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Abstract: This research involved studying the physico-chemical parameters of fly ash derived from
the combustion of 100% biomass in bubbling and circulating fluidized bed boilers of two large energy
plants in Poland. Chemical composition revealed that ash contains substantial amounts of CaO
(12.86–26.5%); K2O (6.2–8.25%); MgO (2.97–4.06%); P2O5 (2–4.63%); S (1.6–1.83%); and micronutrients
such as Mn, Zn, Cu, and Co. The ash from the bubbling fluidized bed (BFB) was richer in potassium,
phosphorus, CaO, and micronutrients than the ash from the circulating fluidized bed (CFB) and
contained cumulatively less contaminants. However, the BFB ash exceeded the threshold values of
Cd to be considered as a liming amendment. Additionally, according to our European Community
Bureau of Reference (BCR) study Pb and Cd were more mobile in the BFB than in the CFB ash.
Except for a low nitrogen content, the ash met the minimum requirements for mineral fertilizers.
Acute phytotoxicity revealed no inhibition of the germination and seed growth of Avena sativa L.
and Lepidium sativum plants amended with biomass ash. Despite the fact that low nitrogen content
excludes the use of biomass fly ash as a sole mineral fertilizer, it still possesses other favorable
properties (a high content of CaO and macronutrients), which warrants further investigation into its
potential utilization.

Keywords: fly ash; biomass combustion; fluidized bed boilers; acute phytotoxicity test; mineral
fertilizer; BCR sequential extraction; metal speciation

1. Introduction

Globally, almost one third of electricity is generated from coal; despite this fact, renewable energy
sources such as biomass are increasingly gaining a foothold. Twenty-eight European Union (EU)
countries are obliged to meet certain targets regarding their share of energy from renewable sources in
gross energy production by the year 2020 (according to the EU Directive 2009/28/WE). In 2020, this
target is 20% for most EU countries, whereas Poland has to meet a target of 15%. Consequently, the
European Environment Agency has indicated that the use of biomass in large combustion plants in
the EU has tripled between years 2004 and 2016. For instance, in Poland almost half of the electricity
derived from renewable sources comes from biomass. Investments in energy generation derived from
biomass are either in the planning stage or have already been implemented in many of Poland’s heat
and electric power plants.

This investment “boom” has resulted in the generation of an entirely new type of waste. The resultant
by-products derived from the combustion of 100% biomass in large power plants as well as power and heat
installations are very different from the biomass ash derived from their smaller counterparts. Compared to
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conventional fly ash from coal combustion, biomass fly ash has a different composition as well as its own
unique characteristics and properties. Therefore, it needs to be stressed that the term “fly ash” should not
be regarded as a universal term, since the type of combustion technology as well as type of combustion
feedstock (coal, biomass, or biomass co-combustion) generates different types of fly ash. According to
the Polish Waste Catalog [1], biomass combustion by-products originating from fluidized bed boilers are
classified in the same group as the conventional fly ash from coal combustion (10 01 82). Consequently,
this type of waste also undergoes a different utilization pathway than that of other biomass combustion
by-products such as fly ash, originating from peat and untreated wood (waste code 10 01 03), or the waste
from combusting straw in municipal boilers (10 01 99).

Until now, conventional fly ash, derived from power plants fired with coal fuel, was commonly
used for the production of building materials, general-purpose cements, building ceramics, hydraulic
binders, and binding materials, and in road construction (road base). The fly ash generated from
biomass combustion, due to its unfavorable composition, is not suitable for traditional management
methods. For instance, it contains a substantial amount of phosphorus, which slows hydration and
extends the setting time of concrete, thus causing a reduction in its strength. However, while this
chemical parameter precludes the use of biomass ash in construction materials, still it is a highly
desirable attribute in a different utilization direction, such as as a potential mineral fertilizer or
soil improver in land use. Fluidized bed boilers are the most commonly recommended type of
boiler for combusting biomass fuel, especially in the process of heat and energy production from
biomass in large and very large combustion plants. The energy sector uses either bubbling fluidized
bed (BFB) technology or its upgraded version, circulating fluidized bed (CFB), sometimes called
second-generation boilers. Both combustion technologies are characterized by very high thermal
efficiencies of up to 87%, however circulated fluidized bed furnaces are more commonly applied in
larger scale power installations. As indicated by Pallarès and Johnsson [2], in BFB technology (referred
also as stationary fluidized bed) the combustion mostly takes place in the bed and in the lower part
of the freeboard, and there is no external recirculation of the bed, unlike that of CFB boilers, which
operate under circulating conditions where, unlike in bubbling beds, combustion is distributed more
homogeneously along the height of the furnace. CFB employs a higher gas velocity [3] and/or finer
bed solids than those used in BFB.

Biomass combustion by-products are fly ash that is captured by electrostatic precipitators, as
well as bottom ash that is collected directly from the grate. Since, in fluidized bed furnaces, sorbents
such as ground limestone, dolomite, or lime are used to bind sulfur compounds and control SO2

emission, the solid residue also contains substantial amounts of desulfurization products, such as
calcium sulfate [4]. In order to ensure optimal sulfur binding conditions, the temperature in the furnace
chamber is maintained at a level of 850 to 900 ◦C.

As previously stated, biomass combustion by-products are a very heterogenous group of waste
materials, whose chemical, mineralogical, and physical characteristics vary significantly between
installations. Its final chemical composition is influenced by a multitude factors—i.e., the biomass
source and origin, the energy plant’s age, the harvesting time, the proportion of biomass/feedstock
mixture, the soil and biomass growing conditions, the combustion temperature, the type of sorbent used
in the combustion process, or even its granulometry and many other factors [5,6]. Theoretically, the
same technological process of combustion and the same feedstock used but delivered from a different
source may influence the composition of the final by-product ash. For that reason, it is especially
important to characterize each type of biomass ash individually prior to finding an appropriate
utilization approach.

Regardless of the occurrence of the great variability of biomass ash—as confirmed, e.g., by
Vassilev et al. [6] in their review of almost 600 articles on the topic—the vast majority of researchers
agree on the fact that the prevailing types of biomass fly ash derived from both small and laboratory
installations [7–9], as well as those from bigger installations such as large or very large fluidized bed
boilers [10–13], have good nutritional properties. Researchers report that [14–19], except for its low N
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content (which gets volatized during the combustion process [19]), biomass combustion by-products’
chemical composition is similar to that of mineral fertilizers. Despite the fact that this type of waste is
nearly free of nitrogen, it contains substantial amounts of other micro (B, Fe, Mo, Mn, Cu, Zn, Co) and
macronutrients, both primary (P, K) and secondary (S, Mg, Ca, Na) [20], which are highly favorable
in maintaining appropriate conditions conducive for plant growth. Ohenoja et al. [21], for instance,
in their broad study on the utilization potential of biomass fly ash where they reviewed at least 46
research papers, confirmed the low content of contaminates in most ash derived from the fluidized bed
combustion of pure biomass and satisfactory levels of macronutrients such as phosphorus and calcium,
thus concluding the high feasibility of using it as a soil amendment. Moreover, the agronomic effects
of using biomass fly ash derived from a variety of feedstocks and combusting technologies on crop
yields were also reported by several authors [22–25]. For instance, the P fertilization effects of various
biomass ash, such as rape meal ash, cereal ash, or straw ash, on eight types of crops (e.g., as maize,
lupin, summer barley, oilseed rape, oil radish, etc.) were evaluated during pot experiments conducted
by Schiemenz and Lobermann [15]. The authors concluded that the above-mentioned biomass ash can
be an adequate source of phosphorus, even comparable with highly soluble commercial P fertilizers.
Furthermore, Meller and Bilenda’s findings [26] also confirm the fertilizing potential of biomass fly ash
originating from BFB boilers in heat plants, which combust wood and agricultural feedstock. In their
in situ experiment conducted on Miscanthus sacchariflorus grown on soil fertilized with the addition
of BFB fly ash, the authors confirmed that an increased dose of ash caused a significant increase in
the amount of available potassium, phosphorus, and magnesium in the soil. They reported that, as
a result of amending the soil with 10.5 Mg·ha−1 of BFB, the bioavailable phosphorus content in soil
was increased by 27.06 mg/100 g, the bioavailable magnesium content by 15.05 mg/100 g, as well as
bioavailable potassium by as much as 74.04 mg/100 g. In other research conducted by Ayeni et al. [27],
reports of the positive effect of sawdust and wood ash applications on the enhancement of the N and P
nutrient content as well as on growth of cocoa seedlings were presented.

In general, the utilization of biomass ash as a soil amendment or fertilizer (field or forest fertilizer)
has a long history, especially in Nordic countries. As indicated by Ohenoja [21], Finland, for instance, is
an undisputed leader in using this type of waste as a soil amendment. As a result, most research on the
utilization potential of biomass ash is also carried out there [20,28–33]. It is a normal utilization practice
in Finland to use biomass ash as a sole field or forest fertilizer when it is pretreated (e.g., granulated)
and meets the threshold values set for both the contaminant and nutrient content. Both Finland and
Denmark have established national legislation dedicated exclusively to ash recycling and fertilizing in
forestry [34,35], with set threshold values for the total concentration of detrimental contaminants in ash
(As, Cd, Cr, Cu, Ni, Pb, and Zn), as well as the minimum content of nutrients (Ca%, K + K%) required
for both field and forest fertilizers. Moreover, the EU theoretically favors the application of biomass
ash in top soil, since it fits well into the circular economy approach, however it should be noted that, at
the same time, other EU legislation regarding the protection of top soil basically excludes this type of
waste for land application, because of the strict limits regarding heavy metal content, which, in some
cases, should be considered more as micronutrients than as contaminants. Van Dijen et al. [36] even
concludes that EU policies regarding the utilization of biomass ash in agricultural and forest use are
contradictory. However, in 2019 the EU recently revised previous fertilizer regulations and delivered a
new regulation, (EU) 1009/2019 [37], which will take effect starting from 16 July 2022. This legislation
repealing the “old” (EC) No. 2003/2003 regulation [38] will allow and support the general idea of using
organic, bio-waste, or recycled fertilizers, such as biomass ash, in top soil as a fertilizer, liming agent,
or soil improver alone and in addition to other fertilizing products if the waste has met new limits and
threshold values. What is especially important and exceptional in this legislation is that individual
EU countries can still set their own national fertilizing legislation with less strict limits, and the EU
will still allow these non-conforming products to be available on the market, though not exported as
CE products. Consequently, if biomass ash will be suitable and designated for the purpose of top soil
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application, it will lose its status as a waste. These are key changes that may act as a springboard,
leading to the broader use of this by-product as a soil improver, fertilizer, or liming agent.

The aim of this study was to determine the chemical composition of fly ash resulting from the
combusting of 100% biomass in two different types of fluidized bed boiler collected from two very large
power plants in Poland (of a capacity of 183 MW and 205 MW), with particular emphasis placed upon
the fertilizing properties of ash, as well as content of micro and macronutrients. Moreover, in order to
determine the potential toxicity and bioavailability of elements to plants, an aqueous leaching test
followed by a three-step sequential extraction European Community Bureau of Reference (BCR) was
performed. Furthermore, acute phytotoxicity tests were conducted in order to evaluate the potential
influence of the amendment of biomass fly on soil on select plant growth by determining the inhibition
of seed germination, the inhibition of root elongation, and ultimately by calculating their germination
index. This is the first part of broader research focused on finding the most suitable utilization approach
for fly ash from biomass combustion in fluidized bed boilers generated by the Polish large-scale energy
sector in millions of tonnes per annum.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

The material in this research consisted of fly ash derived from the combustion of 100% biomass
in the fluidized bed boilers of two very large energy plants in Poland. Fluidized bed boilers are the
combustion technology employed in both plants.

The first power plant (for the purpose of this research called installation “BFB”) is equipped with
Poland’s biggest bubbling fluidized bed boiler (BFB), which has a capacity of 183 MW, whereas the
second power plant (for the purpose of this research called installation “CFB”) in turn uses Poland’s
biggest circulating fluidized bed boiler (CFB), with a capacity of 205 MW. Both power plants are
referred to as “green” installations, since they combust 100% biomass composed of a mixture of wood
and agricultural residue (“agro”) feedstock. The addition of “agro” biomass to the total weight of
biomass feedstock is mandatory in Poland’s energy production units, which are greater than 5 MW,
and its share is strictly regulated. This mandatory inclusion of “agro” biomass (e.g., sunflower husk,
different agricultural residues, energy crops, etc.) to the combustion process is quite troublesome. This
issues arise from the fact that it has different physico-chemical properties than forest biomass, including
particularly high levels of chlorine; sulfur; and alkali metals such as phosphorus, potassium, and
sodium, all of which can cause corrosion and other technical problems. All our fly ash samples were
collected in 2016/2017, when the minimum addition of “agro” biomass for the purpose of combustion
in large “green” power units in Poland was set at a minimum of 20%.

The biomass feedstock in the CFB plant included 80% wood pellets, and the remaining 20% was
agricultural waste, which consisted of sunflower husks. The biomass feedstock for the BFB installation
consisted of 79% wood pellets, and the remaining 21% was agricultural residue (18% sunflower husks
and 3% straw pellets). For further analysis, a total of four samples of fly ash were collected from
the electrostatic precipitator, two from each installation. Samples of 20 kg each were homogenized,
averaged, and determined to be representative for further analysis and tests.

2.2. Methods

The chemical composition of all fly ash samples was determined via X-ray fluorescence, using
a WD-XRF ZSX Primus II Rigaku Spectrometer. Qualitative spectrum analysis was performed by
identifying spectral lines, determining their possible coincidences, and then selecting analytical lines.
The semi-quantitative analysis was conducted using the SQX Calculation program (fundamental
parameter method), and was carried out in ranges from fluorine to uranium (F-U). Furthermore, the
content of the determined elements was then normalized to 100%. Prior XRF analysis samples were
prepared using a standard pelleting technique with the addition of a binder (Celleox) in a 4:2 proportion.
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The concentration of chloride in ash was additionally determined using the titration method according
to the European standard EN 196-2:2013 [39]. In order to determine the total concentration of metals
in fly ash, samples were extracted with conc. nitric acid and hydrogen peroxide using microwave
oven PRO, Anton PAAR, following digestion protocol PN-EN 13,657:2006 [40]. Furthermore, the
concentrations of metals V, Cr, Mn, Co, As, Cd, Sn, Sb, Tl, and Pb where then analyzed via ICP-MS
(Agilent 7700x) according to PN-EN ISO 17294-2:2016-11 [41]. The detection limits for particular
elements in the ICP-MS apparatus were 0.25–2500 mg/kg. Mercury in raw samples was measured using
atomic absorption spectrometry with amalgamation (AMA 254), according to an Ł-ICIMB accredited
procedure: PB-LL-10 ed. 2 of 04/09/2017. The detection limits for this analytical device ranged from
0.005 to 100 mg/kg. The nitrogen and sulfur content was determined using the elemental analyzer
CHNS + Cl + O Vario MACRO Cube by Elementar, using a high-temperature combustion method
with TCD detection. Measurements were conducted according to PN-EN 15407:2011 [42] for N and
PN-EN 15408:2011 [43] for S. The detection limits of the elemental analyzer device for N were 0.05–10%
and were 0.1–8% for S. The primary nutrients in fly ash (P, N, K, S, Mg, Na, Ca) were expressed
in both elemental as well as oxide forms, as requested by the EU fertilizer legislation act (EC) No.
2003/2003 [38], using the following conversion values: phosphorus (P) = phosphorus pentoxide (P2O5)
× 0.36; potassium (K) = potassium oxide (K2O) × 0.830; calcium (Ca) = calcium oxide (CaO) × 0.715;
magnesium (Mg) = magnesium oxide (MgO) × 0.603; sodium (Na) = sodium oxide (Na2O) × 0.742; (d)
sulfur (S) = sulfur trioxide (SO3) × 0.400.

Furthermore, a 24 h aqueous leaching test was conducted in order to determine the toxicity and
thus potential mobility and bioavailability of elements in fly ash, according to PN-EN 12457-2006 [44].
This simple one-step test consisted of leaching ash for 24 h with distilled water in the ratio of 10:1
water to dry weight of the sample. The concentrations of chloride, sulfate, nitrate, and phosphate
anions in the leachates were then determined according to PN-EN_ISO 10304-1:2009/AC 2012 [45], and
the concentrations of sodium, potassium, calcium, and magnesium cations were detected according
to PN EN ISO 14911:2002 [46] using the ion chromatography method (Metrohm IC 850 Professional
with a conductometric detector and UVVIS). The concentration of the “leachable” and easily soluble
metals, such as V, Cr, Mn, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, As, Cd, Sn, Tl, and Pb, were then determined using
the ICP-MS method. A more appropriate study on the bioavailability of primary nutrients—that is,
potassium and phosphorus—was then conducted using the calorimetric method (P2O5), as well as
the flame photometric method (K2O). The available phosphorus content in ash was determined in
accordance with PN-R-04023:1996 [47] using the MERCK SQ118 calorimeter. The content of bioavailable
potassium was determined in accordance with the PN-R-04022: 1996/A1: 2002 [48] using the Zeiss
flame photometer.

A speciation study of all the fly ash was performed using the 3-step sequential extraction proposed
by the European Community Bureau of Reference (BCR), and delivered as a standardized and improved
method of sequential extraction, mainly the commonly used 6th-step extraction according to Tessier et al. [49].

The dried ash samples (1 g, 2 h at 105 ◦C) were subjected to 3-step extraction according to the
procedure provided by Ure et al. [50], included in Table 1. Samples were subjected to each extraction
step using solutions of increasing aggressiveness in order to extract metals associated with individual
fractions—that is, (step 1) the acid-soluble fraction, associated with exchangeable metals and bound
with carbonate; (step 2) the reducible fraction, associated with metals bound to iron and manganese
oxides; (step 3) the oxidizable fraction, including metals bound to organic matter and sulfides. After
each extraction stage, the obtained residue was rinsed with deionized water, centrifuged, and subjected
to another stage of extraction. In order to control the quality of the obtained results, an additional step
was introduced to this procedure, which consisted of the digesting of ash with 10 mL of 65% HNO3

and 2 mL of H2O2. The concentrations of metals in all the extracts were determined via ICP-MS.
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Table 1. BCR speciation protocol.

Extraction Step Fraction Extractant

I Acid soluble: exchangeable metals
bound with carbonates.

0.11 M CH3COOH
S/L = 1:40

16 h shaking 30 rotation/min

II Reducible: metals bound to Fe and Mn
oxyhydroxides.

0.1 M NH2OH·HCl, pH 2 (HNO3)
S/L = 1:40

16 h shaking 30 rotation/min

III Oxidisable: metals bound to organic
matter and sulfides.

30% H2O2 per 1 h, then
1M CH3COONH4, pH 2 (HNO3),

S/L = 1:50
16 h shaking 30 rotation/min

IV * Residual: lithogenous, non-silicate
bound metals. 65% HNO3 + H2O2

* Additional and recommended step.

The quality of the obtained results of all analyses was ensured by performing them according to
a standard certified analytical quality control procedure according to PN-EN ISO 17294-1:2007 [51].
In order to further ensure the quality of the results obtained, reagent blanks and certified reference
material (fly ash from pulverized coal, BCR 038) were used (including BCR protocol). The analytical
bias was found to be statistically insignificant (p = 0.05). The uncertainty of the obtained results is
provided in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. Chemical composition of fly ash from biomass combustion in fluidized bed boilers.

Parameter Fly Ash
from CFB 1

Fly Ash
from CFB 2

Fly Ash
from BFB 1

Fly Ash
from BFB 2

Threshold Values for
Mineral Fertilizers

(mg/kg) *

Minimum Nutrient
Content for Mineral
Fertilizers (wt%) *

V

(mg/kg)

22.6 ± 8.9 24.8 ± 9.7 14.3 ± 5.6 18.9 ± 7.4 - -
Cr 50.0 ± 20.8 44.5 ± 18.5 48.5 ± 20.1 53.6 ± 22.2 - -
Mn 2315 ± 801 2299 ± 795 5698 ± 1972 7157 ± 2476 - -
Co 6.17 ± 2.42 5.31 ± 2.09 4.31 ± 1.69 4.72 ± 1.85 - -
Ni 33.8 ± 10.9 27.2 ± 8.8 17.3 ± 5.6 21.0 ± 6.8 - -
Cu 112 ± 38 92.9 ± 31,7 146 ± 50 86.8 ± 29.6 - -
Zn 325 ± 131 337 ± 135 583 ± 234 593 ± 238 - -
As 15.9 ± 4.9 6.41 ± 1.99 6.82 ± 2.12 7.85 ± 2.44 50 -
Cd 6.12 ± 2.01 6.10 ± 2.00 8.14 ± 2.67 8.15 ± 2.67 50 */8 **/5 *** -
Sn 7.50 ± 2.85 3.63 ± 1.38 1.02 ± 0.39 b.d.l. - -
Sb 2.25 ± 0.68 2.67 ± 0.81 0.050 ± 0.015 0.800 ± 0.242 - -
Tl 1.15 ± 0.42 0.945 ± 0.347 2.11 ± 0.77 2.90 ± 1.06 - -
Pb 129 ± 45 71.3 ± 24.7 61.7 ± 21.4 51.4 ± 17.8 140 */200 **/600 *** -
Hg 0.086 ± 0.023 0.064 ± 0.017 0.220 ± 0.059 0.240 ± 0.064 2 -

P2O5

(% mass)

2.00 ± 0.40 2.38 ± 0.48 3.57 ± 0.74 4.63 ± 0.93 - 2
P 0.880 1.04 1.57 2.04 - -

K2O 6.20 ± 0.37 6.88 ± 0.41 6.62 ± 0.40 8.24 ± 0.49 - 2
K 5.14 5.71 5.49 6.84 - -

CaO 12.9 ± 2.3 14.1 ± 2.5 26.5 ± 4.8 24.8 ± 4.5 - -
Ca 9.19 10.06 18.94 17.73 - -

MgO 3.77 ± 0.45 4.06 ± 0.49 2.97 ± 0.36 3.31 ± 0.40 - -
Mg 2.27 2.45 1.79 1.99 - -
SO3 4.59 ± 0.92 3.97 ± 0.79 4.16 ± 0.83 4.53 ± 0.91 - -

S 1.84 ± 0.18 1.59 ± 0.16 1.66 ± 0.16 1.81 ± 0.18 - 2
N 0.040 ± 0.004 0.030 ± 0.003 0.020 ± 0.002 0.020 ± 0.002 - -
Cl 1.54 ± 0.16 1.16 ± 0.12 1.42 ± 0.15 1.32 ± 0.14 - -

pH - –
PEW (mS/m) 12.07 10.5 20.4 18.77 - -

* Max. concentration of contaminants in mineral fertilizers according to Dz.U.119.765 [59]; ** max. concentration of
contaminants in fertilizing lime (liming agent) 8 mg of Cd per 1 kg of CaO, 200 mg of Pb per 1 kg of CaO; *** max.
concentration of contaminants in fertilizing lime containing magnesium 5 mg Cd per 1 kg of CaO + MgO, 600 mg
Pb 1 kg of CaO + MgO. b.d.l.—below detection limit of the analytical device (for the V, Cr, Mn, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn, As,
Cd, Sn, Sb, Tl, Pb detection limit for ICP-MS ranges between 0.25 and 2500 mg/kg).
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Table 3. Leachability of the elements from biomass ash.

Leachable Concentration of
Elements

Fly Ash from
CFB 1

Fly Ash from
CFB 2 Fly Ash from BFB 1 Fly Ash from BFB 2

V

(mg/kg)

b.d.l. b.d.l 0.0035 ± 0.0013 0.0022 ± 0.0008
Cr 5.5 ± 1.46 5.2 ± 1.37 4.46 ± 1.19 4.99 ± 1.33
Mn 0.01 ± 0.002 0.032 ± 0.0064 0.037 ± 0.0079 0.043 ± 0.0092
Co b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.0022 ± 0.00053 0.0015 ±
Ni 0.5 ± 0.086 0.4 ± 0.068 0.066 ± 0.0114 0.0136 ± 0.0023
Cu b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.385 ± 0.073 0.074 ± 0.0141
Zn 0.21 ± 0.076 0.36 ± 0.13 0.59 ± 0.135 0.75 ± 0.169
As 0.09 ± 0.033 0.05 ± 0.018 0.036 ± 0.00131 <0.001
Cd b.d.l. b.d.l. <0.001 0.00079 ± 0.00021
Sn 0.12 ± 0.0316 b.d.l. <0.001 <0.001
Tl b.d.l. b.d.l. 0.0148 ± 0.0049 0.0361 ± 0.0118
Pb 0.04 ± 0.010 0.0352 ± 0.009 0.602 ± 0.155 0.715 ± 0.184

Cl−

(mg/kg)

13,168 ± 1027 10,439 ± 814 12,230 ± 954 14,850 ± 1158
SO4

2− 18,200 ± 3585 27,720 ± 5461 23,320 ± 4594 27,170 ± 5352
PO4

3− b.d.l. b.d.l. b.d.l. b.d.l.
NO3

− 147 ± 11 152 ± 11 140 ± 10 146 ± 11
Ca2+ 6209 ± 1130 4411 ± 803 6940 ± 1263 6135 ± 1117
Mg2+ 339 ± 40 88.8 ± 10.4 0.200 ± 0.023 0.200 ± 0.023
Na+ 97.4 ± 11.3 39.7 ± 4.6 87.6 ± 10.16 44.7 ± 5.18

K+ 38,842 ± 2447 23,036 ± 1451 29,864 ± 1881 32,989 ± 2078
Kbioavailable(K2O) (mg/100 g) 4043 3520 3750 3000
Pbioavailable(P2O5) 2.5 1.8 2.1 2.2

b.d.l.—below detection limit.

The acute phytotoxicity test (Phytotoxkit, Tiger MicroBioTest) was employed in order to determine
the possible or potential inhibition of the seed germination, IG [%], as well as the inhibition of the
root elongation, IR, as a result of soil amended with fly ash. These types of plant germination tests
are commonly used by other researchers [52–56] to determine the toxicity of certain substrates (such
as fertilizers, sludge, compost, waste, or other soil amendments) on the root elongation of terrestrial
plants after a specific time of exposure to a certain soil contaminant when compared to control soil. The
methodology used in the study was in line with ISO Standard 11269-1: 2012 [57]. OECD soil (series
no: OERS011217) was used as a control and reference sample. Seeds of monocotyledonous (Avena
sativa L.) and dicotyledonous (Lepidium sativum) plants were selected for the test in accordance with
the OECD/OCDE guidelines 208/2006, which state that it is necessary to conduct research on plants
from various systematic units.

The ash additive to OECD soil was calculated as 2.5 tonnes of CaO amendment per hectare for a
0.25 m depth of soil. Ten seeds of indicator plants were sown both in the experimental trials and in the
control sample, as described in the phytotoxic test method. Calculations were also made in accordance
with the test instructions. All the tests were performed in 3 replications.

Seeds of a selection of plants were laid on a paper filter lying on the surface of moistened
soil/soil with fly ash. The plates were enclosed and then placed vertically and incubated at 25 ◦C
in a thermostatic cabinet in the dark for 5 days. After the incubation, digital photographs of the
incubated plates were taken, the number of germinated seeds was counted, and the root length of the
germinated plants was measured. Finally, the inhibition of seed germination IG [%], the inhibition of
root elongation IR in soil [%], as well as the GI germination index were calculated according to the
following equations:

GA −GB

GA
× 100 = IG [%]

where:
GA—average number of seeds germinating on control soil (OECD);
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GB—average number of seeds germinating on experimental medium.

RA −RB

RA
× 100 = IR [%]

where:
RA—average root length on control soil (OECD);
RB—average root length on experimental medium.

GB ×RB

GA ×RA
× 100% = GI

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Physico-Chemical Properties of Fly Ash from Biomass Combustion in Fluidized Bed Boilers

The chemical compositions of fly ash from both installations as well as its physical parameters are
presented in Table 2. All the examined fly ash was alkaline, and the pH varied between 10.7 and 13.07,
however the samples from the BFB installation were more alkaline than those of the CFB plant. The electrical
conductance was reported to be high in all samples, however fly ash from the bubbling fluidized bed was
twice as conductive (18.77–20.4 mS/cm) as samples taken from the circulating fluidized bed (10.05–12.07
mS/cm). These results are consistent with the findings of other researchers reporting a strongly alkaline pH
of biomass ash delivered from large-size installations. Dahl et al. [28] reports that the pH of biomass ash
delivered from a 246 MW fluidized bed boiler was found to be in the 11.9 to 12.6 range; Uliasz-Bocheńczyk
et al. [58] reported biomass ash to have a pH even more alkaline (pH 12.92). Żelazny and Jarosiński [13], in
their research on evaluating the biomass ash from Połaniec (205 MW) energy plant as a possible fertilizer,
also confirm that the pH of biomass ash was highly alkaline, at pH > 11, and they concluded that such
conditions may promote a significant loss of ammonia and phosphorus from NPK biomass fertilizer, as
a result of the decomposition of ammonia from the nitrate ammonia compound and the formation of
phosphorus compounds insoluble in water. In regard to the conductivity, Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12],
in their research on biomass fly ash from the same 205 MW energy plant as ours, reveal a comparable
conductivity which is equal to 11.38 mS/cm.

3.2. Macro and Micronutrient Contents in Biomass Fly Ash in Accordance with Fertilizer Legislation

All the fly ash samples derived from both installations contained a substantial number of elements,
macronutrients (P, K, S, Ca, and Mg), and micronutrients (Mn, Cu, Zn, Co) considered as being essential
for plant growth. The concentration of nitrogen, however, in all the evaluated samples was negligible,
and it varied from 0.02% to 0.04%. These results correspond with the outcomes of other authors
reporting a low level of nitrogen in biomass fly ash obtained from a variety of feedstock and combustion
technologies [59–61]. It can therefore be concluded that none of the examined biomass fly ash from
fluidized bed boilers met the minimum 2% nitrogen content threshold required for mineral fertilizers,
in accordance with Polish legislation [59]. The concentrations of the remaining macronutrients, such as
K and P, were satisfactory. However, when considering EU legislation regarding fertilizers [38], it was
found that here the content of K and P were to meet the minimum requirements for K fertilizers (i.e.,
min. 10% of soluble K2O), for PK fertilizers (min. 18% of P2O5 + K2O), as well as for NPK fertilizers
(min 20% of N + P2O5 + K2O). The results are then in agreement with the findings of Żelazny and
Jarosiński [13], who conclude that that the sole use of this type of waste as a full-value fertilizer is not
possible; however, this waste could be considered as a source of potassium for the purpose of a more
complex type of fertilizer (NK, PK, or NPK) production.

The fly ash from our BFB power plant was richer in potassium, phosphorus, and CaO than the
ash delivered from our CFB power plant. The BFB fly ash contained two times more phosphorus
(mean con. of 1.8% P) than ash from the CFB plant (mean con. of 0.96% P). It also contained two times
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more CaO (on average, 25.65% CaO compared to 13.46% in CFB) and had a higher level of potassium
(7.43% K2O in BFB fly ash, compared to 6.54% K2O in CFB). The MgO and sulfur content remained
comparable for both the BFB and CFB fly ash. The higher content of P and K in fly ash from the BFB
could be the result of incinerating a higher share of “agro” biomass (21% agro addition) in the BFB
boiler compared to the CFB installation, which incinerated only a 20% mix of “agro” bio. Moreover,
the “agro” biomass used by the BFB boiler consisted of a mixture of sunflower husks (18%) and an
additional 3% straw pellets. Straw, according to the results of various authors [62,63], appears to be
richer in K and P content than sunflower husks alone.

Comparing our results with the findings of Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12], it can be safely
concluded that the macronutrient content is mostly convergent, especially with regard to P2O5 and K2O.
However, the concentration of CaO as well as S in the CFB fly ash differed more significantly compared
to both findings. For the fly ash samples CFB1 and CFB2, the concentration of CaO ranged from 12.86 to
14.07 wt%, which was found to be lower than the CaO concentration reported by Wilczyńska-Michalik
et al. [12] (18.56 wt% CaO). On the other hand, the fly ash examined during our study was richer in
sulfur content (1.58–1.83 wt%) than the fly ash examined by Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12] (1.12 wt%).
The differences in the macronutrient content between both studies can probably be attributed to a
different biomass feedstock mixture being incinerated in the same power plant. However, further
comparison is difficult due to the lack of detailed information regarding the type of biomass used and
its composition (especially undefined by the authors is the 20% agricultural feedstock addition).

The results of the macronutrient content of fly ash from BFB boilers were then referenced with the
results of other researchers studying biomass ash obtained under comparable technological conditions.
For example, Nurmesniemi et al. [20], who studied fly ash originating from large BFB power plant
(115 MW) boilers, when incinerating clean forest biomass with an addition of 3% wastewater sludge
reported comparable contents for Ca and P but a lower content of Mg 1.79–1.99% and a lower sum of P +

K compared to the results obtained from our study performed on samples taken from a BFB installation.
Our findings on the macronutrient composition of BFB ash revealed substantially more K (5.49–6.84 %
mass) compared to the 3.9% reported by Nurmesniemi et al. [20], and even three times more CaO, K2O,
and P2O5 compared to the results reported by Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12], which they obtained by
studying a much smaller (76.5 MWt) BFB installation and incinerating 100% agricultural residues.

A broader comparison of our results with the findings of other researchers [6–8,12,15,60,61]
studying a multitude of fly ash from a variety of biomass feedstock and installations confirms that
biomass incineration by-products are a quite heterogenous type of waste. For instance, in the very
broad research conducted by Zając [7], it was found that the nutritional composition of fly ash derived
from burning wood biomass, energy crops, agricultural biomass, and forest and agri-food industry
waste varies significantly depending on the feedstock used (e.g., the P content (wt%) varied from 0.26
to 3.2, the K (wt%) varied from 1.9 to 18.7, and the Ca (wt%) varied from 3.6 to 35).

In our research, a high content of chlorine was found in both types of ash (1.16–1.54 wt%), which,
according to Jaworek et al. [64], is a characteristic “trade mark” of bio-ash compared to coal fly ash.

The total concentrations of macronutrients in the fly ash of this study decreased in the descending
order of nutritional elements Ca > K > Mg > S > P > N. Detailed results of this composition are
depicted in Table 2. The concentrations of individual macronutrients ranged from 0.88% to 2.04% for P,
5.14–6.84% for K, and 0.02–0.02% for N, as well as 1.58–1.83% for S, called “the fourth macroelement”.
The concentration of micronutrients, on the other hand (Mn, Cu, Zn, Co), varied more significantly
within different types of fly ash, especially with regard to the manganese content, ranging from 2299
up to 7157 mg/kg. The concentration of this essential nutrient (Mn) was three times higher in fly ash
from the BFB than that of the fly ash from the CFB installation. Similarly, the concentration of Zn in the
fly ash from the BFB was found to be twice as high as that of the CFB fly ash, on average 588 mg/kg
Zn and 331 mg/kg, respectively. The concentrations of the remaining micronutrients, such as Co and
Cu, in ash was comparable and varied insignificantly between the two installations. After comparing
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the obtained micronutrient content results with the findings of Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12] for the
same installation (205 MW), it was determined that our outcomes are in line with one another.

3.3. Non-Essential Elements and Contaminants

Besides nutritional elements, biomass fly ash waste also contains metals (V, Cr, Ni) that are
non-essential for plants but at the same time could be considered beneficial for their growth when
introduced in small amounts. For instance, Vanadium is not an essential element for plants, however it
can stimulate growth and chlorophyll formation when added in small quantities [65]. At the same
time, this metal can also be toxic to plants when present in elevated concentrations. Some authors [66]
report that the addition of Vanadium to flovo-aquic soil in amounts exceeding 30 mg/kg significantly
decreases the yields of shoots and roots. The concentration of Vanadium did not exceed 24.8 mg/kg
in all the examined fly ash obtained from both the CFB and BFB installations. However, since those
values for V concentrations are not so far apart, further research on that issue should be conducted.

Chromium is also a non-essential element which is potentially detrimental to plants, causing
oxidation stress and initiating the degradation of photosynthetic pigments, consequently resulting in a
decline in plant growth. Although conversely, as indicated by Shanker [67], Cr can actually enhance
the growth of certain plant species at lower concentrations. The concentration of Cr in the fly ash of
our study was not elevated and was comparable between the two installations, and it was not elevated,
varying between 44.5 and 53.6 mg/kg. The content of this element was thus much lower than, e.g., that
obtained by Schiemenz and Eichler-Löbermann [15] for rape meal ash derived from laboratory fluidized
bed combustion. Although the concentrations of Cr and Ni are not specified by fertilizer legislation, it
is noteworthy to point out that, in all of the studied biomass ash samples, the concentrations of these
heavy metals were not elevated and were found to be within the upper threshold values established
for the 1st quality soil group in accordance with Polish legislation [68]. Similarly, the concentration of
Ni was rather low, and thus did not exceed the threshold values established for type 1 classification. It
ranged from 17.3 mg/kg in the fly ash from BFB up to 33.8 mg/kg for the CFB fly ash. Therefore, fly
ash from both types of fluidized bed boilers should be regarded as not potentially harmful to plants’
growth with regard to V, Cr, and Ni contamination.

Biomass fly ash also contains highly phytotoxic elements which do not play any role in plant
metabolism and are simply considered as contaminants (As, Cd, Pb, Sb, Tl, and Hg). These metals are
not biologically essential for plants, and they are highly phytotoxic at certain threshold values. The
maximum permissible levels of As, Cd, Pb, and Hg in mineral fertilizers are regulated by appropriate
legislation [59]. All of the examined fly ash samples did not exceed the threshold values established by
the above-mentioned regulation regarding the content of contaminants. The concentration of as in the
samples ranged from 6.41 to 15.9 mg/kg, thus not exceeding the 50 mg/kg limit. Furthermore, the fly
ash samples contained a low level of Cd, ranging from 6.1 to 8.15 mg/kg; Pb, ranging from 51.4 to 129
mg/kg; Sb, ranging from 0.05 to 2.67 mg/kg; and Tl, ranging from 0.94 to 2.9 mg/kg, as well as a low
concentration of Hg, ranging from 0.086 mg/kg in the CFB ash to 0.24 mg/kg in the ash delivered from
the BFB installation. However, after comparing the above concentrations with the threshold values
established for liming agents (fertilizing lime and fertilizing lime containing magnesium), it can be
concluded that only fly ash from the circulating fluidized bed installation can legally be used as a direct
soil liming amendment, whereas the content of Cd (8.14–8.15 mg/kg) in the ash from the bubbling bed
exceeds both the maximum permissible concentrations of 8 mg of Cd per 1 kg of CaO as well as 5 mg
of Cd per 1 kg of CaO + MgO.

On the other hand, when considering the cumulative concentration of elements in ash regarded
as contaminants (As, Cd, Pb, Hg, Tl, and Sb), as well as toxic and non-essential elements (such as V, Cr,
and Ni), it was found that the fly ash derived from CFB installations is more contaminated with metals
than the fly ash derived from the BFB installation. The cumulative concentration of metals in the CFB
samples reached an average of 227.9 mg/kg, and an average of 162.2 mg/kg in the BFB samples.
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A comparison of our results with those presented by Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12] for the same
installation revealed that, while the contents of Co, Ni, and Cu in the CFB fly ash from both studies
were comparable, the results of the concentrations of Cr, Cd, Tl, and Pb varied greatly, by as much
as three-fold, depending on the metal. For example, the fly ash obtained by Wilczyńska-Michalik et
al. [12] was much more contaminated with Cr and Cd. Furthermore, they reported a Tl concentration
10 times lower and a Pb content three times lower than the ones observed in this study. This was
the case despite all the samples originating from the very same circulated bed boiler installation.
However, as previously stated the above-mentioned variations in our study compared with that of
Wilczyńska-Michalik et al. [12] may result from using a different mixture of biomass feedstock for
the incineration process in the CFB power plant, or may even be attributed to using different metal
digestion protocols. It has to be noted that different ash mineralization protocols, employing various
extraction liquids and various equipment, can greatly influence the recovery rates of metals from
fly ash.

The BFB ash results were mostly consistent with the findings of other researchers, such as Dahl
et al. [28] and Nurmesniemi et al. [20,31], who conducted similar studies on the content of metals in
fly ash derived from large-size BFB installations in Finland (296, 246, and 115 MW). Comparing their
outcomes with the results of this study on BFB ash from a 183 MW installation, some conclusions
may be drawn. The first is that the BFB1 as well as BFB2 samples of fly ash contained substantially
less contaminants such as Cr and As. Second, more Cd and Zn was, however, determined in our
BFB ash compared to the fly ash originating from large power plants in Finland (115, 246, and 296
MW) [20,28,31].

3.4. Bioavailability of Elements from Fly Ash

The total concentration of metals in fly ash does not deliver sufficient information on the
real mobility and bioavailability of these elements. The bioavailability of metals in the soil–plant
environment is a very complex issue governed by multiple factors, such as the pH; redox potential;
organic content of the substrate; total content of metals; speciation; concentration of organic and
inorganic ligands, including humic and fulvic acids; soil texture; clay content; microbial activity; or
simply the coexistence of synergetic or antagonistic metals. In such a complex substrate as soil, most
of all the above-mentioned factors are interrelated and can vary in wide ranges. Metals considered
as both macro and micronutrients, unlike organic matter, are not metabolically degradable, and by
changing their chemical forms from soluble to insoluble (due to the above-mentioned factors), they
can stay in the ecosystem for tens or even hundreds of years [69–72].

Considering the fact that metals in the fly ash are not permanently fixed, an extended study
on the bioavailability of elements using aqueous leaching tests as a well speciation study, based on
three-step sequential extraction proposed by the European Community Bureau of Reference (BCR),
was deemed necessary. A one-stage aqueous leaching test was chosen because it is most commonly
used to pre-characterize the toxic effect of the substrate and to deliver preliminary information on
easily soluble forms of metals in ash. Sequential extraction protocols were further used to broaden
the scope of the research by providing information on the main phases of metals in which the metals
are bound in ash, thus delivering results on its potential anthropogenic and lithogenic origin. The
potential mobility of the trace elements in all the examined fly ash is summarized in Table 3.

The aqueous leaching test revealed the enhanced leachability of sulfate ions for all fly ash samples,
ranging from 18,200 up to 27,720 mg/kg. Such a high mobility of sulfates is a consequence of the
ash composition, which also contains a substantial amount of waste gypsum, a by-product of the
desulfurization process which is incorporated in the waste stream during fluidized bed combustion.
Elemental sulfur is absorbed by plants when oxidized to sulfate ions. This element in its bioavailable
form is highly favorable in all fertilizers, since sulfur is essential for plant growth and functioning [73,74],
it provides proper nutrition for plants, resulting in increased yields, and improving their quality [75];
is responsible for the resistance of plants to biotic and abiotic stresses; and governs and controls proper
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nitrogen metabolism. Thus, when properly supplemented, it allows a reduction in the applied doses of
nitrogen fertilizers. A very high content of chloride anions ranging from 10,440 to 14,850 mg/kg was
also found in all the fly ash leachates from both installations. Chloride is an essential micronutrient
to plants, but only in small amounts. However, when it appears in such extreme concentrations
of chloride anions, as found in both types of fly ash, it can be potentially detrimental to plants,
causing salinity stress and thus a reduction in yield, water uptake, or photosynthetic capacity due to
chlorophyll degradation [75]. At the same time, it should be stressed that chloride and sulfate anions
are antagonistic, so the excess of one anion can cause the limited availability of another anion in fly ash.
Leaching tests results also revealed the high mobility and bioavailability of other macronutrients, such
as potassium (23,030 to 38,840 mg/kg) and calcium (4410 to 6940 mg/kg).

Vassiliev et al. [5] reports that the high leachability of Cl, S, or Ca from biomass ash may result
from the content of highly soluble chlorides, such as sylvite; halite; sulfates (e.g., ettringite, gypsum,
anhydrite, etc.); or carbonates, such as calcite, dolomite, etc.

A relatively low mobility of magnesium was reported, varying from 2 to 330 mg/kg, as well as a
negligible amount of easily soluble phosphates when compared to their total content in the ash. It
has to be noted that phosphorus is available for plants in various forms, including active phosphorus
(present in the soil solution in the form of phosphoric acid dissociation ions), mobile phosphorus
(i.e., its compounds are soluble in weak acids), and “spare” phosphorus (in the form of various types
of apatites). Total phosphorus, then, is the sum of all its above-mentioned forms. The leaching test
results revealed a lack of active and easy soluble phosphorus in ash, undetectable using the IC method.
More accurate research on other mobile and bioavailable forms of this element in fly ash (including
both organic and inorganic forms) was conducted for this reason. The concentration of bioavailable
phosphorus determined using the Egner–Riehm method was rather low in all the samples and ranged
from 2.0 to 2.2 mg/100 g of P2O5 (20–22 mg/kg). Our results are therefore consistent with the findings
of other authors [15,20,76,77] reporting the poor water solubility and bioavailability of phosphorus
from biomass ash to plants. However, as indicated by Schiemenz and Eichler-Löbermann [15], the
bioavailability of phosphorus is governed mainly by the soil pH, so the better solubility of calcium
phosphates under acidic pH conditions can enhance the effect of biomass ash. The low water solubility
of phosphorus should also be regarded as a positive outcome, since it limits the risk of the uncontrolled
leaching of this element from the ash to the soil when considered as a soil amendment for forestry
use. The remaining trace metals—V, Mn, Co, Zn, Tl, Pb, and As—in both types of fly ash were also
poorly soluble in water, and their concentrations in leachates did not exceed 1% when compared to the
total content of metals in ash. The only exception was Cr, which was leached out from both types of
ash (CFB and BFB) in amounts accountable for about 10% of its total content in each fly ash sample.
Detailed results from the aqueous leaching test are provided in Table 3.

Speciation of Metals in Fly Ash

A BCR speciation study was conducted with the use of more aggressive sets of reagents in order
to reveal information about Cd, Zn, and Pb binding forms in certain types of fly ash and their probable
origin. Detailed results are depicted in Figures 1–3.
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The cadmium contents in individual fractions of both CFB and BFB fly ash differ within samples.
In the fly ash from the CFB, cadmium was bound with all three fractions almost in equal amounts;
however, in ash CFB 1 this metal was associated mostly with reducible fractions of amorphous Fe/Mn
oxides (35%), whereas in the second sample of ash, CFB2, delivered from the same installation,
Cadmium was predominantly bound with the oxidizable fraction, not susceptible to leaching and
associated with organic matter and sulfites, as well as with the mineral residuum phase (total of 54.8%).
In both samples of fly ash from the CFB installation, about 20–21% of the cadmium was bound with the
labile and acid soluble phase associated with carbonates, from which metals can easily by remobilized
under, e.g., the dropping of pH. In the fly ash collected from the bubbling bed installation, cadmium
was much more mobile and potentially bioavailable, since the prevailing amount of this element was
bound with easily exchangeable fractions (about 47%), as well as with the reducible phase (about 33%
to 36% of Cd). As indicated by the authors [78–80], the reducible fraction acts as a sink to contaminants
because Fe/Mn oxides are present as coatings on mineral surfaces or clay particles in the soil matrix, and
consequently contaminants can be remobilized from that phase under redox conditions. Consequently,
only about of 4% to 6% of the cadmium was then immobile and fixed with the residuum, and about
12% of the Cd was associated with the oxidizable phases of organic matter and sulfides.

Conducting a fractionation study revealed that the prevailing amount of lead (58–66%) in both
samples of CFB fly ash is not bioavailable, since it is bound in the residual fraction, while 10% to 17%
of this element is also associated with organic matter and sulfides. This indicates that lead still can
be potentially released under oxidizing conditions. To the smallest extent (3.56–5.73%), the lead in
CFB ash is bound with the reducible fraction associated with Fe/Mn oxides, and it can be susceptible
to release under reducible conditions. The remaining amount of lead, approximately 13% to 26%, is
weakly absorbed by carbonates and can be easily released by ion-exchangeable processes, for example.

In fly ash from the bubbling bed boiler, lead is much more liable to leach when considering the
first two phases combined—that is, an acid-soluble exchangeable phase, as well as a reducible phase
associated with Fe/Mn amorphous oxides. In the first sample, BFB 1, almost 33% of lead is easily
releasable, and an additional 10.35% can be leached out when the soil conditions change from oxic to
anoxic, while in sample BFB2 the proportions are the opposite and lead is bound in 27% of the reducible
phase and only approximately 8% is easily releasable when the pH of the soil or other medium drops.
Only 31% to 35% of lead is safely fixed within the mineral residuum fraction, and the remaining 22%
to 34% is bound to organic matter and sulfides (as depicted in Figure 2).
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A total of 26.8% to 49% of Zn in both types of fly ash should be regarded as not mobile and
not available to plants, since it is safely bound with the mineralogical fraction of the ash residuum
(Figure 3). However, the remaining amount of Zn, being an essential micronutrient, is potentially
available under either acid-soluble, reducible, or oxidizable conditions. In both the CFB fly ash, zinc
is predominantly bound with the residual phase. The content of this element in the carbonates and
exchangeable fraction as well as the oxidizable fraction differs greatly within individual samples, and it
ranges from 5.31% Zn in the exchangeable fraction in CFB1 to 23.45% in the second sample of the CFB
ash, as well as 34.44% Zn in the oxidizable fraction of CFB1 when compared to only 14% in the CFB2
ash. In the reducible fraction associated with Fe/Mn oxides, the content of Zn is, however, comparable,
and it ranges from 13.43% to 18.66%. In both the BFB ash samples, the concentrations of Zn in certain
fractions are comparable. A total of 26–27% of Zn is bound with the residuum, 32–35% is associated
with organic matter and sulfites, 27–31.6% of Zn is associated with the Fe/Mn oxyhydroxides, and only
9–10% of Zn is easily soluble and bioavailable from both BFB ash.

3.5. Acute Toxicity of Fly Ash Amendments to Plants Germination and Growth

The results of the acute toxicity test are summarized in Tables 4 and 5 and are depicted in Figure 4.
Conducting research on the potential toxic influence of biomass fly ash amendment on plants

revealed no inhibition of the seed germination of Lepidium sativum in soil with the addition of both
CFB fly ash and BFB2, whereas the inhibition of Avena sativa seeds from 3.3% to 6.7% was found in all
mixtures of control OECD soil and the addition of fly ash, except for the CFB2 addition, where 10 out
of 10 seeds of both plants germinated.

Table 4. Percentage inhibition of the seed germination, IG, calculated based on the average number of
germinated seeds.

Mixtures
An Average Number of Germinated

Seeds
The Percentage Inhibition of Seed

Germination IG (%)

Avena sativa Lepidium sativum Avena sativa Lepidium sativum

OECD control soil 10.00 10.00 - -
OECD + BFB1 9.67 9.67 3.30 3.30
OECD + BFB2 9.67 10.00 3.30 0.00
OECD + CFB1 9.33 10.00 6.70 0.00
OECD + CFB2 10.00 10.00 0.00 0.00

Table 5. An average root length of the germinated seeds.

Mixtures
An Average Root Length of Germinated

Seeds (mm) Root Growth Inhibition (%)

Avena sativa Lepidium sativum Avena sativa Lepidium sativum

OECD control soil 95.0 55.0 - -

OECD + BFB1 102.7 56.3 −8.10 * (8.10%
stimulation)

−2.36 (2.36%
stimulation

OECD + BFB2 93.3 50.0 1.79 9.09

OECD + CFB1 94.1 63.0 0.95 −14.55 (14.55%
stimulation)

OECD + CFB2 87.5 57.8 7.89 −5.09 (5.09%
stimulation)

* Negative inhibition stands for stimulation (according to IO ISO Standard 11269-1: 2012 [57].
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Figure 4. Germination indices for Avena sativa and Lepidium sativum.

The stimulation of Lepidium sativum root growth was found as a result of fertilizing the soil with
all ash amendments except for BFB2, whose addition caused 9% root inhibition. The best growth
stimulating agent was ash from the circulating bed boiler (CRB1), which caused a 14.55% stimulation
of root growth. When analyzing the Avena sativa root growth elongation, the results were exactly
the opposite, and stimulation was found only in one sample (amended with BFB1 ash), whereas in
the remaining samples the inhibition of root growth appeared in 0.95% to 7.89%. It can therefore be
safely concluded that the amendment of soil with ash from the bubbling bed boiler installation was
the most suitable fertilizing amendment, because it did not cause any inhibition of growth for both
plants and resulted in a slight stimulation of root growth elongation (2.36% to 8.1%), depending on the
plant species.

Furthermore, the Germination Index (GI), which is considered to be the most important parameter
indicating the possible toxic effect of any substrate on plant growth, was calculated based on the
number of germinated seeds and the root length of germinated seeds. The results depicted in Figure 4
clearly show that none of the biomass fly ash additive had any negative effect on the germination and
growth of Avena sativa as well as Lepidium sativum. For both plants, the calculated GI germination
rate ranged from 90.9% to 114.5%. For one sample containing an addition of fly ash from the CFB
installation, the germination index indicated even a stimulation of the Lepidium sativum growth.

4. Conclusions

Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that the biomass fly ash obtained from the
bubbling fluidized bed boilers was richer in potassium, phosphorus, carbonates, and micronutrients
than the ash delivered from the circulating fluidized bed boilers. The BFB ash also contained
cumulatively less contaminants such as V, Cr, Ni, As, Cd, Sb, Tl, Pb, and Hg than that from the CFB.
However, when comparing the results of the Cd content with the threshold values established for
liming agents (fertilizing lime and fertilizing lime containing magnesium), it becomes evident that
only the fly ash from circulating fluidized bed (CFB) installation can legally be used as a direct soil
liming amendment, since the Cd content of ash from the bubbling bed boilers (8.14–8.15) exceeds both
the maximum acceptable concentrations of 8 mg of Cd per 1 kg of CaO as well as 5 mg of Cd per 1
kg of CaO + MgO. The difference in concentration between both types of fly ash can be attributed
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to the different feedstock mixture ratio used in both plants. In the BFB boilers, a higher ratio of
“agro” biomass was incinerated on top of the 79% forest biomass, including 3% straw pellets and 17%
sunflower husks, whereas, in the case of CFB, 80% forest biomass as well as 20% sunflower husks
were incinerated. Moreover, the BCR speciation study revealed that fly ash from both installations
met the threshold values and minimum requirements set for mineral fertilizers, with the exception
of the nitrogen content, which was found to be below 2 wt% in each sample. The phosphorus in all
fly ash samples was, however, very poorly extractable and not easily bioavailable to plants. Active
phosphorus in the form of phosphate anions was leached in negligible amounts from both the BFB
as well as CFB ash, and the content of bioavailable phosphorus P2O5 (soluble in weak acids) ranged
from 20–22 mg/kg. On the other hand, the leaching test results revealed the very high mobility and
bioavailability of other macronutrients, such as potassium (from 23,030 to 38,840 mg/kg), calcium (from
4410 to 6940 mg/kg), and sulfur in terms of sulfates (from 18,200 to 27,720 mg/kg). The contaminants in
ash (Pb, Cd, Ce, V, Ni, As, Tl) were not easily mobile in the biomass ash, since their concentrations
in aqueous leachates were negligible. A speciation BCR study revealed that almost 50% of Cd is
highly mobile and bioavailable in BFB ash, since it is associated with exchangeable fractions and
carbonates. Additionally, 33% to 36% of Cd is also potentially bioavailable under reducible conditions
(bound with Fe/Mn oxides). Only 4–6.8% of Cd is safely bound with the residuum. In the CFB ash,
approximately 50% of the Cd is available (bound with carbonates as well as Fe/Mn oxides), and can
easily by remobilized under lower pH or redox conditions. Only approximately 20% of Cd is fixed in
the residual fraction. The prevailing amounts of Pb (58–66%) in both samples of CFB fly ash are not
bioavailable, since they are bound in the residual fraction. A total of 10% to 17% of this element is
associated with organic matter and sulfides, thus indicating that lead can still be potentially released
under oxidizing conditions. Zinc, a valuable micronutrient, is more bioavailable in the CFB ash than in
the BFB biomass ash.

The results of an acute toxicity test also confirm that biomass fly ash amendment to soil does
not have any toxic influence on plant germination and growth, despite a very high concentration of
chloride anions, which are potentially detrimental to plants when appearing in such concentrations as
found in both types of ash. Considering the favorable physico-chemical properties of biomass ash,
especially pertaining to its high content of CaO, potassium, and other macronutrients, it is justifiable
to further investigate the possible utilization approach of this particular waste (e.g., as an additive
to fertilizers or as a soil improving agent), especially since this utilization approach will fit well into
the waste management hierarchy as well as the circular economy policy currently promoted by EU
countries. Moreover, upcoming new fertilizer regulations, which promote the idea of using organic,
bio-waste, or recycled fertilizers such as biomass ash in top soils, serve to make it more justifiable
to perform further research on this specific utilization approach. This is even more true when one
additionally considers using this material for reclamation purposes or as a forest fertilizer. The current
landfilling of biomass ash should be regarded as a highly unfavorable solution and quite simply
wasteful. It, by extension, means that the entire effort put into producing energy from ecological
sources was simply wasteful as well, particularly considering that this type of biomass ash, when
properly treated, can easily return to the soil, thus closing the natural biogeochemical cycle.
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