulated SPD
base cases. Comparing the cash flow analyses, the batch process had higher capital investments, lower
gross profits, greater depreciation, and lower net cash flows. Hence, the batch process had a lower net
present value and lower internal rate of return (IRR) compared to the fed-batch process. All economic
values for this study are reported in US 2013 dollars.

Processes 2019, 7, 847

5 of 16

Table 2. Economic summary of SuperPro Designer base cases. ROI indicates return on investment; IRR
indicates internal rate of return; gallon is abbreviated as gal.

Total capital investment ($)
Annual operation cost ($/year)
Annual ethanol revenue ($/year)
Ethanol unit production cost ($/gal)
Ethanol unit production revenue ($/gal)
ROI (%)
IRR (after tax) (%)
Input target ethanol sell price ($/gal)

Batch

Fed-Batch

196,487,072
117,650,740
116,565,239
2.4537
2.4848
9.27
3.52
2.50

167,194,736
111,650,689
115,657,243
2.3469
2.4855
11.29
6.33
2.50

Information for utility costs was obtained from the website for the Nebraska Energy Office.
The average industrial rate for electricity cost in the Dawson Public Power District (service provider
for Ravenna, NE) in November 2016 was $0.12 per kilowatt-hour (kW-h) [21].
This study assumed all labor workers in the plant were standard operators receiving the same
wages of $25 per hour. Information for operator salaries comes from the NREL studies [15,16] and
from the website for the United States Bureau of Labor and Statistics information for chemical plant
and systems operators [22].
It is important to note that the ethanol production cost accounts for all operations within the
production process. Pretreatment, fermentation, distillation, and the utilities operations of the
simulation all impact the ethanol production cost; it is not affected only by the enzymatic hydrolysis
operation, even though this study aims to observe the impact of the enzymatic hydrolysis operation.
3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Batch vs. Fed-Batch
Figure 2 shows the breakdown of annual operating costs for both SPD base cases, and Table 3
gives a side-by-side comparison of the values for the batch and fed-batch SPD base case models.
The batch base case had higher values in every category. Equipment is the largest contributor to
capital costs, and the batch process required one additional granular activated carbon (GAC) column
and five additional stirred tank reactors, compared to the fed-batch process. The batch process also
had a greater labor requirement, contributing to the higher total cost of labor for the batch process
when compared to the fed-batch process. As seen in Figure 2, raw materials were by far the greatest
contributor to annual operating costs for both batch and fed-batch processes.
Table 3. Side-by-side comparison of batch and fed-batch SuperPro Designer base case results.

Capital cost ($)
Ethanol produced (gallons/year)
Power required (kW-h/year)
Power cost ($/year)
Total utilities cost ($/year)
Labor requirement (hours/year)
Total labor cost ($/year)
Facilities costs ($/year)
Amount of enzyme used (metric tons per year)
Cost of enzyme ($/year)
Ethanol unit production cost ($/gallon)

Batch

Fed-Batch

196,487,072
47,900,000
50,386,181
2,519,309
7,254,020
189,541
4,957,604
34,888,000
2123
24,202,200
2.4537

167,194,736
47,600,000
50,151,126
2,507,556
7,323,292
182,941
4,578,098
29,634,000
2091
23,837,400
2.3469
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3.2.3. Biomass Cost
Biomass is a large contributor to raw material costs in cellulosic ethanol production. Other studies
show raw materials comprise approximately 30% or more of total operating costs [12,15,17,19,20,23–25].
Results from this simulation indicate biomass comprised over 50% of annual operation costs. This study
investigated how changing biomass costs affected the ethanol production cost. In the SPD base cases,
the stover biomass was assumed to cost $50 per metric ton. To test the sensitivity of the ethanol
production cost to the cost of the biomass, the price was increased to $80 per metric ton. For the batch
process, the ethanol production cost increased by $0.47/gal. For the fed-batch process, the ethanol
production cost again increased by $0.47/gal. Figure 5 illustrates the change in ethanol production cost
as a result of changing the biomass cost.

operation costs. This study investigated how changing biomass costs affected the ethanol production
cost. In the SPD base cases, the stover biomass was assumed to cost $50 per metric ton. To test the
sensitivity of the ethanol production cost to the cost of the biomass, the price was increased to $80
per metric ton. For the batch process, the ethanol production cost increased by $0.47/gal. For the fedbatch process, the ethanol production cost again increased by $0.47/gal. Figure 5 illustrates the change
Processes 2019, 7, 847
8 of 16
in ethanol production cost as a result of changing the biomass cost.
2.92

EtOH unit production cost ($/gallon)

2.95

2.82
2.80
2.65
2.45

2.50

2.35
2.35
2.20
2.05
1.90
Base case
($50/MT)

Biomass
($80/MT)

Base case
($50/MT)

Batch

Biomass
($80/MT)

Fed-batch

Figure 5.
5. Comparison
Comparison of
of ethanol
ethanol production
production cost
cost for
for the
the SuperPro
SuperPro Designer
Designer base
base case
case and
Figure
and adjusted
adjusted
biomass
cost.
biomass cost.

3.2.4. Power Cost
3.2.4. Power Cost
Power costs vary widely by location, and they are subject to change. After noticing the high
Power costs vary widely by location, and they are subject to change. After noticing the high
energy requirements of cellulosic ethanol production, this study sought to observe the effect of power
energy requirements of cellulosic ethanol production, this study sought to observe the effect of power
cost on ethanol production cost. The SPD base case assumed a power cost of $0.05, which was close to
cost on ethanol production cost. The SPD base case assumed a power cost of $0.05, which was close
the NREL base case assumption of $0.06. According to the Nebraska Energy Office, Ravenna, NE is in
to the NREL base case assumption of $0.06. According to the Nebraska Energy Office, Ravenna, NE
the Dawson Public Power district (DPPD). The data on the Nebraska Energy Office website showed
is in the Dawson Public Power district (DPPD). The data on the Nebraska Energy Office website
the average industrial energy cost for DPPD was $0.12/kW-h. The power cost was increased to $0.12 to
showed the average industrial energy cost for DPPD was $0.12/kW-h. The power cost was increased
match this data [21]. The increase in power cost caused the ethanol production cost in the batch process
to $0.12 to match this data [21]. The increase in power cost caused the ethanol production cost in the
to increase by $0.08/gal. The ethanol production cost in the fed-batch process increased $0.07/gal.
batch
process
increase
by $0.08/gal. The ethanol production cost in the fed-batch process increased
Processes
7, xtoFOR
PEERchange
REVIEW
Figure 62019,
illustrates
the
in ethanol production cost as a result of changing the power cost.9 of 16
$0.07/gal. Figure 6 illustrates the change in ethanol production cost as a result of changing the power
cost.
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3.2.5. Labor Cost
The sensitivity of ethanol production cost to labor cost was tested after noticing the high labor
requirements for cellulosic ethanol production and how it changed greatly by using either batch or
fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis. Data from the US Bureau of Labor and statistics were used to
realistically adjust salary costs for operators that would be working in the plant. The data showed
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realistically adjust salary costs for operators that would be working in the plant. The data showed
realistically adjust salary costs for operators that would be working in the plant. The data showed that
that a $40 hourly wage represented the 90th percentile of all chemical plant operators, so this was
a $40 hourly wage represented the 90th percentile of all chemical plant operators, so this was chosen as
chosen as the high estimate, and an $18 hourly wage was chosen as the low estimate for the sake of
the high estimate, and an $18 hourly wage was chosen as the low estimate for the sake of observing
observing sensitivity. When the hourly wage for operators increased, the ethanol production cost for
sensitivity. When the hourly wage for operators increased, the ethanol production cost for the batch
the batch process design increased $0.08/gal. The ethanol production cost for the fed-batch process
process design increased $0.08/gal. The ethanol production cost for the fed-batch process design
design increased only $0.01/gal. When the hourly wage for operators decreased, the ethanol
increased only $0.01/gal. When the hourly wage for operators decreased, the ethanol production cost
production cost for both the batch process design and the fed-batch process design decreased by
for both the batch process design and the fed-batch process design decreased by $0.01/gal. Note that
$0.01/gal. Note that this simulation maintains the assumption of the same hourly wage for all workers
this simulation maintains the assumption of the same hourly wage for all workers in the plant, even
in the plant, even though this would not be the case. In reality, supervisors and managers would
though this would not be the case. In reality, supervisors and managers would likely receive different
likely receive different wages than operators. Figure 7 illustrates the change in ethanol production
wages than operators. Figure 7 illustrates the change in ethanol production cost as a result of changing
cost as a result of changing labor costs.
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3.2.6. Enzyme Cost
Enzyme costs are difficult to estimate. Often the data needed to calculate enzyme cost and cost
contributions are difficult to find and/or determine due to confidentiality surrounding commercial
enzyme production. Cost of the enzymes are subject to change, so the effect of enzyme price on the
ethanol production cost was tested (Figure 8). The SPD base case assumed an enzyme cost of $11.40/kg
protein, which translated to a cost of $0.50 per gallon of ethanol produced. The NREL base case [15,16]
suggested an enzyme cost of $0.17 per gallon of ethanol produced would be more ideal. To lower
the cost of enzyme per gallon to $0.17, the cost of enzyme per kilogram of protein was estimated
to decrease to about $3.50, so a simulation was run with this lower cost. Because of the difficulties
estimating enzyme cost, this study also tested the effect of nearly doubling the cost of enzyme by
running a simulation with an enzyme cost of $20/kg protein. At the lower enzyme cost, the ethanol
production cost for both the batch and fed-batch process designs decreased by $0.35/gal. At the higher
enzyme cost, the ethanol production cost increased by $0.38/gal and by $0.37/gal for the batch and
fed-batch process designs, respectively.

To lower the cost of enzyme per gallon to $0.17, the cost of enzyme per kilogram of protein was
estimated to decrease to about $3.50, so a simulation was run with this lower cost. Because of the
difficulties estimating enzyme cost, this study also tested the effect of nearly doubling the cost of
enzyme by running a simulation with an enzyme cost of $20/kg protein. At the lower enzyme cost,
the ethanol
cost for both the batch and fed-batch process designs decreased by $0.35/gal.
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At the higher enzyme cost, the ethanol production cost increased by $0.38/gal and by $0.37/gal for
the batch and fed-batch process designs, respectively.
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The NREL parameters resulted in a higher ethanol production cost for the batch and fed-batch
ethanol
production cost for the batch and fed-batch processes, as seen in Figure 9. Of all the parameters
processes, as seen in Figure 9. Of all the parameters changed, the feedstock cost had the greatest effect
changed, the feedstock cost had the greatest effect and the NREL base case values had a higher cost for
and the NREL base case values had a higher cost for the corn stover feedstock (see Table 4). This
the corn stover feedstock (see Table 4). This resulted in a higher cost for raw materials, and therefore,
resulted in a higher cost for raw materials, and therefore, a higher production price for ethanol.
a higher production price for ethanol.
Table 4. Comparison of parameter values for SuperPro Designer base case and National Renewable
Energy Laboratory (NREL) base case. Values for the batch enzymatic hydrolysis process are given first.
Values for the fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis process are given in parenthesis.

Labor ($/h)
Standard power ($/kW-h)
Enzyme cost ($/kg)
Corn stover cost ($/metric ton)
Annual operating hours (h/year)
Ethanol production cost ($/gallon)

SuperPro Designer Base Values

NREL Base Values

25
0.05
11.40
50
7920
2.4537 (2.3469)

23
0.06
4.00
80
7880
2.6059 (2.5053)

Standard power ($/kW-h)
Enzyme cost ($/kg)
Corn stover cost ($/metric ton)
Annual operating hours (h/year)
Ethanol
cost ($/gallon)
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magnitude for both batch and fed-batch operations. The percent change in ethanol production cost
magnitude for both batch and fed-batch operations. The percent change in ethanol production cost
from the base case to the adjusted parameter scenarios was roughly equivalent between the batch and
from the base case to the adjusted parameter scenarios was roughly equivalent between the batch
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4. Conclusions
This study examined the techno-economic differences between cellulosic ethanol production using
batch enzymatic hydrolysis and production using fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis. The sensitivity
analysis found that cost of biomass had the greatest effect on ethanol production cost, which caused
a 20% increase in ethanol production costs. Enzyme cost had the second greatest effect, decreasing
ethanol production costs by 15% when cost of enzyme decreased by 70%. Ethanol production cost
increased 16% when cost of enzyme increased by 75%.
The results support the proposition that fed-batch enzymatic hydrolysis does improve the
techno-economics of cellulosic ethanol production, even if not in the ways expected. In the future,
the researchers hope to implement a custom feeding profile for the simulation of fed-batch enzymatic
hydrolysis operation, based on a feeding profile previously developed by our lab group. The feeding
profile for a fed-batch operation in SPD is not customizable, so it was not possible to implement the
feeding profile in this study. An optimized feeding profile could further improve enzymatic hydrolysis
and the techno-economics of cellulosic ethanol production overall.
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Appendix A
The process flow sheet in Figure A1 is captured from the SuperPro Designer software. It shows
the design of the ethanol plant used for this simulation study. This particular process flowsheet
came from the fed-batch plant, though it looks identical to the batch process flowsheet. Hydrolysis
reactions occur in the reactor labeled P-30/R-102 Vessel Procedure. To differentiate the batch from
the fed-batch reaction, the operation data are changed. In the case of SuperPro Designer, this is as
simple as checking the box marked, “Consider fed-batch supply of reactants” and modifying the input
reaction parameters appropriately.
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