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Abstract: A bio-based circular economy is fundamental to catalyzing the transition to a new economic
model that thrives well within the planet’s ecological limits. The microalgae biorefinery, which
consists of converting biomass into multiple products, operates in light of the principles of a circular
economy. Therefore, as the pivot of a new economic paradigm that aims to promote ecological
robustness, the main scope and motivation of this article are to use life cycle assessment to scrutinize
the environmental sustainability of a microalgae-based biorefinery system. We assume β-carotene
as the flagship of the microalgae industry and evaluate the sustainability metrics and indicators of
two residual products: bulk oil and defatted biomass. The role of the use of renewable energy in
the unit operations of the biorefinery was also evaluated. The results of this study show that waste
products contribute an almost insignificant fraction of the ecological footprint and the cost and energy
demand of the microalgae-based biorefinery. It is also confirmed from the results that the transition
from coal-based energy to renewable is the most realistic path to production with significantly lower
emissions. In sum, the consolidation of the microalgae biorefinery seems to be just around the corner,
and our highlights can help make this a successful route.

Keywords: algae; circular bioeconomy; environmental sustainability; green electricity; waste valorization

1. Introduction

Our current economic system has surpassed many of the earth’s capacity limits [1,2].
It failed to value nature and, now, lives under the threat of increasing losses. The prognosis
is that there is no future for business as usual. And turning the tide requires connect-
ing the dots between investors, companies, governmental and non-governmental orga-
nizations, and local communities to promote a new paradigm of producing goods and
services—putting nature back at the center of our economy [3].

With this bias, with the fossil and linear economy approaching its expiration date,
the biobased circular economy has gained prominence and could be the catalyst for a
prosperous future. In a circular bioeconomy, natural capital is renewable, recovered, and
reused as much as possible, creating new products and replacing conventional high-carbon
materials. Biowaste is not discarded; they create secondary products that, after use, can
flow back into the biosphere, closing biogeochemical cycles. The value is maximized and
waste is minimized in this conceptual framework [4].

From this perspective, microalgae biotechnology—under a biorefinery model—emerges
as a promising approach to achieving a cost-effective, bio-based circular economy that thrives
well within the confines of the planet [5]. In a historical context, since the dawn of humanity,
species such as Arthrospira platensis and Chlorella vulgaris have been used by society as a food
bioresource—a priori, due to their high protein content. Later, in the face of the energy crisis,
species such as Crypthecodinium cohnii, Ankistrodesmus sp, Botrycoccus braunii, Nitzschia laevis,
and Nannochloropsis oculata became pioneers in prospecting the production of fatty acids as
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feedstock for bioenergy production and also food supplementation. Subsequently, with
the increase in awareness and health promotion, research focused on natural product
exploitation, with the spotlight being directed to pigments such as beta-carotene and
astaxanthin biosynthesized by the microalgae Dunaliella salina and Haematococcus pluvialis,
respectively [6,7].

However, although scientific advances have invested in and reinforced promising
findings, commercial microalgae cultivation is technically recent, less than 70 years old.
The challenges of manipulating and producing microorganisms with such versatile and
complex metabolisms result in a universe of bottlenecks to be overcome. Indeed, mi-
croalgae are most commonly cultivated commercially in open systems such as raceway
ponds under photoautotrophic and/or mixotrophic regimes. However, these systems are
susceptible to contamination and low cell productivity, putting the mass production of
microalgal bioproducts to the test. The use of closed systems, such as photobioreactors,
or biofermenters—under heterotrophic culture regimes—even if they benefit from the
technological subsystems of microbial biosynthesis already developed, require high energy
for processing, beyond the intrinsic requirements of the strains of microalgae, making it
difficult to obtain a large-scale sustainable standard project to work with [8,9].

Thereby, in view of the highlights of the scientific journey for the commercialization
of microalgae, it was possible to learn that, despite the path full of bumps and twists,
new insights and important opportunities to improve this technology have emerged [10].
The experiences on laboratory and commercial scales have shown that the biorefinery
concept applied to microalgae is a hopeful route to more economically and environmentally
sustainable productions. In the state of the art, as is known, a world reference of sustainable
microalgae-based biorefinery has not been established. This is because the research and
development of biotechnological routes related to algal biorefineries has focused on the use
of low-value commodities (biomass and biofuels) as the biorefinery core. However, this
primary use of microalgae has not shown successful results unless the yield of high-value
compounds is addressed together [11]. In this vein, following the cascade principle, that
is, giving priority to the production of a high-value product before a low-value one, it
may be possible to successfully move towards a microalgae-based circular bioeconomy
using the biorefinery approach. This can make microalgae-based biological processes less
dystopian. Furthermore, it is important to highlight that the use of ecologically correct
energy in unit operations seems to be, at the same time, the definitive key to overcoming
the environmental deficit of microalgae processes and products [12].

In light of this, our paradigm shift proposes high-value fine chemicals use, such as
β-carotene, as the value center of a microalgae biorefinery, emphasizing biowaste recovery
and integration with eco-friendly energy. Like this, a microalgae-based biorefinery re-
aligned with nature was assembled and used as a robust justification to be replicated on an
industrial scale by microalgae producers. The research questions addressed in this article
provide a holistic assessment of the environmental profile of a microalgae-based biorefinery
system that, following the cascade principle with the use of renewable energy and the
circular economy approach, seeks to overcome environmental and economic restrictions of
the current linear economic model that struggles to create revenue. The role of this article
for sustainability is to promote a bio-based circular economy that takes off and consolidates
in what appears to be the beginning of a new age—the Age of Sustainability.

2. Material and Methods
2.1. Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)

The life cycle assessment (LCA) was performed according to the ISO 14040 series [13].
The LCA, as detailed below, is composed of four phases: goal and scope definition (i),
inventory analysis (ii), impact assessment (iii), and interpretation of results (iv).
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2.1.1. Goal and Scope Definition

The objective of applying the LCA was to evaluate the metrics and indicators of
environmental sustainability of a biorefinery system based on Dunaliella salina with a main
focus on β-carotene and valorization waste biomass. The species Dunaliella salina was
considered in this study because it is considered one of the best candidates for β-carotene
production (~14% dry weight), beyond being the main strain used in the commercial
production of natural carotene. In addition, its biomass composition also shows high
content values of protein, lipid, and glycerol. Thus, the centesimal composition as the basis
of this study considered the values on a dry basis found in the literature, being the fraction
of β-carotene of 10%, proteins of 35%, fatty acids of 20%, and glycerol of 15%, disregarding
other potential bioproducts such as the fraction of carbohydrates, vitamins, and minerals
also present in the residual biomass [14,15]. In addition, bio-waste was selected due to
its high potential for application in the microalgae global market, with bulk oil being the
main feedstock for bioenergy segments such as biodiesel, as well as a food supplement
considering the fatty acids polyunsaturated fraction. Likewise, defatted biomass has been
required as a bioresource of protein supplementation for animal and human feed, beyond
the application in bioenergy, such as bioethanol production (see Supplementary Material
Table S1).

The LCA was also applied to assess the environmental footprint of the biorefinery
from Dunaliella salina powered by coal-based energy versus photovoltaic energy from
amorphous silicon solar cells (a-Si) and onshore wind energy. The study uses theoretical
and experimental data collected from the scientific literature [6,16–18].

The system boundaries were defined from the cradle-to-gate life cycle and comprise
a microalgae plant with a production of 9.38 tons/year of dry biomass, fractionated into
1 ton/year of β-carotene pigment (main product), 1.51 tons/year of bulk oil (secondary
product), and 2.34 tons/year of defatted biomass (tertiary product). Only the environmental
impacts of electricity consumption were included in the analysis because they represent
the majority, if not almost the entire fraction of the ecological footprint of microalgae
products [6].

Step 1: β-Carotene Production

The unit operations proposed in Step 1 are in accordance with the production process
consolidated by classic references in the literature (Figure 1) [6,19]. The growth conditions
considered in raceway ponds were a pH of 7.5, an average temperature of 26 ◦C, a light
intensity of 50 µmol/m2/s−1, and a photoperiod of 12:12 h [20]. Also, it is important
to mention that the culture medium of Dunaliella salina is predominantly hypersaline;
therefore, the contamination risk rates are low.
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Step 2: Bulk Oil Production

The unit operations proposed in Step 2 are in accordance with dos Santos et al. [17]
(Figure 2). The residual biomass from the β-carotene extraction process is then submitted
to the lipid extraction process. This lipid extraction, based on hexane, was defined as the
method for large-scale applications [21]. Subsequently, the biomass blend with the extractor
solvent is centrifuged, going through the solvent recovery and evaporation/stripper step.
The evaporation/stripper is the most economical method on an industrial scale for reducing
volatiles in heat-sensitive materials and viscous products. Finally, the oil-rich extract is
directed to the desolventizer, obtaining the bulk oil.
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Step 3: Defatted Biomass Production

The unit operation for defatted biomass production is proposed in Step 3, according
to dos Santos et al. [17] (Figure 3). This unique step consists of removing the residual
solvent, in this case, the hexane, from the flours produced in the oil extraction process.
Along with solvent removal, the solid protein flour obtained also goes through a roasting
process that improves its nutritional characteristics. The industrial equipment is called a
desolventizer-toaster-dryer-cooler (DTDC).
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2.1.2. Life Cycle Inventory (LCI)

Life cycle inventory (LCI) data were obtained from the literature [22–27]. The input
and output flow for each step of the process scope are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Elementary flows for each step of the process scope.

Process Unit Base Case

Cultivation

Raceway pond m3 63.16

Electric energy for paddle wheel kWh 270,122.68

Electric energy for water pumping kWh 50,022.72

Electric energy for CO2 injection kWh 165,074.97

Water evaporation m3 8.21

Biomass productivity ton/m3/year 0.15

Output

Algae liquid ton 50.03

Harvest

Input

Energy consumption centrifugation kWh 1894.80

Drying

Input

Wet biomass ton 12.50

Spray-dryer kWh 13,632.25

Output

Dry biomass ton 9.38

Pigment extraction

Input

Dry biomass ton 9.38

sCO2 kWh 7504.0

Output

β-carotene pigment ton 1.0

Bulk oil production

Input

Residual biomass ton 8.38

Extractor kWh 594.51

Energy consumption centrifugation kWh 875.24

Solvent recuperation kWh 1037.72

Evaporation/Stripper kWh 194.13

Desolventizer kWh 328.21

Output

Bulk oil ton 1.51

Defatted biomass production

Residual biomass ton 6.71

Desolventizer-toaster-dryer-cooler kWh 922.73

Defatted biomass ton 2.34

Total electric energy requirement kWh/year 512,203.96
Acronyms: sCO2, Supercritical CO2 extraction.
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2.1.3. Life Cycle Impact Analysis (LCIA)

Potential environmental impacts were calculated according to the ReCiPe midpoint
method (hierarchical approach) [28] and consistently applied accordingly with
Jacob-Lopes et al. [29]. The midpoint impact categories considered were global warming
(GWP), stratospheric ozone depletion (SOD), ionizing radiation (IR), ozone formation–human
health (OFHH), fine particulate matter formation (FPMF), ozone formation–terrestrial ecosys-
tems (OFTE), terrestrial acidification (TA), freshwater eutrophication (FEU), terrestrial ecotox-
icity (TE), freshwater ecotoxicity (FEC), marine ecotoxicity (ME), human carcinogenic toxicity
(HCT), human non-carcinogenic toxicity (HNCT), mineral resource scarcity (MRS), fossil
resource scarcity (FRS), land use (LU), and water consumption (WC). The characterization
factors are shown in the Supplementary Material (Table S2).

Global Warming (GWP)

The determination of global warming potential was evaluated by greenhouse gas
emissions, according to Equation (1):

GWP = ∑ GWPi × mi (1)

where GWP is the global warming potential, i is the time horizon (year), GWPi is the
characterization factor for the substance i (CO2-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission
substance i (kg), expressed in kg CO2-eq.

Stratospheric Ozone Depletion (SOD)

The quantification of stratospheric ozone depletion potential that corresponds to
stratospheric ozone degradation due to emissions of substances that deplete the ozone
layer, such as long-lasting gases containing chlorine and bromine, was estimated using
Equation (2):

SOD = ∑ SODi × mi (2)

where SOD is the stratospheric ozone depletion potential, SODi is the characterization
factor for the substance i (CFC-11-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg),
expressed in kg CFC-11-eq.

Ionizing Radiation (IR)

The ionizing radiation potential was calculated based on radioactive discharges using
Equation (3):

IR = ∑ IRi × mi (3)

where IR is the ionizing radiation potential, IRi is the characterization factor for the sub-
stance i (Co-60-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kBq), expressed in kBq
Co-60-eq.

Ozone Formation–Human Health (OFHH)

The ozone formation–human health potential was estimated using Equation (4):

OFHH = ∑ OFHHi × mi (4)

where OFHH is the ozone formation–terrestrial ecosystems potential, OFHHi is the charac-
terization factor for the substance i (NOx-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance
i (kg), expressed in kg NOx-eq.

Fine Particulate Matter Formation (FPMF)

The fine particulate matter formation potential was calculated according to Equation (5):

FPMF = ∑ FPMFi × mi (5)
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where FPMF is the fine particulate matter formation potential, FPMFi is the characterization
factor for the substance i (PM2.5-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg),
expressed in kg PM2.5-eq.

Ozone Formation–Terrestrial Ecosystems (OFTE)

The ozone formation–terrestrial ecosystems potential was estimated using Equation (6):

OFTE = ∑ OFTEi × mi (6)

where OFTE is the ozone formation–terrestrial ecosystems potential, OFTEi is the character-
ization factor for the substance i (NOx-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance
i (kg), expressed in kg NOx-eq.

Terrestrial Acidification (TA)

The terrestrial acidification potential which refers to the presence of acidifying sub-
stances such as NOx, NH3, and SOx on the terrestrial surface was calculated using
Equation (7):

TA = ∑ TAi × mi (7)

where TA is the terrestrial acidification potential, TAi is the characterization factor for the
substance i (SO2-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed in kg SO2-eq.

Freshwater Eutrophication (FEU)

The freshwater eutrophication potential was calculated using Equation (8):

FEU = ∑ FEUi × mi (8)

where FEU is the terrestrial acidification potential, FEUi is the characterization factor for the
substance i (P-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed in kg P-eq.

Terrestrial Ecotoxicity (TE)

Toxic impacts affecting the terrestrial surface that are harmful to different species and
that alter ecosystem structure and function were calculated using Equation (9):

TE = ∑ TEi × mi (9)

where TE is the terrestrial acidification potential, TEi is the characterization factor for the
substance i (1,4-DCB-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed
in kg 1,4-DCB-eq.

Freshwater Ecotoxicity (FEC)

Toxic impacts affecting freshwater that are harmful to different species and that alter
ecosystem structure and function were calculated according to Equation (10):

FEC = ∑ FECi × mi (10)

where FEC is the freshwater ecotoxicity potential, FECi is the characterization factor for
the substance i (1,4-DCB-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed
in kg 1,4-DCB-eq.

Marine Ecotoxicity (ME)

Toxic impacts affecting marine waters that are harmful to different species and that
alter ecosystem structure and function were calculated using Equation (11):

ME = ∑ MEi × mi (11)



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11494 8 of 15

where ME is the marine ecotoxicity potential, MEi is the characterization factor for the
substance i (1,4-DCB-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed
in kg 1,4-DCB-eq.

Human Carcinogenic Toxicity (HCT)

Toxic impacts affecting human health by absorption of toxic substances by inhalation
of air, ingestion of food or water, or penetration through the skin insofar as they are related
to cancer were measured using Equation (12):

HCT = ∑ HCTi × mi (12)

where HCT is the human carcinogenic toxicity potential, HCTi is the characterization
factor for the substance i (1,4-DCB-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg),
expressed in kg 1,4-DCB-eq.

Human Non-Carcinogenic Toxicity (HNCT)

Toxic impacts affecting human health by absorption of toxic substances by inhalation
of air, ingestion of food or water, or penetration through the skin unrelated to cancer were
measured using Equation (13):

HNCT = ∑ HNCTi × mi (13)

where HNCT is the human non-carcinogenic toxicity potential, HNCTi is the characteriza-
tion factor for the substance i (1,4-DCB-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance
i (kg), expressed in kg 1,4-DCB-eq.

Mineral Resource Scarcity (MRS)

The mineral resource scarcity potential that references the consumption of materials
extracted from nature, such as metals and rocks, was calculated using Equation (14):

MRS = ∑ MRSi × mi (14)

where MRS is the mineral resource scarcity potential, MRSi is the characterization factor
for the substance i (Cu-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed
in kg Cu-eq.

Fossil Resource Scarcity (FRS)

The fossil resource scarcity potential that refers to the use of fuels from petroleum,
coal or non-renewable natural gas was calculated according to Equation (15):

FRS = ∑ FRSi × mi (15)

where FRS is the fossil resource scarcity potential, FRSi is the characterization factor for
the substance i (oil-eq), and mi is the mass of the emission substance i (kg), expressed
in kg oil-eq.

Land Use (LU)

The land use impact that considers the effects of land use, the extent of the surface
involved and the duration of its occupation was estimated using Equation (16):

LU = ∑ CF × Ei (16)

where LU is the land use impact, CF is the characterization factor, and Ei is the emission
inventory, being expressed in m2a crop-eq.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11494 9 of 15

Water Consumption (WC)

Water consumption was used to measure the amount of water resources consumed.
The detailed calculation model is provided by Equation (17):

WC = ∑ CF × Ei (17)

where WC is the water consumption, CF is the characterization factor, and Ei is the emission
inventory, being expressed in m3.

2.1.4. Interpretation of Results

The LCI and LCIA results of the life cycle assessment of the products from the
Dunaliella salina biorefinery are considered together so that the information is interpreted
and converged in the form of conclusions and recommendations. The results are discussed
according to the values characterized by midpoint impact categories, in order to enhance
possible comparisons with other studies found in the literature. The values characterized
for the environmental impacts of each microalgae bioproduct considered in this study can
be consulted in the Supplementary Material (Table S3).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Environmental Sustainability Analysis of the Microalgae Biorefinery

Biorefinery is a strategy that facilitates the circular bioeconomy, which assumes great
relevance by maximizing revenue and minimizing waste. This biorefinery concept applied
to microalgae biomass is an opportunity to improve the use of biomass that, following the
cascade principle, has prioritized the production of high-value products before low-value
ones. In the state of the art, although many studies have reported the use of microalgae
biomass within a biorefinery structure, few have pored over the holistic assessment of the
environmental profile. Therefore, here, we evaluate the metrics of seventeen environmental
sustainability indicators for the biorefinery of Dunaliella salina (Figure 4). The characterized
values of the environmental impacts can also be consulted in Supplementary Material
(Table S2).
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The production of 1 ton of β-carotene, 1.51 tons of bulk oil, and 2.34 tons of defatted
biomass of the Dunaliella salina species in the raceway pond showed total emissions of around
6.04 × 102 kg PM2.5-eq for FPMF, 1.21 × 105 kg oil-eq for FRS, 3.09 × 104 kg 1,4-DCB-eq for
FEC, 1.25 × 103 kg P-eq for FEU, 5.53 × 105 kg CO2-eq for GWP, 6.20 × 104 kg 1,4-DBC-eq
for HCT, 1.24 × 106 kg 1,4-DBC-eq for HnCT, 1.30 × 103 kBq Co-60-eq for IR, 9.78 × 102 m2a
crop-eq for LU, 4.25 × 104 kg 1,4-DBC-eq for ME, 6.35 × 101 kg Cu-eq for MRS, 8.50 × 102 kg
NOx-eq for OFHH, 8.50 × 102 kg NOx-eq for OFTE, 8.55 × 10−2 kg CFC11-eq for SOD,
1.97 × 103 kg SO2-eq for TA, 1.82 × 105 kg 1,4-DCB-eq for TE, 1.11 × 103 m3 for WC. As
can be seen, the midpoint impact categories of HnCT, followed by the category of FRS, TE,
and GWP are the most influential midpoints. SOD followed by the MRS category exhib-
ited, in contrast, the lowest impact among all midpoints in the lifecycle of the biorefinery
of Dunaliella salina. Also, as can be seen, the environmental profile of the biorefinery of
Dunaliella salina showed significant variations in impact magnitude, which ranged from
6.35 × 101 kg Cu-eq for MRS to 1.24 × 106 kg 1,4-DBC-eq for HnCT.

According to the results, the contributions of the cultivation step, harvesting, drying,
pigment extraction, bulk oil, and defatted biomass to the midpoint impact categories were
about 94.73%, 0.37%, 2.66%, 1.47%, 0.59%, and 0.18%, respectively. As for the cultivation
step, which contributes most of the environmental impact in the life cycle of the biorefinery
of Dunaliella salina, when comparing the inventory of the energy demand of cultivation
in raceway pond and tubular photobioreactor, it should be noted that cultivation in race-
way pond consumes much less energy, thus contributing to the mitigation of pollutant
emissions [8].

Comparatively, studies evaluating the environmental profile of producing 1 ton of
Arthrospira platensis tablets showed impacts of 7.71 × 105 kg CO2-eq for GWP, 1.32 × 10−3 kg
CFC11-eq for SOD, 9.63 × 101 kg SO2-eq for TA and 2.16 × 101 kg P-eq for FEU [30]. When
verifying these results, it is possible to state that in terms of GWP, our study presented
a 30% reduction in emissions; however, the other categories had higher emissions. In
contrast, when analyzing a scenario of trade-offs, the revenue value of biomass presents
just 8000 USD/ton, while β-carotene is valued at 790,000 USD/ton. Considering the envi-
ronmental impacts and revenues of a single product, biomass represents only 1% of return
and, therefore, to balance the viability of the process, it would be necessary to produce
99 process cycles to break even the profits. In this way, the impacts of this biotechnological
route and the process costs would increase, making the process unfeasible.

When assessing the environmental profile of a high-added-value product such as
photosynthetic pigments, studies report that for the GWP, SOD, TA, and FEU categories
the environmental burdens were 2.8 × 106 and 1.17 × 106, 6.28 × 104 and 2.64 × 104,
1.49 × 104 and 6.23 × 103, and 5.34 × 103 and 2.24 × 103 for astaxanthin and phycocyanin
from Haematococcus pluvialis and Arthrospira platensis, respectively [6]. These values are
higher for the GWP and SOD impact categories, but the TA and FEU categories are slightly
similar to the results found in this study. This difference can be attributed to a greater
requirement of process steps required for pigment production, such as astaxanthin, which
requires the system to present two cultivation stages: tubular photobioreactors and raceway
ponds, making the process more emissive. However, even if astaxanthin sales prices
(~2500 USD/kg) are higher than β-carotene, the environmental pillar balance should be
achieved to make the process sustainable.

In addition, as shown, the residual products: bulk oil and defatted biomass do not
contribute significantly to emissions in the life cycle of the biorefinery of Dunaliella salina.
It is also to be inferred that they do not contribute significantly to the cost and energy
demand, thus confirming the paradigm of doing more with less, both in environmental
and economic terms. Furthermore, it is worth emphasizing that if these products were
produced individually without valorization of waste biomass, they would generate a
greater environmental and economic impact.

Additionally, when compared to conventional sources, it is worth mentioning that
the oil recovery step of Dunaliella salina is about 10 times more electricity intensive than
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the soybean oil recovery. Evidently, this represents a huge environmental burden when
it comes to overcoming the death valley of the production of bulk oil for fuel purposes,
for example. The electricity footprint of microalgae-based processes nearly dooms the
mission; but, if considering the expense with fuel in the soy oil recovery, the magnitude of
the environmental impact is equivalent. This assertion is legitimized by the data presented
by Chen et al. [31].

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that soybean oil recovery is not electricity-intensive
but is fuel intensive. Fuel consumption in the oil recovery process from Dunaliella salina is,
in turn, null. In this sense, when considering the soybean oil recovery inventory, we see
that it is not better in pollutant emissions. And when we include the energy expenditure of
soybean farming in the oil recovery inventory, the lifecycle emissions are about 1.5 times
more significant compared to oil recovery from Dunaliella salina. This excludes the energy
demand of the unit operations proposed in step 1 (β-carotene production).

Finally, although the microalgae biorefinery concept is powerful, it can be concluded
that, despite the microalgae are a unique feedstock, there are technological knots that
need to be untied to create a “utopian” system, and not trying to improve the degree of
environmental sustainability will make the biorefinery concept applied to microalgae more
and more dystopian. The eco-smart substitution of coal-based electricity in microalgae
biorefineries can help overcome the environmental deficit presented by projects that are
not satisfactory with the environmental impact objectives. Furthermore, it is not news that
the ongoing energy transition takes center stage, and not adhering to it could mean falling
into a dead end.

3.2. Transposing the Environmental Deficit in Microalgae Biorefinery

The transition from coal-based electricity to clean and renewable sources is not a
zero-sum game for the environment. It is actually the “golden thread” that can allow
climate conditions to remain hospitable. Therefore, measuring the impact of the transition
from high-emission electricity to low-emission sources in biorefineries based on microal-
gae is part of the puzzle to make them environmentally benign. Figures 5 and 6 show
the values characterized for the environmental impact associated with the biorefinery of
Dunaliella salina, which has its unit operations powered by photovoltaic and wind energy,
respectively. Figure 7 is a comparison of the total environmental impact of the biorefinery
of Dunaliella salina when powered by coal-based, photovoltaic, and wind electricity.

As can be seen in Figures 5 and 7, the replacement from coal-based electricity to photo-
voltaics contributes to reducing lifecycle emissions from the biorefinery of Dunaliella salina
in 14 of the 17 midpoint impact categories. In the categories of FPMF, FRS, FEC, FEU, GWP,
HCT, HnCT, OFHH, OFTE, SOsD, TA, ME, and WC the environmental impacts are one
to two orders of magnitude smaller. The environmental impact associated with LU, TE,
and IR, in turn, are in the same order of magnitude, and only for MRS the magnitude of
the impact is greater, and, therefore, their differences are not within the uncertainty of the
predicted impact.

In contrast, the use of wind electricity in the unit operations of the microalgae biorefin-
ery when compared to the use of coal-based and photovoltaic electricity carries the lowest
environmental impact in 16 and 15 of the 17 midpoint categories, respectively. Considering
the use of wind energy, the impacts associated with HCT and LU are of the same magnitude
as for the use of fossil energy; however, the impact in the HCT category is an order of
magnitude greater than for the use of photovoltaic energy. And in the MRS category,
although it is within the same order of magnitude as the use of photovoltaic energy, it
is an order of magnitude greater than the use of fossil energy. In sum, as can be seen in
Figure 7, under an overview of the results, the electricity source that most contribute to
reducing the environmental burden in microalgae-based biorefineries is wind, followed by
photovoltaics. Additionally, from these results, it is clear that replacing the electrical matrix
in a microalgae biorefinery is a sure-shot target. It also cannot be neglected that renewable
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energy is becoming as cheap as fossil energy and it is possible that they will take control of
electricity generation in the world [32].
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Finally, it is important to mention that many microalgae-based products languish in
the research and development phase because there is a path full of problematic obstacles.
However, even with their early potential weakened after setbacks, many microalgae prod-
ucts remain a tempting biobased solution, with some stakeholders still chasing them. The
biorefinery following the principles of a circular bioeconomy has supported the long road
ahead of low-value microalgae products. But, unless companies, researchers, industry, and
government demonstrate their ingenuity and collaboration, microalgae biotechnology will
continue to be a game played by those who can afford it and tolerate the high risks.

4. Conclusions

Our study highlighted that the valorization of bio-wastes from a biotechnological high-
value route, such as the production of β-carotene, resulted in secondary bioproducts with a
small if not almost negligible, collection of ecological footprint, cost, and energy demand,
under the guise of a microalgae-based biorefinery. In addition, among our findings, the
switching from coal-based electricity to renewable energy contributed to reducing lifecycle
emissions from the biorefinery from Dunaliella salina. In addition, it was possible to verify
that the source of electricity that most contribute to reducing the environmental load in
microalgae-based biorefineries is wind power. Thus, we underscore that the transition
from coal-based to renewable electricity is the backbone for conducting climate-neutral
operations. The answers found in this study allow us to understand that the concept of
biorefinery applied to microalgae capacitate circular production systems, and that the use
of eco-friendly energy makes them more emission-efficient.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su151511494/s1, Table S1: Overview of potential applications
and market estimation of microalgae-based bioproducts [33]; Table S2: Characterization factors of
the environmental impacts for onshore wind, photovoltaic from amorphous silicon solar cells (a-Si),

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su151511494/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su151511494/s1
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and coal-based fossil energy [16,18]; Table S3: Characterized values of the environmental impact
associated with the biorefinery from Dunaliella salina.
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