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Abstract: Lactic acid (LA) is an important chemical material facing rapid demand in recent years. The
oriented fermentation of kitchen waste is a promising route for economic LA production. However,
the refinement of LA from fermentation broth is a spiny issue. In this study, the performance of
ultrafiltration (UF) process for the refinement of LA from the pre-microfiltered broth of kitchen waste
fermentation was first investigated. The results showed that with 50 KDa polyethersulfone membrane,
under the optimum pressure of 120 KPa, the pH of 6.0, and the backflushing mode with the deionized
water for 3 min, the best performance was achieved with the chroma removal efficiency, turbidity
removal efficiency, protein removal efficiency and total sugar removal efficiency of 54.3%, 89.8%,
71.7% and 58.5%, respectively, and LA recovery efficiency was 93.6%. The results indicated that the
UF process could further effectively refine the pre-microfiltered broth of kitchen waste fermentation,
and the combination of microfiltration and UF process is ideal for achieving desirable LA refinement
performance. This study verified the feasibility of UF process in LA refinement from pre-microfiltered
broth of kitchen waste fermentation, and based on the results, the further exploration of proper
post-process to treat UF filtrate for obtaining LA product with higher quality should be explored in
the future.
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1. Introduction

Lactic acid (LA) is one of the organic acids. The chemical formula of the LA is
C3H6O3. It has two optical isomers, Levo and Dextro, making itself a chiral molecule.
L-isomers are commonly present among living organisms. The extended formula of LA
is CH3CH(OH)CO2H, and it has a molar mass of 90.08 g/mol. Currently, as one of the
important chemical materials for industrial applications, such as those related to the
food, tanning, petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics and chemicals industry, LA is
obtained mainly relying on chemical conversion from petrochemical raw material [1]. With
the world’s most urgent mission-carbon neutrality by the middle of the century, as well
as the raised awareness of environmental effects in terms of pollution and greenhouse
effect, the alternative route for LA production is expected [2,3]. Fortunately, it was reported
that LA can be obtained through low-cost fermentation/anaerobic digestion process with
the low-cost biomass [4,5]. However, the refinement and consequent concentration of LA
from fermented broths are challenging due to the relatively low concentration of LA and
complex impurities in the broths [6]. Thus, low cost and concise refinement technologies
are urgently needed [7].

Research progress in the LA refinement was remarkable recently, together with the
detection methods [8,9], and refinement techniques [6,10]. Various methods for refining LA
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from fermented broths were explored, including electrodialysis [11], chemical precipita-
tion [12], ion-exchange [13], solvent extraction [14], distillation [15,16], adsorption [17] and
membrane processes [6,18]. Especially, the membrane-based technology, characterized as
being potentially efficient, cost-effective and eco-friendly, is a promising process [19].

Until now, the refinement of LA existing in the fermented broth was successfully
conducted by the nanofiltration (NF) and reverse osmosis (RO) processes [20,21]. However,
the pre-treatment of fermented broth is requested due to the high turbidity of broth, which
cannot be directly fed to the spiral-wound membrane modules of the NF and RO processes.
Commonly, the microfiltration (MF) and ultrafiltration (UF) processes, deemed as the
best pre-treatment strategies for removing most components (such as particles, colloids,
bacteria and high molecular mass organic matter) causing the membranes fouling [21], can
effectively achieve this goal [20,22,23].

Food waste (FW), the main composition of municipal solid waste (MSW), accounts
for 37–62% of MSW with a rapid increase trend in China and approximately 12–30% in
some developed countries such as USA and UK [24]. Thus, FW is a promising source
for energy and resource recovery, due to its high organic content [25]. In recent years,
fermentation technology was adopted to recycle the FW through the production of many
high-value products such as LA and alcohols existing in the fermented broths [26]. It
seemed that the membrane process could be utilized to refine the fermented broth to obtain
the high-value-added LA product. However, a concern was that the impact of fermented
broths on membrane fouling is several times larger compared to that of the surface water
and seawater [27].

In the author’s previous lab-scale research, the MF filtration of the kitchen waste (KW)
fermentation broth was conducted. After MF filtration, most of the suspended particles
and bacteria in the broth were effectively removed. However, there are still many soluble
macromolecular organic impurities in the MF permeate, such as protein substances and
residual total sugars. Among them, due to the Maillard reaction, substances such as sugar
and protein will produce brown or even black substances, which seriously affects the
quality of LA products [28]. UF is a purification process that separates particulate matter
from soluble compounds using an ultrafine membrane media. Ultrafiltration is an excellent
separation technology for desalination pretreatment, reverse osmosis pretreatment, and
wastewater reclamation, as well as for producing potable water. Like MF, UF is based
on size exclusion or particle capture. UF can purify and concentrate macromolecular
(103–106 Da) solutions, especially protein solutions. Therefore, it is desirable to use UF
process to further refine the MF permeates to improve the LA purity.

Thus, in this study, the refinement of pre-microfiltered broth of kitchen waste fer-
mentation was explored through the UF process. Firstly, the refinement performance
of four different UF membranes on the simulated broth was compared for selecting the
proper UF membrane type. Then, the selected UF membrane was adopted to refine the
actual pre-microfiltered broth, and the effect of different operating pressures (0.08 MPa,
0.10 MPa, 0.12 MPa, 0.14 MPa) and different pH (5, 6, 7, 8) on refinement performance
were investigated to optimize the operation parameters. Finally, the recovery efficiency
of pure water flux of UF membrane under different cleaning modes, cleaning agents and
cleaning time was conducted to obtain the optimal scheme for UF membrane cleaning.
In addition, the 10 filtration-cleaning cycles were continuously carried out to investigate
the effect of cleaning times on the treatment performance of UF membrane. Under each
condition, the chroma removal efficiency (CRE), the turbidity removal efficiency (TRE),
total sugar removal efficiency (SRE), protein removal efficiency (PRE) and LA recovery
efficiency (LRE) were investigated.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Fermented Broth
2.1.1. The Pre-Microfiltered Broth

The broth was obtained through the fermentation of KW. KW was collected from
the HongboYuan dining hall, located in the University of Science and Technology Beijing,
China. The collected KW was manually homogenized by first sorting out the coarse
impurities, such as the hard bones, plastic bags, paper towels and other impurities, and
then placed into the meat grinder for mixing well. Then, the KW serum was transferred into
the self-sealing bag, and stored at −20 ◦C freezer [29]. After thawing, tap water was added
to the KW serum with the ratio of 1:1 (w/v) ratio to adjust the total solids concentration.
The LA bacteria adopted were Montessori Enterococcus CGMCC 22227, with the inoculation
ratio of 10%, the fermentation temperature of 43 ◦C and the pH of 6.8–7.0 controlled by
NaOH solution (10 mol/L) every 12 h.

After the 84 h of fermentation, the fermentation remnant was centrifuged by centrifuge
(Hunan Hexi Instrument Equipment Co., Ltd., Changsha, China) (speed 12,000 rpm, cen-
trifugation 10 min). After centrifugation, the bottom sedimentary substance and the upper
oily substance were abandoned to obtain the raw broth. The raw fermented broth had a pH
of 6.2–6.3, an LA content of 63.96 g/L, a chroma of 1137 Hazen, a turbidity of 175 NTU, a
protein content of 0.21 g/L and a total sugar content of 3.33 g/L. Finally, the raw fermented
broth was pre-treated by the MF process under the condition of the optimum pressure of
100 KPa, the pH of 6.0, and the backflushing mode with the deionized water for 3 min, and
the obtained MF filtrate was the pre-microfiltered broth in this research with an LA content
of 58.78 g/L, a chroma of 445.7 Hazen, a turbidity of 9.8 NTU, a protein content of 0.08 g/L
and a total sugar content of 2.14 g/L.

2.1.2. The Simulative Broth

To ensure the stability of the properties of the broth for comparison and selection of UF
membranes, this study was equipped with simulative broth with reference to the previous
research of our group. The simulative broth was prepared as follows: LA (47.9 g/L), bovine
serum protein (2.5 g/L), glucose 3 g/L.

2.2. Experimental Apparatus

The UF apparatus adopted in this experiment was in a filtration cup configuration
with a removable flat membrane structure (Shandong Bona Biotechnology Co., Ltd., Jinan,
China), and the apparatus is shown in Figure 1. The magnetic stirring component was
equipped to mix the liquid when conducting the filtration, and the nitrogen gas from the
nitrogen gas cylinder (Beijing Huanyu Jinghui Gas Co., Ltd., Beijing, China) was used to
force the fermented broth to pass through the membrane. The hydrophobic effect between
the membrane surface and the proteins was deemed to be the dominant factor causing
membrane fouling by the adsorption of proteins on the membrane. Thus, more hydrophilic
membranes are usually favored [27]. In preliminary experiment, the MWCO range of
under 150 KDa was proved to be reasonable for obtaining the desirable impurities, and
so, based on the accessibility and cost, the 30 KDa, 50 and 100 KDa were selected. The
four hydrophilic UF membranes were regenerated cellulose (RC) membranes (Shandong
Bona Biotechnology Co., Ltd.) with a molecular weight cut off (MWCO) of 30 KDa (RC-30),
50 KDa (RC-50) and 100 KDa (RC-100), respectively, and polyethersulfone (PES) (Shandong
Bona Biotechnology Co., Ltd.) membranes with a molecular weight of 50 KDa (PES-50) (In
preliminary experiment, the 30 KDa PES and 100 KDa were also investigated. However, for
the 30 KDa PES, the membrane flux was very low, and the blocking was serious. For the
100 KDa PES, the impurities removal efficiency was too poor. Thus, in this experiment, the
30 KDa PES and 100 KDa were excluded).
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Figure 1. The illustration of the filtration configuration.

During the experiment, the UF membrane was set in the filtration cup, and then, a
certain amount of fermented broth was loaded into the filtration cup, and the magnetic
stirrer below was turned on at the speed of 600 rpm. Then, the nitrogen cylinder connected
to the filtration cup was opened. By adjusting the pressure, the filtration was performed
until the outflow velocity of the liquid was less than 0.2 mL/min.

When the UF membrane was not in use, it was stored in a container filled with
desiccant. After use, it was kept in a wet state in 0.5% formaldehyde solution. It was soaked
in deionized water for 1 h before each use.

2.3. Analysis Items and Methods
2.3.1. Turbidity and Chroma

The turbidity and chroma of the broth were analyzed by the water quality analyzer
(Beijing Lianhua Yongxing Science and Technology Development Co., Ltd., Beijing, China).
The TRE and the CRE are calculated, as shown in Equations (1) and (2) [28].

TRE =
Cn0 − Cn

Cn0
× 100 (1)

where Cn is the turbidity of the filtered transmissible fluid, NTU; Cn0 is the turbidity of the
fermentation broth before filtration, NTU.

CRE =
Ch0 − Ch

Ch0
× 100 (2)

where Ch is the chromaticity of the filtered liquid, Hazen; Ch0 is the chromaticity of the
fermentation broth before filtration, Hazen.

2.3.2. The Mass of LA

The determination of LA in broths was performed by high performance liquid chro-
matography (Shimadzu Corporation, Kyoto, Japan).

The samples were centrifuged in a 12,000 r/min for 10 min, and the supernatant
was filtered by a 0.22 µm membrane before determination. The shodex Sugar SH1011
liquid chromatography columns (8.0 mm × 300 mm) and the RID detector were adopted.
Chromatographic conditions were column temperature: 60 ◦C; mobile Phase: 5 mM H2SO4;
flow rate: 1.0 mL/min; injection volume: 10 µL.

The calculation formula for the LRE is shown in Equation (3) [28].

LRE =
C′LV′

CL0V0
× 100 (3)

where C′L is the LA concentration of the fermented broth after filtration, g/L; V′ is the
product of fermented liquid after filtration, L; CL0 is the LA concentration of fermentation
broth before filtration, g/L; V0 is the product of fermentation liquid before filtration, L.
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2.3.3. The Mass of Proteins

Proteins were determined using the Coomassie Brilliant Blue G-250 method. The PRE
is calculated, as shown in Equation (4) [28].

PRE =
Cp0 − Cp

Cp0
× 100 (4)

where Cp is the protein concentration in the filtered solution, g/L; Cp0 is the protein
concentration in fermentation broth before filtration, g/L.

2.3.4. The Mass of Total Sugars

The determination of total sugars in the fermentation broth was carried out by the
phenol-sulfuric acid method. The SRE is calculated, as shown in Equation (5) [28].

SRE =
Cs0 − Cs

Cs0
× 100 (5)

where Cs is the total sugar concentration in the filtered permeable solution, g/L; Cs0 is the
total sugar concentration of fermentation broth before filtration, g/L.

2.3.5. Membrane Flux

Membrane flux was defined as the volume of liquid that permeates a membrane per
unit area per time. The flux calculation formula is shown in Equation (6) [28].

Flux
(

mL/min×m2
)
=

V
t× A

× 100 (6)

where V is the filtrate, mL; t is the filtration time, min; A is the membrane area, m2.

2.3.6. The Membrane Cleaning Performance

The membrane cleaning performance was expressed by the membrane pure water
flux recovery efficiency (FRE), which was calculated based on Equation (7) [28]

FRE =
Jw − J f w

J0 − J f w
× 100 (7)

where J0 is pure water permeation flux before membrane use, L/m2/h; Jfw is pure water
permeation flux after membrane contamination, L/m2/h; Jw is pure water permeation flux
after membrane cleaning, L/m2/h.

3. Results
3.1. Comparison and Selection of UF Membranes

At the room temperature of about 25 ◦C, and under the operating pressure of 120 KPa,
four kinds of UF membranes were used to treat the simulative broth separately. The SRE,
PRE and LRE were compared to select the suitable UF membrane for the refinement of LA
from the pre-microfiltered broth.

Under different pressures, the pure water flux of the four UF membranes changed, as
shown in Figure 2a, and with the increase in the operating pressure, the pure water flux of
the four membranes showed a linear upward trend. Under the same pressure, the pure
water flux of the PES-50 membrane was significantly higher than that of the other three
kinds of UF membranes, which indicated that the permeability of the PES-50 membrane was
higher, and the membrane resistance was lower. It was explained by the hydrophobicity
of RC membrane exceeding that of the PES membrane with the increase in pressure, as
the higher the pressure, the more hydrophobic the membrane became [30]. When the
simulative broth was filtered with four kinds of UF membranes, the performance of each
membrane was shown in Figure 2b. The PREs were between 97.6% and 98.9%, which
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showed that the UF membrane had a very good removal performance for macromolecular
proteins. Meanwhile, for the RC membrane, the PRE increased with the decrease in pore
size, but the overall change range was very small, i.e., within 1%. Like protein, the SRE
also increased with the decrease in pore size, but compared with the PRE, it was evident
that the removal performance of UF membrane on total sugar was weak, i.e., between
5.9% and 37.0%. This was because the pore size determines the separation performance of
UF: the UF process can effectively separate macromolecular substances (such as proteins),
while most of the small molecular substances (such as glucose) will pass through the UF
membrane [31,32]. For LA recovery, it was found that with the decrease in pore size, LRE
showed a linear downward trend, and the decline was evident. For the PES-50 membrane,
it was found that the SRE was 34.6% under the same MWCO, which was significantly
higher than the RC-50 membrane (its SRE was only 12.2%). The RC-100 membrane had
the lowest SRE, which indicated that the most sugar in the broth had lower MWCO. At
the same time, the PES-50 membrane had the best PRE of 98.9%, while LRE of 90.1% was
slightly lower than that of the RC-50 membrane (90.4%). Comprehensively, considering
that the PES membrane had a high SRE and PRE, and the desirable LRE, PES-50 was finally
selected for refining LA broth of KW fermentation.
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Figure 2. The selection of ultrafiltration membrane type: (a) the pure water flux of four kinds of
ultrafiltration membrane under different operating pressure; (b) the filtration performance of four
kinds of ultrafiltration membrane for protein, total sugar and lactic acid in simulated broth.

3.2. The Effect of Operating Pressure on LA Refinement Performance

After the PES-50 membrane was selected, the actual pre-microfiltered broth was tested.
To investigate the effect of operating pressure on LA refinement performance, experiments
were carried out under different operating pressures. The change of membrane flux over
the time was recorded, and the TRE, CRE, PRE, SRE and LRE were analyzed.

3.2.1. The Change of UF Membrane Flux

As observed in Figure 3a, the higher the operating pressure, the higher the membrane
flux. In initial time, the membrane flux decreased rapidly. For this phenomenon, the
reason was inferred as at the beginning of filtration, the broth flowed to the surface of
the membrane driven by the static pressure difference, and the macromolecular solute
accumulated rapidly on the surface of the membrane due to the interception of the mem-
brane. Thus, there existed concentration polarization phenomenon between the surface
of the membrane and the broth, and the concentration polarization layer formed. The
formation of concentration polarization made the resistance increase for broth reach the
surface of the membrane. Thus, membrane flux decreased rapidly. With the filtration
continued, the concentration polarization gradually reached a stable state, and the flux of
the film maintained a stable state [33]. At 25–55 min, it was observed that the downward
trend of membrane flux under four pressure conditions significantly reduced, and the



Membranes 2023, 13, 330 7 of 15

membrane flux tended to be stable. When the operating pressure was below 120 KPa, the
higher the operating pressure, the higher the membrane flux. However, when the operating
pressure continued to increase to 140 KPa, the membrane flux basically did not increase,
not even slightly less than the membrane flux under 120 KPa. This may have been due to
the increased pressure caused concentration polarization and blockage of the membrane,
then the formation of the cake layer caused a stable flux [34]. Additionally, the membrane
flux under 120 KPa and 140 KPa was very close and significantly higher than that under
80 KPa and 100 KPa. After 55 min, the membrane fluxed under 120 KPa and 140 KPa,
and began to plummet strictly again, while the membrane flux under 80 KPa and 100 KPa
maintained a slow downward trend. It was probably because during the initial 55 min,
with the high membrane flux under 120 KPa and 140 KPa, after most of the clear liquid
having flowed out through the UF membrane, the concentrations of protein, total sugar
and other substances in the remaining broth were significantly increased, which further
aggravated the UF membrane pollution, and so, the membrane flux decreased rapidly [35].
Therefore, from the perspective of membrane flux, it was more appropriate to choose an
operating pressure of 120 KPa.
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chroma removal; (c) the turbidity removal; (d) the protein removal efficiency, the total sugar removal
efficiency, and the lactic acid recovery efficiency.

3.2.2. The Removal of Chroma and Turbidity

Before and after filtration, the chroma changes of the pre-microfiltered broth are shown
in Figure 3b. The chroma of the filtrate was between 230–250 Hazen. It was clear that
the CRE increased with the increase in operating pressure, reaching a maximum value of
49.38% under 140 KPa. Overall, the CRE fluctuated slightly. The reason may be that some
macromolecular pigments were removed by the UF membrane, but the remaining pigment
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molecules with a relatively lower molecular weight [36] passed through the UF membrane,
so that the chroma of the filtrate was still relatively high.

Before and after filtration, the turbidity of the pre-microfiltered broth changed, as
shown in Figure 3c. As stated in Section 2.1.1, most of the insoluble particulate matter in
the raw fermentation broth was removed by the pre-MF process, and only a small part
of the particles with smaller particle size remained in the pre-microfiltered broth, which
was further removed by UF membrane. The turbidity of the filtrate was basically between
2.1 and 2.8 NTU, which was extensively lower than that of the feed. With the operating
pressure increased, the TRE of the fermentation broth increased first and then decreased,
but the overall change was small. Under 120 KPa, the turbidity of the filtrate was as low as
2.14 NTU with the TRE of 85.62%.

3.2.3. The Removal of Protein, Total Sugar and the LA Recovery

Under different operating pressures, the refinement performance of UF membrane for
the pre-microfiltered broth is shown in Figure 3d. The PRE increased with the increase in
the operating pressure. However, when the operating pressure was higher than 80 KPa, the
increase in PRE was not obvious, i.e., around 74%. With the increase in operating pressure,
the SRE was basically on the rise, reaching a maximum of 53.77% under 120 KPa. When
the operating pressure further increased to 140 KPa, the SRE reduced to a certain extent,
which was 48.62%. For LA recovery, up to 120 KPa, the LRE increased with the increase in
the operating pressure. Under 120 KPa, the LRE was 94.19%. It was inferred that the higher
the operating pressure, the larger the filtrate and the higher the LRE. When the operating
pressure further increased to 140 KPa, the LRE remained basically unchanged. This was
because when the pressure continued to increase, the membrane flux no longer increased,
and the membrane surface contamination layer was tighter, finally hindering the passage
of LA, resulting in an insignificant change in LA recovery. Considering the PRE, SRE and
LRE, 120 KPa was finally selected as the optimal operating pressure for UF treatment of
pre-microfiltered broth.

3.3. The Effect of pH on UF Performance

In addition to the operating pressure, the pH of the pre-microfiltered broth also had
an impact on the UF process. To further investigate the effect of pH on UF performance,
an HCl solution of 6 mol/L and a NaOH solution of 1 mol/L were used in this study to
adjust the pH of the pre-microfiltered fermented broth to 5, 6, 7 and 8, respectively. UF
experiments were performed under the operating pressure of 120 KPa, and the change of
membrane flux over time was recorded, and the CRE, TRE, PRE and SRE at different pH
were analyzed with the LRE.

3.3.1. The Change of Membrane Flux

From Figure 4a, when the pH of pre-microfiltered broth was fixed, the membrane
flux gradually decreased over time. In the first 50 min, the average membrane fluxes at
pH 5–8 were 12.3 L/(m2·h), 12.8 L/(m2·h), 13. 49 L/(m2·h), 13.77 L/(m2·h), respectively.
Membrane flux increased with the increase in pH. This may have been partly because with
the increase in pH, the repulsion between the functional groups of the membrane increased,
resulting in a certain expansion of the membrane pores, resulting in a larger membrane
flux. It was reported that with the increase in the pH, the membranes show anionic
characteristics [37]. Thus, due to membranes and impurities mostly carrying a negative
charge, electrostatic repulsion is helpful for decreasing fouling [38,39]. After 50 min, it was
found that the membrane flux at pH 7 and pH 8 condition began to gradually decrease,
which was lower than that under other pH conditions. The reason may have been because
when pH increased, some of the substances in the pre-microfiltered broth, such as proteins,
formed aggregates due to attractions of calcium complexes with phosphates and/or lactate
and were deposited on the membrane surface, thereby reducing the membrane flux [40].
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However, in general, although the membrane flux at different pH conditions varied, the
gap was not obvious.
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3.3.2. The Removal of Chroma and Turbidity

Before and after filtration, the chroma changes of the pre-microfiltered broth are shown
in Figure 4b. With the increase in pH, the chroma of the filtrate showed an upward trend,
and the overall CRE showed a downward trend. At pH 6.0, the chroma of the filtrate was the
lowest, i.e., only 220.2 Hazen, and the CRE reached 54.33%. Under different pH conditions,
the turbidity changes are shown in Figure 4c. The turbidity of the pre-microfiltered broth
was about 20 NTU, and the turbidity of the filtrate was basically 2.5 NTU or less. With the
increase in pH of the pre-microfiltered broth, the turbidity of the filtrate showed an overall
upward trend, and the TRE showed a downward trend. At pH 6.0, the turbidity of the
filtrate was the lowest, only 1.89 NTU, and the TRE was 89.76%.

3.3.3. The Removal of Protein, Total Sugar and the LA Recovery

Under different pH conditions, the refinement performance of UF membrane for the
pre-microfiltered broth is shown in Figure 4d. With the increase in pH, PRE and SRE
showed an overall downward trend, but the decline was relatively small. At pH 5, the
PRE and SRE were the highest with the values of 76.84% and 58.86%, respectively, which
indicated that acidic conditions facilitated the removal of protein and total sugar. With
the increase in the pH, the LRE showed a downward trend. The LRE was 94.20% at pH
5.0 and was 92.00% at pH 8.0. This may be because as the pH increased, most of the LA
was presented with the form of ions, which were easily repelled by negatively charged PES
membranes, thereby increasing the LA loss [41]. By comprehensively considering TRE,
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CRE, PRE, SRE and LRE, it was found that lower pH conditions were more favorable for
the UF performance. While considering that under low pH condition, the UF membrane
flux would also decrease to a certain extent, and for achieving low the pH, the cost of
hydrochloric acid regulation would increase, and so, the final choice was determined at
pH 6.0 as the optimal pH condition for UF treatment.

3.4. The Effect of Cleaning Method on Polluted Membrane Recovery
3.4.1. The Influence of Cleaning Mode on Cleaning Performance

In this study, deionized water was first used to clean the contaminated membrane, and
the cleaning performance of four cleaning methods on the contaminated membrane was
investigated. The four cleaning methods were as follows: (i) forward pressurized cleaning
for 3 min, (ii) reverse pressurized cleaning for 3 min, (iii) forward pressurized cleaning for
1.5 min + reverse pressurized cleaning for 1.5 min and (iv) reverse pressurized cleaning
for 1.5 min + forward pressurized washing 1.5 min. The pressure used for cleaning was
100 KPa. The cleaning performance of the four cleaning methods on contaminated UF
membrane are shown in Figure 5.
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From Figure 5a, it was obvious that with the same cleaning time, forward pressurized
cleaning had a better effect than that of reverse pressurized cleaning to relieve membrane
pollution, and the cleaning effect of forward pressurized cleaning + reverse pressurized
cleaning was the worst, slightly lower than that of reverse pressurized cleaning. The reverse
pressurized cleaning + forward pressurized cleaning had the best cleaning performance
with the FRE of 4.13%. However, in general, regardless of which kind of cleaning method
was adopted, the relief of membrane pollution was not desirable, and the maximum FRE
was only 4.13%. Therefore, additional cleaning agents should be considered for enhanced
cleaning effect.

3.4.2. The Influence of Cleaning Agent on Cleaning Performance

Four cleaning agents were selected to further clean the contaminated membrane. It
was reported that the concentration of cleaning chemicals is important to maintain the
optimum reaction rate and overcome the mass transfer resistance of fouling layers [42]. The
four cleaning agents were deionized water, 1% HCl, 1% NaOH and 1% NaClO; the cleaning
method was first deionized water forward pressure cleaning for 3 min, then cleaning agent
reverse pressurized for 3 min with the cleaning pressure of 100 KPa. The performance of
four kinds of cleaning agents on UF membrane pollution are shown in Figure 5b. The FRE
with deionized water was the worst, only 4.19%, which was 50% of that with HCl. The
cleaning performance of NaOH was obviously better than that with HCl, and the FRE was
31.17%. NaClO had the best cleaning effect with FRE reaching 81.19%, which was much
higher than the other three cleaning agents. The reason may be that as membrane pollution
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was mainly caused by organic matter, the NaClO pair had strong oxidation, which could
oxidize and remove most organic pollutants [43]. Therefore, 1% NaClO was finally selected
as the cleaning agent. In addition, it should be mentioned that while chemical cleaning
is an effective operation, it may be harsh to the membrane and damage the membrane
material, resulting in reduced membrane lifetime and selectivity [44].

3.4.3. The Influence of Cleaning Time on Cleaning Performance

After the cleaning agent was selected with 1% NaClO, to further improve the cleaning
efficiency, this section investigated the effect of cleaning time on cleaning effect. As shown
in Figure 5c, within the first 3 min of cleaning, the FRE increased significantly with the
increase in cleaning time, and when the cleaning time was 30 s, the FRE was only 16.22%,
and when the cleaning time reached 3 min, the FRE increased to 81.19%. However, when
the cleaning time further increased to 5 min, the FRE was 84.43%, which was slightly higher
than that at 3 min. It was also reported that FRE increased by increasing the cleaning time.
However, the FRE slowly decreased due to the limited chemicals to dissolve the deposited
layer [45]. The other study also showed that FRE did not depend on the cleaning time, and
short intensive cleaning was better than long comprehensive cleaning [46]. Therefore, to
save cleaning time and the amount of cleaning agent, the more reasonable cleaning time in
NaClO cleaning method was determined to be 3 min.

3.4.4. Membrane Surface Morphology Analysis

As shown in Figure 6, the surface morphology changes of the UF membrane observed
through scanning electron microscopy were determined. The surface of the new UF
membrane was smooth and basically free of particulate matter. There were obviously much
particulate contaminants on the surface of the contaminated UF membrane, and most of the
pollutants had a small particle size of about 0.5 µm. After cleaning with 1% NaClO solution,
the surface pollution of the membrane was basically relieved, which fully indicated that
NaClO had a significant removal effect on the surface of the UF membrane. No matter
the dead-end or the crossflow UF, the membrane fouling was related to the feed feature,
such as the impurity’s concentration, and the filtration time. In this research, although
the dead-end UF was adopted, the magnetic stirring component was equipped to relief
the fouling. The increase in the concentration of solution was reflected in the membrane
performance, which was same to the feed with high concentration.
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Figure 6. The surface observation of the microfiltration membrane by SEM instrument: (a) the new
membrane; (b) after the blocking; (c) after the flushing with 1% NaClO.

3.5. The Effect of Cleaning Cycle on UF Membrane Performance

After the cleaning agent and cleaning method were determined, the 10 cycles of UF
experiment were carried out. Each cycle ran for 30 min and the change of membrane flux
over time was recorded. After the filtration was completed, the UF membrane was rinsed
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with 1% NaClO. The pure water fluxes of the UF membrane in each cycle were recorded,
the treatment performance of each filtration cycle was analyzed, as shown in Figure 7a–e.
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From Figure 7a, the membrane flux decreased with the increase in the filtration cycle.
However, from circle two to six, the membrane flux decreased significantly. The average
membrane flux was maintained at around 10.1 L/(m2·h), the effectiveness of the cleaning
effect of NaClO was fully demonstrated. However, from the seventh cycle, the membrane
flux began to decline sharply, and the trend of the pure water flux of the membrane was
also the same, as shown in Figure 7b. When the cycles of membrane cleanings were less
than six, the pure water flux was basically maintained at 180–190 L/(m2·h). However,
when the cycles of cleanings were more than six, the pure water flux of the membrane
began to decline rapidly. After 10 cycles, the membrane had a pure water flux of only
94 L/(m2·h), which was 41% of the pure water flux of the new membrane. The reason
for this may be that NaClO caused some damage to the membrane pores, resulting in a
decrease in membrane flux [44].

Under different filtration cycles, the TRE and CRE are shown in Figure 7c,d. After
filtration, the turbidity of the filtrate was basically below 2 NTU. Although the TRE fluctu-
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ated, it was basically between 90% and 95%, and the variation was small. The CRE showed
an overall upward trend with the increase of the cycles, basically maintaining between 50
and 60%, and in the ninth cycle, the CRE reached the highest value of 58.61%.

Under different filtration cycles, the PREs and SREs from the fermentation broth are
shown in Figure 7e. The PREs were basically between 64% and 69% in the first eight cycles.
From the eighth cycle, the PRE began to gradually decrease. The SRE increased first and
then decreased with the increase in the cycle, reaching the highest in the fifth cycle, which
was 68.24%. Overall, the change was small in the first eight cycles with the value of about
64%. In the 10th cycle, it had the lowest PRE and SRE of 60.57% and 48.4%, respectively.
After comprehensive analysis, after six cycles, the membrane could still maintain a good
membrane flux and treatment performance.

3.6. The Whole Evaluation of the UF

The whole removal performance of the UF process in this study was summarized, as
shown in Figure 8. For all the impurities, UF process achieved the best removal performance
with TRE of above 89.8%, followed by the CRE of 54.3%, PRE of above 71.7%, and SRE of
58.5%. The final UF filtrate had the LA content of 55.0 g/L, the chroma of 203.7 Hazen, the
turbidity of 1.0 NTU, the protein content of 0.02 g/L and the total sugar content of 0.9 g/L.
From these, it was obvious that for the refinement of the LA from the pre-microfiltered
broth, the UF process could effectively achieve the target to some extent. The chroma was
still high, which indicated that the combination of UF with other post-treatment processes
is needed. In addition, the LA loss was about 6.4%. Thus, in future research, the effort to
further lessen the loss of LA during the filtration should also be mentioned.
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Figure 8. The whole removal performance of the microfiltration membrane separation (a) and the
removal percentage of each component (b).

4. Conclusions

In this study, for the LA refinement from pre-microfiltered fermentation broth, with the
50 KDa polyethersulfone membrane, the optimum operation parameters were determined
as the pressure of 120 KPa, the pH of 6.0 and the flushing mode of backwashing with 1%
NaClO for 3 min. The best performance was achieved with the CRE, TRE, PRE and SRE of
54.3%, 89.8%, 71.7% and 58.5%, respectively, and LRE was 93.6%. This study paves the way
to LA refinement with UF membrane technology. The obtained results had the meaning
as the reference for the future research. In conclusion, the UF process is promising as the
effective separation method for the preliminary refinement of fermentation broth through
combing with other pre-treatment processes and post-treatment processes.
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