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Abstract: Coffee, one of the most popular food commodities and beverage ingredients worldwide,
is considered as a potential source for food industry and second-generation biofuel due to its various
by-products, including mucilage, husk, skin (pericarp), parchment, silver-skin, and pulp, which can be
produced during the manufacturing process. A number of research studies have mainly investigated
the valuable properties of brewed coffee (namely, beverage), functionalities, and its beneficial effects
on cognitive and physical performances; however, other residual by-products of coffee, such as its
mucilage, have rarely been studied. In this manuscript, the production of bioethanol from mucilage
was performed both in shake flasks and 5 L bio-reactors. The use of coffee mucilage provided
adequate fermentable sugars, primarily glucose with additional nutrient components, and it was
directly fermented into ethanol using a Saccharomyces cerevisiae strain. The initial tests at the lab scale
were evaluated using a two-level factorial experimental design, and the resulting optimal conditions
were applied to further tests at the 5 L bio-reactor for scale up. The highest yields of flasks and
5 L bio-reactors were 0.46 g ethanol/g sugars, and 0.47 g ethanol/g sugars after 12 h, respectively,
which were equal to 90% and 94% of the theoretically achievable conversion yield of ethanol.
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1. Introduction

According to previous research studies, coffee is one of the most traded commodities, along
with crude oils, and is consumed by millions of people on a daily basis. It is known that more
than 70 countries in South American and tropical nations, including Brazil, Vietnam, Colombia,
Indonesia, and Ethiopia extensively produce coffee, and they play major roles in the global coffee
trades, developments, and the country’s economy [1,2]. Furthermore, the current trend of coffee
consumption and its relative global market has rapidly grown over recent decades due to an intriguing
ingredient—caffeine as a stimulant. Because of the increase of consumption of coffee with consumers’
interest in health and functional foods, a number of works have investigated the cognitive, physical,
and functional attributes of coffee (mainly caffeine) [3,4].

The coffee fruit is mainly composed of bean, silver-skin, parchment, mucilage, pulp, and pericarp [5,6].
The endosperm (coffee bean) is attached and covered by silver-skin, which is enclosed in parchment
(yellowish thin endocarp). The thin, colorless, and hydrated pectin layer, which is called the mucilage,
covers the parchment, and finally a soft and stiff outer pericarp protects the fibrous pulp and parchment.
The brief structure of the coffee bean is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The structure of the coffee fruit.

As the production of coffee has increased, the resulting by-products of coffee generated during
wet or dry processing also increased [7]. In the common coffee production process, the green coffee
bean is mainly used while other components of silver-skin, parchment, mucilage, pulp, and pericarp,
which are more than 50% of the coffee fruit, are removed and discarded during processing [8,9].
Bressani [10] reported that the recovery of the coffee residuals after wet process contained 43.2% (w/w)
skin and pulp, 11.8% (w/w) mucilage and soluble sugars, and 6.1% (w/w) parchment. Recently,
it has been found that the coffee residual by-products made up approximately 15 million tons per
year [11], and they generated a large amount of agricultural waste. This includes the coffee mucilage,
which represents approximately 22% of the grain wet weight [12]. Some coffee by-products are
currently used in manure [12], adsorption molecules [13-15], ethanol [16-18], gibberellic acid [19],
and a-amylase [20]. Further studies of the coffee silver-skin showed that it could be utilized as a
functional material due to its high dietary fiber component (60%), low contents of fat and carbohydrate,
and associated antioxidant phenolic compounds [21,22]. Although coffee by-product wastes could
be utilized in agricultural fertilizer and animal feedstock, the high composition of lignin (25% w/w
in coffee ground) and anti-nutritional components (phenolics and caffeine) in the coffee wastes are
restrictive factors of direct use for animal feedstock [23-28]. Un-utilized coffee industry residuals are
discarded into land or water resources, which could generate environmental issues with their high
biochemical oxygen demand and toxic compounds [29,30]; therefore, further utilization and practical
application of these residues are required.

Coffee mucilage, rich in carbohydrates and nitrogen, is considered to be a potential substrate
in bio-based industry to produce value-added molecules and commodities, such as ethanol and
lactic acid because it consists of 85-91% (w/w) water, 6.2-7.4% (w/w) sugars and small amounts
of protein, non-reducing sugar, and pectin [12,30]. Moreover, the sugars present in the mucilage
are mainly composed of reducing sugars (63%, w/w) that can be biochemically transformed to
other molecules [23,31]. Although several research studies have been published regarding the
chemical/structural composition of coffee mucilage [32], functional properties [33] and production of
value-added products such as hydrogen [34], ethanol [17,18], and lactic acid [35], to the best of our
knowledge there is no research study for the scale-up of ethanol production using coffee mucilage
under optimal conditions. This study reports the use of coffee mucilage waste as a substrate for
bioethanol production without any pretreatment or addition of nutrition sources prior to microbial
fermentation. Initially, the evaluation of microbial fermentations using a Saccharomyces cerevisiae NRRL
(Northern Regional Research Laboratory) Y-1546 strain was carried out at the lab scale with flasks to
find an optimal condition, and the designed experimental condition was applied to the 5 L bio-reactors,
which resulted in 0.47 g ethanol/g fermentable sugars, showing almost theoretically achievable
yield (94%). Different variable parameters such as temperature, pH, and inoculum concentrations
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were tested and compared. Our work presents the potential to directly utilize reducing sugars (mainly
glucose) in the coffee mucilage for ethanol production through microbial fermentation.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Compositional Analysis of Coffee Mucilage

Chemical composition of the initial coffee mucilage was determined by International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) standard analytical methods as described in the methods section. The coffee
mucilage was provided from a production farm in Antioquia, Colombia and its initial chemical
composition is summarized in Table 1. Previous studies on the chemical composition of the coffee
mucilage reported that it had a composition of 84.2% water, 8.9% protein, 4.1% sugar, 0.91% pectin,
and 0.7% ash [5]. To identify the cell growth and fermentability of reducing sugars in the coffee
mucilage, initial runs with nutrient supplements of yeast extract (1 g L~!) or diammonium hydrogen
phosphate (NHy),HPOy, 0.5 g L™!) in the mucilage were examined and compared to the tests without
additional supplements. The presence of nitrogen source in the mucilage had little or no difference
compared to the results from control, and all tests resulted in similar final ethanol yields (unpublished
observations). Other previous studies support this phenomenon, since the mucilage contains various
nutrients, protein, and valuable sources that could meet the requirements of cell growth and conversion
of fermentable sugars to ethanol [17,35]. In addition, there was no substrate inhibition from the coffee
mucilage that was consistent with another work done by Margaritis and Bajpai [36] for the ethanol
production from artichoke extract, where substrate inhibition was observed at 250 g L~! of reducing
sugar concentration. Considering previous references and our preliminary data, we used the coffee
mucilage without additional supplements in further microbial fermentation tests.

Table 1. Chemical composition of coffee mucilage.

(A) Component Concentration (g L1
Glucose 37.1
Galactose 14.7
Lactose 0.8
Acetic acid 1.2
Protein 0.3
(B) Mineral Parts-Per-Million (ppm)
Calcium 337
Iron 73
Magnesium 81
Potassium 116 (mg L1
Phosphorus 115
Sodium 29

2.2. Optimization of Coffee Mucilage Fermentation

In order to determine the optimal experimental condition for ethanol fermentation from the
coffee mucilage, a full factorial design method was considered and designed with different levels of
temperature, pH, and initial inoculum concentration. Generally, the Saccharomyces cerevisiae strain
has its optimal growth condition at a temperature range of 25-30 °C [37] or 30-33 °C [38] with acid
pH ranging from 3.0 to 7.0, and the optimal pH condition being at 5.0 [38]. Another study found
that S. cerevisine was able to grow at 4 °C with the minimum growth while the maximum cell growth
was achieved at 38-39 °C [39]. Recent research of the utilization of coffee mucilage reported that the
reducing sugars in the coffee mucilage could effectively be fermented to ethanol at 32 °C, pH 5.1,
and initial reducing sugar concentration of 61.8 g L~! with a cell density of 1.0 x 10° cfu/mL [17].
In the light of previous publications, different levels of temperature (28-35 °C), pH (4.0-7.0), and initial
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cell concentration (3.0-6.0 g L~!) were selected to determine optimal experimental conditions. Because
substrate inhibition (reducing sugar) would occur at >250 g L~! [36], we have not considered the
reducing sugar concentration and directly used the initial mucilage as a substrate.

To fulfill tests, a two-level full factorial experimental fermentation was designed by Minitab
17 software; the total regular experiments were 9, including + 1 central point experiment, which was
for the estimation of the experimental variance. The total experiments were also carried out in random
order to avoid lurking variables, and ethanol yield was calculated each run. The designed experiments,
results of ethanol production and percent ethanol yields are summarized in Table 2. The theoretical
achievable ethanol yield was estimated with the calculation of 0.511 times the total initial fermentable
sugars (glucose and galactose) in the coffee mucilage medium [40,41]. All glucose and galactose were
metabolized and converted to ethanol within 24 h, however, the final yields were different, depending
on experimental factors of temperature, pH, and initial cell density.

Table 2. Two-level full factorial experimental design and brief summary of the results. Ethanol
fermentation tests were carried out in 250 mL Erlenmeyer flasks at the given experimental conditions
for 24 h with agitation of 150 rpm in a shaking incubator. All tests were performed in triplicate.

Experiment Temperature pH Inoculum  Ethanol Production Standard Percent Ethanol
°Q) (gL™h (gL™Y Deviation (g L™1) Yield (%)
1 28.0 4.0 3.0 22.2 0.8 83.9
2 35.0 4.0 3.0 20.3 12 76.8
3 28.0 7.0 3.0 21.6 1.3 81.8
4 35.0 7.0 3.0 20.0 0.8 75.5
5 28.0 4.0 6.0 21.6 0.7 81.5
6 35.0 4.0 6.0 18.4 1.2 69.3
7 28.0 7.0 6.0 19.2 1.1 725
8 35.0 7.0 6.0 17.4 0.9 65.8
9 315 5.5 45 19.6 12 73.9

At a given experimental condition, the highest ethanol production of 22.2 ¢ L~! was obtained
at 28°C (pH 4.0) with an initial cell density of 3.0 g L~!, which was equivalent to 83.9% of the
theoretically achievable yield. On the other hand, the lowest yield (17.4 g L~!) was achieved at 35 °C
(pH 7.0) with an initial inoculum of 6 g L~1. To better understand the main factors for the microbial
fermentations, the analysis of each variance was carried out by ANOVA tests. As shown in Figure 2A,
the incubation temperature and initial cell concentration significantly contributed toward the ethanol
production (sharp slope). The coefficient correlation (R?) of the best model was 0.9449, which indicated
the variability of response in this experimental design was 94.49%. In order to verify the superior
model with a less than 0.05 probability value, the minor reciprocal interaction factors were excluded,
and the model was adjusted with the Pareto chart for individual and two-factor interaction effects.
Similar to previous analytic results, the resulting data presented that the levels of temperature and
initial cell density had remarkable effects on the ethanol fermentation, while the variable of pH had
less effect (Figure 2B). Our previous studies highlighted that the acetic acid concentration and pH on
microbial fermentation were thought to be the major contributors for cell growth and metabolic ethanol
yield [40,42]. For example, a 67% reduction in ethanol productivity was observed in the presence of
15 g L~ ! acetic acid at pH 5.0 compared to the control run without acetic acid or under the lower acetic
acid concentration of 3 g L. The un-dissociated and/or un-charged form of weak acids (mainly acetic
acid) could disrupt the proton influx system in the cell membrane [40,43,44]; however, with a small
amount of acetic acid (1.2 g L~1), no dramatic response was observed in the pH range of 4.0 and 7.0.

So far, as temperature and initial cell inoculum were considered as dominant parameters, we were
interested in exploring their interaction and optimal conditions for the scale-up at the 5 L bio-reactors.
Response surface (optimal condition) was performed for the maximum ethanol yield using a contour
plot experimental design (Figure 3A-C). The critical point was determined regarding the modification
of the obtained experimental results, which resulted in the following equation with >95% correlation
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coefficients (R?). The data was fitted with the key factors of temperature and initial cell inoculum; the
resulting equation represented the dependent response with regard to the relation to the variable factors
under the experimental conditions: ethanol yield (g L~!) = 20.68 — 0.017 temperature + 0.81 pH +
2.07 inoculum — 0.011 temperature * pH — 0.0586 temperature * inoculum — 0.1422 pH * inoculum —
0.66 center point. The optimal ethanol estimation is shown in the surface plot model in Figure 3D.
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Figure 2. (A) The main effect of temperature, pH, and inoculum concentration on the ethanol
production from coffee mucilage; (B) Pareto chart of individual and reciprocal interaction effects
of temperature, pH, and inoculum concentration. A: temperature, B: pH, C: inoculum concentration.
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Figure 3. Contour plots present effect of varying (A) temperature and inoculum; (B) temperature and
pH; and (C) inoculum and pH. The dark green and dark blue colors denote a high ethanol concentration
and a low ethanol concentration, respectively. The fitted optimal conditions with two dominant factors
of temperature and initial cell concentration are presented by the surface plot (D).
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The maximum yield of ethanol was obtained at a low temperature of 28 °C, pH 4.0, with an
initial cell density of 3 g L~!, which reached around 23 g L~! of ethanol production, corresponding to
86.9% theoretically achievable yield. The statistical analysis of the resulting equation was employed by
a T-test analysis, which showed more than 95% significant difference for ethanol production from the
mucilage at a given experimental condition. Interestingly, the effect of initial pH on ethanol production
was less than the other two factors, possibly due to the low acid concentration in the substrate medium
and the acceptable pH changes during the fermentation performances [40,42]. For the next step,
the application of the designed optimal condition to the lab scale (flasks) and the 5 L bio-reactor
fermentation were studied, respectively.

2.3. Mucilage Fermentation Both in the Flasks and 5 L Bio-Reactors

In order to access the optimal condition of temperature, pH, and initial cell density, further tests
were carried out both in the lab scale level and scale-up at the 5 L bio-reactors, respectively. In initial
runs with the flasks, most of the glucose and galactose were consumed at 9 h and the final ethanol
concentration (23.8 g L 1) was achieved at 12 h, which was equal to approximately 89.9% theoretically
achievable yield (Figure 4A). In the scale-up test at the 5 L bio-reactor at similar experimental conditions,
a slight increase of the final ethanol concentration (24.8 g L~!) was observed with a 93.7% theoretically
achievable value (Figure 4B). It might have happened that the remaining sugars in the small coffee
mucilage slurries provided more fermentable sugars and/or better mixing with the dual impeller that
resulted in the higher ethanol production compared to the results from the flasks. Both runs in the
flasks and bio-reactors had a similar fermentation pattern, where glucose was primarily utilized and
converted into ethanol within 9 h, while the galactose was slowly metabolized and totally consumed in
12 h (Figure 4A,B). S. cerevisiae has the ability to utilize and metabolize different C6 sugars, including
glucose, fructose, mannose, and galactose; however, the yeast prefers to use simple structure sugars
such as glucose and fructose rather than galactose because the metabolic pathway of galactose requires
a combined step of the Leloir pathway and glycolysis for alcohol fermentation [45].

Our fermentation results are somewhat different from previous observations for ethanol
production from coffee mucilage. Pérez-Sarifiana et al. [17] have reported that the best ethanol
concentration (16.29 g L’l) was obtained at 32 °C, pH 5.1, cell inoculum of 1.0 x 10° cfu/mL,
and initial sugar concentration of 61.8 g L~!. Distinctions in the coffee mucilage material, sugar
concentration, and yeast strain may help to explain this. Some inhibitory compounds such as acetic
acid and phenolic compounds were detected in the previous study [17] while fewer or no potential
inhibitors were identified in our work. Phenolic molecules are one of the dominant contributors
to inhibit enzymes [46—49] and microbial fermentation [50-52]; thus, remarkable inhibition could
have occurred even at a low concentration, which results in the reduction of sugar utilization and
diminished final product yield. Also, the use of different yeast strain and initial cell concentration may
reflect the different ethanol yields under optimal conditions. Further studies are required in order to
gain a better knowledge and understanding of the coffee mucilage and its practical utilization.

Further comparison between our data and earlier study [23] with the fermentative ethanol
production from the sulfuric acid treated coffee silver-skin and spent coffee grounds hydrolysates
is summarized in Table 3. When the reducing sugars (mainly galactose and mannose) in the coffee
silver-skin and spent coffee grounds hydrolysates were fermented into ethanol by different yeast
strains, a maximum ethanol yield of 0.13 g ethanol/g substrate and 0.26 g ethanol/g substrate were
obtained, respectively (Table 3). The ethanol production of coffee mucilage was evaluated at around
0.46 g ethanol/g substrate (lab scale), which was 1.77 times higher compared to the previous research
data from the coffee silver-skin and spent coffee grounds. Furthermore, the ethanol yield slightly
increased when the mucilage fermentation was performed at the 5 L bio-reactors, which gave 1.84 times
higher yield than the results from silver-skin and coffee grounds (Table 3). It can be explained that
the different chemical composition of the coffee by-products (mucilage vs. silver-skin vs. grounds)
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and the acid pretreatment before the fermentation step generated toxic compounds (mainly phenolic
molecules), and inhibited the fermentation performance [41,48,49,53].
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Figure 4. Consumption of glucose and galactose and production of ethanol during microbial
fermentation in the (A) flasks level and (B) scale-up at 5 L bio-reactors. All experimental tests were
performed at 28 °C, pH 4.0, and initial cell concentration of 3 g L~!. Orbital shake agitation of 150 rpm
was utilized for the flasks fermentation while a double Rushton impeller at 350 rpm was used for the
5 L bio-reactors fermentation.

Table 3. Comparison of ethanol productions from coffee by-products of mucilage, silver-skin,
and grounds using different yeast strains.

Ethanol Yield (g ethanol/g Substrate)
Yeast Strain Reference
Coffee Mucilage Coffee Silver-Skin  Spent Coffee Grounds

S. cerevisize (NRRL Y-1546) 0.46 + 0.02 - - Current Study
P. stiptis (NRRL-Y-7124) - 0.11 £ 0.02 0.26 + 0.01 [23]
S. cerevisiae (RL-11) - 0.13 + 0.03 0.26 + 0.02 [23]
K. fragilis (Kf1) - 0.01 £ 0.00 0.13 4+ 0.02 [23]

It is worth stating that the sugar metabolism and ethanol production in this study did not require
any pretreatment step. Additional supplement of nutrition sources, and further processes could
avoid the higher costs of other methods and can be suggested as a potential application for industrial
fields. In addition, this research on fermentative utilization of the coffee mucilage is a first attempt
to optimize and scale-up ethanol production. The resulting design model and ethanol yield here
would be enhanced if other valuable factors were considered and performed at the best performing
conditions (oxygen availability, genetically modified yeast strain, impeller type, mixing condition,
and others). Therefore, the present study with the coffee mucilage is thought to be a promising
alternative agricultural waste feedstock for further re-use and applications with a high ethanol yield.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Coffee Mucilage

Coffee mucilage was collected from the San Rafael farm located in the municipality of Envigado
(Antioquia, Colombia) at 1575 MASL (meters above sea level) and an average temperature throughout
the year of 21 °C. As soon as the coffee mucilage was provided by the San Rafael farm, the materials
were sterilized at 121 °C for 15 min and stored at 10 °C. In order to separate the biggest solids in
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the coffee mucilage, a sample of 500 mL mucilage was sieved over a stainless-steel screen with a
20-mesh opening size (Tyler, USA standard testing sieve, ASTM E11 specification, VWR, Philadelphia,
PA, USA). The resulting slurry was centrifuged at 8000 rpm for 5 min to eliminate the remaining solids
and identified in regard to the concentration of fermentable sugars, including glucose and galactose
by HPLC. The prepared mucilage medium was adjusted to the pH range 4.0 to 7.0 by adding NaOH
(pellets) and stored at 4°C until used in fermentation tests.

3.2. Microorganism and Fermentation Experiments

A yeast strain of Saccharomyces cerevisite NRRL Y-1546 was utilized for all fermentations of
the coffee mucilage. This S. cerevisiae is able to metabolize C6 sugars (glucose, fructose, mannose,
and galactose) for ethanol fermentation [41,54,55]. Our previous research studies highlighted that
S. cerevisize NRRL Y-1546 was suitable to ferment the sugars in the pretreated-lignocellulosic material
hydrolysates and other agricultural residues, which had some inhibitory compounds [41,50,53];
thus, we selected this strain for current work and evaluated the fermentation tests. 2 mL of the
stock solution was used for the inoculum preparation in 250 mL Erlenmeyer flasks containing 100 mL
YEPD medium (1% yeast extract, 2% peptone, and 2% glucose) [41]. The prepared flasks were cultured
in an orbital shaking incubator (Centricol, Colombia) at 30°C, overnight with agitation of 150 rpm.
When the cell density was reached to a desired concentration, cells were centrifuged (at 5000 rpm for
5 min), recovered, and re-suspended with YEP medium (no glucose).

For the lab scale tests, batch fermentation tests were performed in 250 mL Erlenmeyer flasks
containing 100 mL of the mucilage samples at desired experimental conditions: temperature range of
28-35 °C, pH range of 4.0-7.0, and initial cell concentration range of 3.0-9.0 g L1 (Table 2). For further
tests of the scale-up, 5 L bio-reactors (Bioengineering AFL, Wald, Switzerland) were used in the
presence of a 3 L mucilage medium. Scale-up fermentations were carried out at optimal experimental
conditions (28 °C, pH 4.0, and an initial cell density of 3 g L™!) obtained from the lab scale tests.
Instead of orbital agitation, mixing was performed at 350 rpm using two Rushton impellers. During all
fermentation experiments in flasks and bio-reactors, samples were taken regularly for the consumption
of fermentable sugars and ethanol production. All the fermentation experiments were carried out
in triplicate.

3.3. Analytic Assays

A two-level factorial experimental design and statistical analysis was conducted by Minitab
17 software program. The T-test was performed with >95% significant difference for ethanol production
from the coffee mucilage. The fermentable sugars and ethanol were analyzed by high performance
liquid chromatography (HPLC) before and after fermentation performances followed by previous
works [41,48,49] using a Waters alliance 2695 system coupled to a FID detector with an Aminex
HPX-87H ion-exchange column (300 nm x 7.8 mm, Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, CA, USA).
The HPLC system was maintained at 60 °C with a 5 mM diluted sulfuric acid in distilled water
as eluent mobile phase at 0.6 mL/min flow rate. Other mineral components, including calcium,
iron, magnesium, potassium, sodium, and zinc were determined by atomic absorption spectroscopy
(ISO 6869:2012) [56]. The analysis of phosphorous and crude protein content were identified by UV-VIS
spectrophotometry (ISO method 6498:1998) [57] and Kjeldahl method (ISO method 5983:2005) [58],
respectively. The theoretical maximum ethanol yield (26.47 g L~!) was calculated based on the equation;
Ymax (g L~1)=G x 0.511, where the value of G represents the initial total fermentable sugars of glucose
(37.1 g L7 1) and galactose (14.7 g L™ !) in the coffee mucilage. A percent of ethanol yield was estimated
as per equation; Ygion (%) = E/Ymax X 100, where E denotes ethanol production during microbial
fermentation [59].



Energies 2018, 11, 786 90f12

4. Conclusions

Coffee mucilage, un-utilized agro-industrial residue from coffee processing, was successfully
re-used as a potential substrate for ethanol production. Through the two-level factorial experimental
design, the optimal condition for microbial fermentation was obtained at 28 °C, pH 4.0, and initial
cell concentration of 3 g L~!, which resulted in 0.46 (g ethanol/g sugars) ethanol concentration
with a 90% theoretically achievable value. Such designed conditions applied to 5 L scale-up tests,
which improved the final ethanol yield (Y, /s = 0.47 g/g) with a volumetric productivity (Qp) of
2.26 g/Lh. The incubation temperature and initial cell density were considered to be key factors for the
conversion of fermentable sugars in the coffee mucilage to ethanol, while the pH value between 4.0 and
7.0 had less effect on the fermentations. The ethanol yield (Yp/s, g ethanol/g substrate) of coffee
mucilage is higher than the results from other agro-industrial residues such as barley hay (0.3 g/g),
barley straw (0.31 g/g), hay millet (0.27 g/g), sweet sorghum hay (0.31 g/g), triticale hay (0.34 g/g),
and wheat straw (0.31 g/g) [59]. Furthermore, the raw coffee mucilage material does not require any
pretreatment processes and supplement sources prior to fermentation, which could also be attractive
to other applications and utilization in fermentation processes.
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