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Abstract: Microalgae are an ideal source for next-generation biofuels due to their high photosynthetic
rate. However, a key process limitation in microalgal biofuel production is harvesting of biomass
and extraction of lipids in a cost-effective manner. The harvesting of the algal biomass amounts
to approximately 20 to 30% of the total cost of the cultivation; hence, developing an efficient and
universal harvesting method will make the commercialization of microalgal bio-cultures sustainable.
In this study, we developed, demonstrated, and evaluated a novel harvesting method based on Glass
Reinforced Fiber Polymer (GFRP) panels, suitable for industrial-scale installations. The proposed
method was based on previous observations of preferential micro-algae development on glass
surfaces, as well as in the assumption that the microalgae cells would prefer to attach to and grow
on substrates with a similar size as them. At first, we developed a laser micromachining protocol
for removing the resin and revealing the glass fibers of the GFRP, available for algal adhesion,
thus acting as a microalgae biomass harvesting center. Surface micromachining was realized using
a ns pulsed ultraviolet laser emitting at 355 nm. This laser ensured high machining quality of the
GFRP, because of its selective material ablation, precise energy deposition, and narrow heat affected
zone. A specially built open pond system was used for the cultivation of the microalgae species
Scenedesmus rubescens, which was suitable for biofuel production. The cultivation was used for the
experimental evaluation of the proposed harvesting method. The cultivation duration was set to
16 days in order for the culture to operate at the exponential growth phase. The biomass maximum
recovery due to microalgae attachment on the GFRP surface was 13.54 g/m2, a yield comparable
to other studies in the literature. Furthermore, the GFRP surfaces could be upscaled to industrial
dimensions and positioned in any geometry dictated by the photobioreactor design. In this study,
the glass fiber reinforced polymer used was suitable for the adhesion of Scenedesmus rubescens due to
its fiber thickness. Other microalgae species could be cultivated, adhere, and harvested using GFRP of
different fiber sizes and/or with a modified laser treatment. These very encouraging results validated
GFRPs’ harvesting capabilities as an attachment substrate for microalgae. Additional studies with
more algae species will further strengthen the method.

Keywords: microalgae; harvesting; biofilm; GFRP; UV ns laser

1. Introduction

Microalgae biomass can be used for the production of a plethora of commercial products ranging
from human food supplements, fish and animal feed, cosmetics and pharmaceutical products to
alternative energy resources like biodiesel, bioethanol, biogas, and biohydrogen [1]. Indeed, biodiesel
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production from microalgae has attracted much attention due to its close similarity to conventional
fossil diesel in terms of physical properties, energy content, and chemical structure. Apart from that,
biodiesel is considered as a clean burning fuel with a low pour point and viscosity, and in addition,
it is nontoxic, biodegradable, and eco-friendly, due to its relatively low emissions of sulfur dioxide
(SO2) [2–4]. Usually, biodiesel is blended with petro-diesel in various ratios and can be used in any diesel
engine [5]. Biodiesel’s production from microalgae is expected to be 15 to 300 times higher compared
to conventional crop plants, which are usually harvested once or twice per year. On the other hand,
microalgae’s harvesting cycle is very short (around 14 days, depending on the species and cultivation
method), which allows continuous harvesting throughout the year [5,6]. Among the numerous types
of available algae suitable for biofuel production, in this specific work, Scenedesmus rubescens was
selected due to its presence in freshwater and wastewater and its potential for biofuel production [6–8].
On the downside, the small size and density, 5.6–5.8 µm for Scenedesmus rubescens [9], make microalgae
difficult to harvest [10,11]. Efficient, low-cost harvesting of microalgae’s biomass is a major challenge
for the commercialization of microalgal bio-cultures, as it amounts to approximately 20 to 30% of
the total cost of cultivation [12–15]. Hence, there is an imperative need for developing an efficient
and universal harvesting method that will improve the techno-economics of microalgae biofuel
production. This is reflected in a wide range of microalgae harvesting methods already developed,
which include centrifugation, flocculation, magnetic separation, and coagulation [16]. Centrifugation
is effective for large-scale processes (80–90% recovery [17]), but the capital cost is high. Chemical
flocculation demands low energy, but the recovery of flocculants is difficult [18]. In flocculation,
inorganic salts are used in high doses, decreasing the percentage of lipids or fatty acids in harvested
cells [11]. In magnetic separation, the magnetic particles need to fulfil requirements such as: reusability,
chemical stability, etc. [11]. Coagulation is a simple and fast method, but the chemical flocculants are
expensive and toxic to the microalgal biomass [13]. The main disadvantages of these techniques are the
increased overall operational costs (0.5 to 2 €/kg dry weight algae), the high energy demand (ranging
from 0.2 to 5 kWh/kg), and the fact that they are less environmentally friendly [10,15]. Algal biofilm
cultures can be used to minimize the high cost associated with algal harvesting. The algal adhesion
is a complex process and is affected by various factors such as surface texture, micropattern, surface
tension, and hydrophobicity [19–21]. Up to now, the exact role of the parameters affecting the algal
adhesion is still not clear.

The scope of the contribution at hand is to demonstrate a novel harvesting method based on GFRP
panels suitable for industrial-scale installations that surpasses the limitations of previously developed
methods. Composites are reinforced materials that exhibit enhanced properties, e.g., mechanical
strength, reduced weight, corrosion resistance, and flexibility. They consist of a matrix with reinforcing
components, which can be fibers, laminates, or particles. Carbon fiber reinforced polymers (CFRPs),
GFRPs, and fiber metal laminates (FMLs) are the most commonly used composites in industries [13,22].
GFRP is widely used in aerospace as a light aircraft construction material, as well as in the marine
industry. The present work benefits from the massive technical know-how on the material aspects of
GFRP developed over the years driven by the aforementioned applications.

The proposed method is inspired by honey harvesting in honey-bee combs: a GFRP is processed
by laser to reveal the glass fiber network. Microalgae show a preference for developing on microporous
surfaces [23], and hence, a mesh glass fiber (with diameters of approximately 10µm) is an ideal substrate
for the cultivation of microalgae. Then, the microalgae can be harvested from the GFRP using a blade.
The foremost advantage of our method is its simplicity in implementation. It is easily envisaged that
the laser machined GFRP panels can be upscaled to the appropriate dimensions. Additionally, the use
of GFRP panels as cultivation surfaces is compatible with vertical bioreactors [24–26] used for the
maximization of microalgae productivity.
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2. Methods

2.1. Materials

A commercially available bidirectional glass fiber reinforced polymer sheet was used. The dimensions
were 30 mm × 15 mm and a thickness of 2 mm. The resin matrix was removed from the surface using
laser micromachining protocols using a UV laser, revealing the glass fibers. The porous and rough
structure of the fiber network favored the initial adhesion [17] of microalgae, thus acting as microalgae
attachment centers. Additionally, glass fibers are transparent to light, thus facilitating the initiation of
the cultivation process, which was critical for the overall system productivity [27].

2.2. UV Laser Micromachining

The microalgae adhesion properties were determined by the surface porosity, roughness,
and hydrophilic properties [17]. Here, we employed a UV laser to modify these by laser micromachining
of the surface of GFRP samples. The experiments were performed using a 15 W Q-switched UV laser
emitting at 355 nm and operating in the ns regime. The UV laser workstation was comprised of a
galvo mirror scanner and an F160 mm f-theta lens. The proper choice of delivering and focusing optics
ensured a spot size of less than 20 µm in diameter, at the sample surface.

The UV laser ensured high machining quality of fiber reinforced polymer composites by
suppression of the polymer burn out [28]. The thermal effects exerted on the piece were minimized,
resulting in a precise energy deposition and much narrower heat affected zone (HAZ). Especially for
our case, where we wished to remove the resin and leave the glass fiber network intact, the use of
a UV laser was ideal since the glass fibers of the composite were transparent to the UV laser beam,
and therefore, the UV laser radiation would be completely absorbed by the resin [29]. Overall, UV laser
processing of GFRP could provide a more clean-cut material removal. The UV laser micromachined
GFRP samples are shown in Figure 1. It was evident that while resin was removed, revealing the glass
fiber network, there was no obvious fiber breakage apart from some fiber discontinuities, which may
be due to the material itself. The glass fiber thickness was 10.23 µm, comparable to the microalgae
Scenedesmus rubescens’ cell size.
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Figure 1. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) image: (a) GFRP area after UV laser micromachining.
The resin was removed, revealing the inner glass fiber mesh (magnification 84×). (b) Larger magnification
of the same area (magnification 306×). (c) Glass fiber thickness measurement: 10.23 µm (magnification
2.09K×).

2.3. Algal Cultivation

Scenedesmus rubescens was obtained from the bank SAG Culture Collection of the University of
Göttingen (SAG), and was cultivated in an open pond system, consisting of three rectangular reactor
vessels (each of dimensions 26.5 × 18.4 × 4.5 cm3 (L × W × H)). All the UV laser micromachined
materials were cut into rectangular coupons (each one 3.0 × 1.5 × 0.2 cm3 (L ×W × H)) (Figure 2).
The coupons were rinsed with deionized water and placed into the oven at 44 ◦C for two days, and each
coupon was weighted. After the 16 day algal cultivation, the samples with the biofilm created on their
surface were removed and dried in the oven at 44 ◦C for two days, and the mass was again measured.
The algal precultures were prepared with 5 L of modified 1/3 N BG-11 medium (Blue Green-11
supplemented with one third times the nitrates concentration) in a glass bottle, which simulated
freshwater. The bottle was illuminated by fluorescent lights providing illumination of 22 µmol/m2/s
(LightScout, Quantum Meter, Model 341F, Spectrum Technologies, Inc., Aurora, IL, USA) and was
placed in a walk-in incubator room under controlled environmental conditions at 20 ◦C. The algal
culture was prepared from the preculture by appropriate dilution with 1/3 N BG-11 medium, resulting
in a total suspended concentration of 164 mg/L. A volume of 1 L of this suspension was then transferred
into the reactors and recirculated at a flow rate of 2 mL/min using a peristaltic pump (Masterflex
L/S 7519-85, Cole Pamer Instrument, Co., Vernon hills, IL, USA). Two 36 W fluorescent lamps (cool
daylight, length: 1.20 m, and diameter: 2.5 cm) were placed 30 cm above the culture’s surface, providing
illumination of 150 µmol/m2/s. The coupons were removed after a period of 16 days from the reactors
using tongs and rinsed by gently shaking on the spot. The period of 16 days was selected in order for
the culture to operate at the exponential growth phase [6].

The microalgal suspended biomass was determined by the measurement of total suspended solids
according to standard methods [30], and the free algal cell number was measured with a Neubauer
hemocytometer (Optic Labor, Germany) after algae staining with Lugol’s solution in order to separate
the dead from live algae. The attached biomass was determined by the difference of the coupons’ dry
mass at each time compared to the mass of the coupons at Time 0. The algal biofilm productivity was
calculated by the following equation:

Algal biofilm productivity (g/m2) = (Mt −M0)/As (1)

where Mt and M0 are the dried mass of the tested coupons harvested at time t (days) and before
cultivation, respectively, and As (m2) is the surface of each tested coupon.
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram and picture of the Scenedesmus rubescens microalgae cultivation system. Figure 2. Schematic diagram and picture of the Scenedesmus rubescens microalgae cultivation system.

3. Results and Discussion

Figure 3 shows the macroscopic pictures of the micromachined GFRP surface with UV, before and
after cultivation. The intact fiber mesh (Figure 3a) was fully covered with the algae mass (Figure 3b)
already after four days of cultivation.
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Figure 3. GFRP surface micromachined with a UV laser (a) before cultivation and (b) after four
days of cultivation. The latter shows the microalgae’s complete adhesion and coverage of the laser
patterned area.

The growth of suspended algal biomass in the reactors was monitored by measuring the number
of cells. As shown in Figure 4a, after a lag phase of four days, it started to increase until reaching a
value of 3.14 × 107 cells/mL. The GFRP surfaces were collected from the cultivation system, having a
microalgae biofilm formed on the surface. The mass of the GFRP after the algal biofilm formation on
its surface was compared to the initial mass of the GFRP materials, before cultivation. Consequently,
the mass change was equal to the algal biomass on top of the composite. The evolution of the measured
algae biomass with days of cultivation is shown in Figure 4b. It is interesting to note that there was
a linear dependence of microalgae mass with time of cultivation, indicating that the potential of
microalgae cultivation was not exhausted since there were no signs of growth saturation for the time
span under study. For the 16 day cultivation, the maximum biomass recovery from the UV laser
micromachined GFRP was 13.54 g/m2, corresponding to 0.84 g/m2/d. In the literature, algal biofilm
productivities reach values up to 6.3 g/m2/d depending on the reactor type and the substrate used [26].

In Table 1, the results of the time evolution of our experiments are shown. In the same table,
we include the pictures of the recovered GFRP coupons for progressive days of cultivation. As shown,
microalgae were selective and preferred to better adhere on the modified part of the surface rather
than the untreated frame. This trend was quite obvious up to the first 12 days of cultivation; at the
16th day, there was an indication of algal growth spreading on the untreated surface. Noticeably, after
16 days of cultivation, microalgae started to cover, apart from the glass mesh, also the untreated resin.
It was anticipated that these very promising results could be further improved if the roughness of
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the glass fiber mesh could be enhanced. Then, fiber mesh discontinuities, e.g., in the form of broken
fibers, would act as anchor points for the microalgae organisms, resulting in thicker biofilm creation.
This was not possible with UV laser treated GFRP because the UV radiation removed only the resin
without affecting the glass fiber network. Using an IR fiber laser for GFRP micromachining could be an
alternative method, as it ablates indistinctively both fibers and resin, modifying the substrate’s surface
texture completely. This is an ongoing experiment under our investigation.
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Figure 4. Algal biomass during cultivation: (a) suspended biomass and (b) attached algal biomass on
UV micromachined GFRP. Error bars are shown as standard deviations: n = 3 for (a) and n = 2 for (b).

An added advantage of our method was that, apart from the very good biomass adhesion on
the laser microstructured GFRP surfaces, these could be positioned in any geometry dictated by
the photobioreactor design, including the vertical positioning in a cultivation pond for maximum
light utilization and thus maximum algae colonization [31]. The GFRP surfaces could be reused as
harvesting centers after the removal of the attached algal biomass, thus contributing to the overall
biomass harvesting cost reduction. Apparently, further research is required with more algae species
and mixed cultures in order to investigate the effectiveness of the process.

Table 1. Algae biomass adhesion on UV laser micromachined GFRP over time. The table includes the
mean value of the algal biomass that attached on two replicate GFRP coupons.

Time of Cultivation (Days) Algae Biomass (g/m2) UV Micromachined GFRP

0 0
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4. Conclusions

We developed a novel microalgae harvesting procedure aiming at maximizing the overall biomass
recovery at lower cost that was based on UV laser micromachined GFRP. Scenedesmus rubescens,
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which offered a cell size comparable to the glass fiber thickness, was used as a first-study cultivation
species. This was the first demonstration to our knowledge of a microalgae harvesting technique
that was based on low-cost surface processed composite materials. Our method was based on the
observation that microalgae tended to grow on microporous surfaces, and hence, this should apply
for the mesh glass fiber of GFRP. Indeed, it was shown that processing of GFRP surfaces with UV
laser radiation revealed the fiber mesh network that was suitable for microalgae colonization and
harvesting. Our harvesting technique’s yield for a 16 day microalgae cultivation was 13.54 g/m2,
comparable to state-of-the-art, yet more expensive microalgae harvesting methods. This first study
aimed at demonstrating the proof of concept and not at recovering the highest algal biomass value.

The resulting GFRP laser processed surfaces contributed to the overall optimization of algal
adhesion and could be of any shape and size, providing flexibility and scalability. The GFRP harvesting
plates were reusable, as they could be cleaned by an elementary heat treatment without material
degradation, further improving the technoeconomic criteria of the microalgae bioreactor system.
The results presented here served the purpose of demonstrating the potential of the technique; hence,
it is anticipated that optimization of the method in future work will result in improved biomass
recovery values comparable with other more complex and costly methods.
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