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Abstract: In order to increase the fractionation efficiency of the wheat straw, a deep eutectic solvent
(DES) system consisting of chlorine/lactic acid was used in this study for wheat straw pretreatment.
The outcomes exhibited that DES pretreatment significantly enhanced the capability to extract lignin,
retain cellulose, and remove hemicellulose. The best condition for the pretreatment of wheat straw
was 150 °C for 6 h. The process retained most cellulose in the pretreated biomass (49.94-73.60%),
and the enzymatic digestibility of the pretreatment residue reached 89.98%. Further characterization
of lignin showed that the high yield (81.54%) and the high purity (91.33%) resulted from the ether
bond cleavage in lignin and the connection between hemicellulose and lignin. As for application, the
enzymatic hydrolysis of the best condition reached 89.98%, and the lignin also had suitable stability.
The investigation exhibited that DES pretreatment has the potential to realize an efficient fractionation
of lignocellulosic biomass into high-applicability cellulose and lignin of high-quality.

Keywords: wheat straw; pretreatment; deep eutectic solvent; lignin; cellulose

1. Introduction

Fossil energy depletion and growing environmental problems are impeding sustain-
able socio-economic growth, and there has recently been a strong interest in clean and
renewable energy [1,2]. As a renewable carbon source featuring an annual output of ap-
proximately 200 billion tons, lignocellulose has attracted much attention for its capacity for
producing biofuels and high-value-added chemicals [3,4]. Nonetheless, resulting from its
compact structure composed of three major polymers, lignin (15-30 wt%), hemicellulose
(20-25 wt%), and cellulose (30-50 wt%), the high resistance of this biological structure is
typical [5,6]. Straw is one of the most common lignocellulosic wastes that are produced
by crops during their agricultural cultivation [7]. For example, 8-13 million tons of cereal
straw is generated every year in Germany, whereas about 12.2 million tons of straw was
produced in 2011 in the UK from cereals and oilseed. Globally, wheat straw is the most
important by-product of wheat processing produced in larger quantities [8,9]. In order to
make effective use of the three parts of the wheat straw, the applicable pretreatment step is
often necessary; for instance, the effectiveness of saccharification is greatly dependent on
removing stubborn structures comprising lignin and hemicellulose [10,11].

Many fractionation technologies are utilized for overcoming the recalcitrance of
biomass and opening up the complex structure of lignocellulose, such as ionic liquids (ILs)
pretreatment [12,13], alkali treatment [14,15], or physical pretreatment [16]. Mechanical
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milling with electricity as the main power source faces the obstacles of low saccharifica-
tion efficiency and high energy consumption [17]. As an efficient pretreatment approach,
alkaline hydrolysis is broadly adopted in the deconstruction of biomass. Nonetheless, the
major problem has restricted industrial application, which is attributed to the difficulty
of separating lignin and hemicellulose [18,19]. The application of ionic liquids (ILs) in
biomass pretreatment is increasingly identified as an effective and environmentally friendly
method. However, ILs have a fundamental disadvantage in terms of high cost. In addition,
its generalization and industrial application are also difficult due to the complexity of
the synthesis process [20]. Given the shortcomings of current pretreatment technologies,
the development of sustainable and skilled methods to improve biomass processing is an
ongoing impetus.

Recently, deep eutectic solvent (DES), a co-crystal blend of hydrogen bond acceptor
(HBA) and hydrogen bond donor (HBD), has been developed as an emerging method for
deconstructing the cell walls of grass and wood under proper conditions. So far, DESs have
attracted more attention in biomass fractionation due to their low cost, ease of synthesis, and
biodegradability. In addition, other performance issues, such as environmental protection
and low toxicity, can also be addressed [21]. In the field of biomass fractionation, DES
pretreatment efficiently extracted hemicellulose and lignin while keeping the cellulose intact
with no serious degradation, causing obvious changes in cell wall polymer characteristics
and greater accessibility to enhance cellulase hydrolysis [22,23]. Typically, choline chloride-
based DESs are identified by most investigators [24,25]. Many biomass-derived carboxylic
acids, such as oxalic acid (OA), lactic acid (LA), and formic acid (FA), are utilized as HBDs
in DES syntheses. The delignification efficiency of DES in this category varies depending
on the type of carboxylic acid and pretreatment conditions. Zhang and colleagues [26]
reported the highest delignification of 98.5% using corncob as feedstock and CHCI:OA as a
pretreatment solvent. Chloride/lactic acid also exhibited excellent properties in removing
lignin from grass and woody biomass and could remove lignin up to 93.1% [26]. The molar
ratio of carboxylic acid and CHCI impacts the extraction efficiency of lignin as well. For
instance, the extraction of lignin rose from 64.7% to 93.1% by increasing the molar ratio
of lactic acid to chloride from 2 to 15 [26]. This increase in lignin extraction can result
from more active protons provided by LA, facilitating the proton-catalyzed cleavage of
different bonds in biomass (e.g., lignin prime-polysaccharide bonds, glycosidic bonds in
polysaccharides, ether bonds in lignin). Overall, carboxylic acid-based DES pretreatment is
efficient in removing lignin but requires longer pretreatment times, ranging between 3 and
24 h, at temperatures between 60 and 150 °C. From an economical and practical point of
view, the preprocessing performance needs to be improved. Therefore, the feasibility of DES
recycling for corresponding cellulose saccharification and lignocellulose deconstruction
was intensively investigated. In addition, lignin extracted from the new DES would be an
ideal raw material for carbon materials and fuels. This provided a more comprehensive
understanding of the properties of lignin and more opportunities for its utilization.

A DES system consisting of lactic acid/choline chloride (LA/CHCI) is presented
for deconstructing wheat straw under eight different temperature and time conditions.
The structural alterations and enzymatic hydrolyses efficiency of the acquired cellulosic
materials were discussed. In addition, lignin thermochemistry was systematically studied.
It is generally believed that an in-depth understanding of the deconstruction process
of chloride/lactic acid will contribute to the industrialization of effective pretreatment
strategies in current biorefinery chemistry. Overall, the investigation integrated physical
and chemical approaches toward complete lignocellulosic biomass utilization, which was
proved to be a green course. Effective fractionation of lignocellulosic biomass was achieved
in this study.

2. Results and Discussion

The flow chart for the study of lignin extracted by DES was drawn in Figure 1. In the
investigation, wheat straw was pretreated by utilizing chloride/lactic acid DES solution
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1:20 (w:v) and at various temperatures (90 °C, 120 °C, 150 °C, and 180 °C) for 6 h and
12 h. Figure 1 schematically showed that DES fractionated biomass into three main parts:
(1) pretreated wheat straw, which was high in cellulose (SR); (2) high-purity DES lignin
(DL); (3) supernatant including hemicellulose and other components (DES solution). After
an entire pretreatment course, the efficacy of the DES system solution decreased to a certain
extent. After the steps of lignin precipitation and solid-liquid separation, the solution
system containing DES dissolved matter used DES, ethanol, and water and was treated
with a rotary evaporator to remove ethanol and water in the system.

Wheat straw
(WS)

DES (CHCI-LA, 1:2)

------------------- : S/L (w/v=1:20)
Temperature (90-
180°C)
Repeat Time (6-12h)

operation

Filtration - Solid Residue (SR)
: v
]
Remove water Precipitate lignin !
: Measurement;
' Morphology;
Supernatant Centrifugation : Composition etc.
]
+ ' 1
1
DES solution Vacuum-dry : DES Lignin (DL)
1

e e e e e e e e e e e e = = -

Figure 1. Flow chart for lignin extracted by DES.

During the entire pretreatment course, DES mainly acted on hemicellulose and lignin.
Hence, in order to study the effect of reaction temperature and time on the pretreatment
process, the reaction degree was curbed by modulating the reaction temperature and time.
The removal rate of lignin was controlled and hemicellulose by DES, and adjust the ultimate
product components. In addition, the potential utilization value of the DES-pretreated
lignocellulosic biomass could be explored through the characterization and analysis of the
components obtained after pretreatment.

2.1. Recovered Solids after Pretreatment of Wheat Straw by DES

The wheat straw was pretreated according to the Sections 3.2 and 3.3. After fractionat-
ing each component, each group of pretreated wheat straw was collected to recover solid
residues (SR), the rate of solid recovery was the ratio of the solid residues of pretreated
wheat straw to the original wheat straw, and it was calculated in Figure 2. After the ChCl-
LA-based DES treatment, wheat straw was divided into three fractions: solute in DES,
DES lignin, and solid residues. SR made up all insoluble biomass remaining after DES
pretreatment. A high SR percentage means fewer dissolved solids after DES pretreatment.
In this study, the pretreatment effect of wheat straw could be indicated clearly by SR.
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Figure 2. Recovered wheat straw solid residues obtained from various DES pretreatment conditions.

The solid recovery rate of wheat straw decreased first and then increased, aligning
with the investigation results of Lou [21] and Tan [27]. In the process of the pretreatment
conditions, the fractionation effect was more obvious. A large amount of hemicellulose and
lignin was extracted into the DES system, and most of the cellulose was retained until the
fractionation reached a certain condition (150 °C and 6 h in this experiment). The solid
recovery reached the lowest value of 40.88%, and then the solid recovery increased slightly.

At four temperatures (90 °C, 120 °C, 150 °C, and 180 °C) and two various reaction
times (6, 12 h), how reaction time and treatment temperature affect the extraction of lignin
through DES treatment was explored. At 90 °C, after DES treatment for as high as 6 h, only
a small fraction of the straw was dissolved. When the treatment temperature arrived at
120 °C (45.40%) and 150 °C (40.88%), the SR yield began to decrease significantly. Notably,
raising the treatment time to 180 °C did not decrease the SR further but increased it (44.53%).

In addition, except for the two groups of 90 °C and 6 h and 120 °C and 6 h, the
temperature change of the pretreatment had no obvious impact on the solid recovery. The
obvious drop in the recovery rate was due to the extraction of a considerable amount of
hemicellulose and lignin, which was also confirmed in the study of Lou et al. [28]. The
pretreatment temperature was more effective on the pretreatment effect of wheat straw.

The outcomes implied that temperature was an important consideration for ChCI-LA-
based DES treatment of wheat straw, and there were optimal treatment conditions that
maximized the lignin extraction rate.

2.2. Yield and Composition of Pretreated Wheat Straw

To understand how DES pretreatment affected wheat straw structural changes and
enzymatic digestibility, changes in cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin were quantified, and
the results were shown in Figure 3 (specific data were shown in Table S1 in the supporting
material). It is essential to determine the chemical composition of the recovered solids accu-
rately. The chemical compositions of initial wheat straw and DES-pretreated solid residues
are shown in Figure 3. The initial wheat straw consisted of cellulose (36.77% =+ 0.19%),
hemicellulose (24.98% =+ 0.16%), and lignin (23.59% =+ 0.12%).
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Figure 3. Chemical composition of wheat straw solid residues obtained from various DES pretreat-
ment conditions.

The chemical composition of the initial wheat straw changed obviously after DES
treatment. Notably, the hemicellulose percentage dropped as the treatment temperature
increased. Compared with the original hemicellulose content of 24.98%, the samples
pretreated from 150 °C to 180 °C showed significantly lower hemicellulose content, ranging
from 3.87% to 6.64%, which meant that high temperature was conducive to the dissolution
of hemicellulose and chemical degradation. At the same time, a large amount of lignin in the
wheat straw was extracted into the DES system, and the lignin content was reduced (from
23.59% in the original sample to 5.14% in the lowest group). This proved the effectiveness
of lignin extraction under the given pretreatment conditions. The extraction of lignin and
hemicellulose was caused by the fact that DES pretreatment could destroy carbohydrate
complexes in the structure of wheat straw to remove hemicellulose, and at the same time,
the ether bonds in lignin were disintegrated to enter the DES system.

The solid recovery of 80.31% and 60.00% were obtained under the pretreatment
condition of 90 °C and 6 h and 90 °C and 12 h, respectively, in which the hemicellulose
content was 20.63% and 19.42%, respectively. This implied that treatment temperature
had little effect on the effect of pretreatment. Under pretreatment conditions of 150 °C
and 6 h, the extraction rate and the purity of lignin reached the highest at 81.54% and
91.33%, respectively. However, the solid recovery rate of 150 °C and 6 h was the lowest at
40.88%. However, further raising the pretreatment temperature to 180 °C did not promote
the dissolution effect, which was consistent with the changing trend of solids recovery.

To clarify the extraction effect of lignin, the relevant components and contents of lignin
were also analyzed in Figure 4 (specific data were shown in Table S2 in the supporting
material). The lignin output varied from 15.26% to 81.54%, corresponding to continuous
extraction by increasing the temperature from 90 °C to 180 °C, with the highest yield of
81.54%. The purity of lignin could reach 91.33%, which was higher than the 90.8% purity of
regenerated lignin extracted from wheat straw and the highest purity of 88.6% of lignin
under the same conditions [21,29]. This indicated that lignin extraction by chloride/lactic
acid had a higher purity, which was beneficial to the decomposition and further utilization
of the wheat straw structure.
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Figure 4. Extracted DES lignin yield of wheat straw obtained from various DES pretreatment conditions.

The lignin purity was affected by the reaction time and temperature of the DES
treatment. Increasing the treatment temperature from 90 °C and 6 h to 150 °C and 6 h
results in significant improvements in both the lignin yield and lignin purity. However,
increasing the treatment time further could not improve the lignin yield and purity. Lignin
macromolecule contains a huge number of functional groups, such as aliphatic and phenolic
hydroxyl groups. In the wheat straw cell wall, lignin is also linked to hemicellulose via
various alkyl/aryl ether bonds to form the lignin-carbohydrate complexes [30]. The increase
in temperature made the protons more active, causing full 3-O-4 bond cleavage in lignin.
Meanwhile, with the increase in temperature, DES cleaved the bonds between hemicellulose
and lignin and the ether bonds in lignin, which might be an important factor in promoting
lignin extraction [21]. As the pretreatment became more stringent, the cellulose structure in
the system began to collapse and gradually converted into other chemicals (such as sugar
chaff). On the other hand, the lignin molecules were treated so seriously that they were
harder to extract, and some lignin molecules were adhered to the surface of wheat straw, so
the lignin yield and lignin purity decreased.

Figures 3 and 4 showed that under the condition of 150 °C for 6 h, the cellulose
(73.60%) in wheat straw was preserved to the greatest extent in this study. Most of the
hemicellulose was removed (6.64% remained), and most of the lignin was extracted from
the extracted lignin. The yield and purity of lignin were 81.54% and 91.33%, respectively.
It could be judged that 150 °C and 6 h was the best pretreatment condition for the study,
which was consistent with the change in solid recovery rate.

2.3. Microstructure Analysis of Pretreated Wheat Straw

For a better understanding of the structural alterations of wheat straw during pretreat-
ment, including fiber destruction and increasing porous structure, the morphologies of the
initial and pretreated specimens were investigated by SEM (scanning electron microscopy).
The SEM images were divided into three groups: Figure 5a was the unpretreated wheat straw,
Figure 5b showed the wheat straw treated at different temperatures and times, b-i (90 °C for
6 h), b-ii (90 °C for 12 h), b-iii (120 °C for 6 h), b-iv (120 °C for 12 h), b-v (150 °C for 6 h), and
b-vi (150 °C for 12 h), and Figure 5c showed the wheat straw pretreated at 180 °C.
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Figure 5. SEM picture of WS: (a) unpretreated; (b) (b-i) (90 °C for 6 h), (b-ii) (90 °C for 12 h),
(b-iii) (120 °C for 6 h), (b-iv) (120 °C for 12 h), (b-v) (150 °C for 6 h), and (b-vi) (150 °C for
12 h); (c) 180 °C.

As shown in Figure 5a, natural biomass had a complete and smooth surface featuring
an ordered fibrous structure. At the same time, the non-porous and rigid structure sig-
nificantly prevented enzyme molecules from going into the wheat straw, so the cellulose
accessibility was restricted. This was in contrast to Figure 5b,c, in which DES-pretreated
wheat straw exhibited fiber separation and slight cracks at elevated temperatures. Fur-
thermore, resulting from the removal of lignin and hemicellulose, the dense fiber bundles
became loose and disorganized, which facilitated enzyme hydrolyses and penetration.
Therefore, during the enzymatic hydrolysis, the cellulase obtained a suitable environment,
and the enzymatic digestion efficiency of the cellulase was significantly improved. The
more lignin and xylan removed, the greater the exposure of surface area and disordered
fibrils, thus, improving cellulose accessibility [31-33]. Moreover, the resulting solid residue
surface was not as smooth as anticipated since the residue after DES pretreatment still
contained some non-fibrous components.

If the pretreatment temperature was constant, as the pretreatment temperature in-
creased, the pretreatment effect of wheat straw increased, and the removal of hemicellulose
and lignin increased correspondingly, which was consistent with the specific data of recov-
ered solids anastomosis (Table S1). However, when the pretreatment conditions reached a
certain level, namely Table S1, the morphology of the recovered solids at 180 °C had been
severely damaged, and at the same time, the solid recovery rate at 180 °C began to decrease
slightly, the overall pretreatment effect also deteriorated. In general, as the severity of
pretreatment gradually deepened, the pretreatment effect also increased steadily, but when
it reached a certain value (150 °C and 6 h in this experiment), the pretreatment effect no
longer continued to improve and showed a downward trend. Combined with the solid
recovery rate, the group of 150 °C and 6 h was the group with the best pretreatment effect.

2.4. Microstructure Analysis of Pretreated Wheat Straw

FTIR was performed to identify changes made on wheat straw after 150 °C and 6 h
pretreatment. It is shown in Figure 6. Resulting from changes in (3-glycosidic bonds be-
tween hemicellulose, cellulose, and glucose polymers, the C-O-C stretching of b-glycosidic
bonds between sugar units in hemicellulose and cellulose exhibited uptake at 895, 1031,
and 1159 cm~! [34], which might be interpreted based on a large hemicellulose removal
proportion [35]. The flattening of the peak at 1735 cm ! indicated that in the hemicellulose
carbonyl ester, the C=0 acetyl group was obviously destroyed [34], and the absorption
peak here was mainly from the carbonyl group in the hemicellulose (partly from the cel-
lulose). The DES-pretreated samples exhibited significantly lower uptake compared to
the untreated samples, indicating that a large amount of hemicellulose (from 24.98% to
6.64%) was removed during the pretreatment process, an observation consistent with the
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component content analysis results in Figure 3 [36]. The signal at 1363 cm ! was assigned

to C-H stretching, associated with amorphous and crystalline cellulose, respectively. At
1435 cm !, the small peak reduction corresponded to the C-C stretching vibration of lignin
ring aromatics [36]. At 2900 cm ™!, the peak implied that alkane functional groups were
discovered in the C-H stretching vibration, which indicated that a large amount of lignin
was extracted into the DES system during the pretreatment process, thus reducing the
lignin content in the pretreated wheat straw. As for the large peak band between 3000 and
3500 cm ™!, it was attributed to the change of much hydroxyl-OH during the pretreatment
process, where the vibration was extremely obvious, indicating that DES extracted many
aromatic rings in wheat straw, the treated wheat straw polarity was weakened, and the
binding ability with -OH was greatly reduced. Combined with the changes in component
content (Figure 3), the FTIR spectrum proved that the pretreatment process could achieve
the purpose of biomass fractionation of wheat straw.

Control
—— Pretreated WS of 150°C&6h
Y
5
7]
B
5
2
=
Z,
N 1 N 1 M 1 N 1 M 1 N 1 N
4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500

Wavemeter(cm-1)
Figure 6. FTIR spectra of untreated and DES-pretreated wheat straw.

2.5. Enzymatic Saccharification

To study the potential utilization value of pretreated wheat straw, further enzymatic
digestibility assessments were performed on all pretreated solid residues. Figure 7 showed
that when the pretreatment time was 6 h, enzymatic hydrolysis digestibility increased
significantly as treatment temperature increased. The 72 h enzymatic digestion rate of
90 °C, 120 °C, 150 °C, and 180 °C were 46.56%, 58.06%, 89.98%, and 72.81%, respectively;
when the pretreatment time was 12 h, the 72 h enzymatic digestion rates of 90 °C, 120 °C,
150 °C, and 180 °C were 39.97%, 64.72%, 87.63%, and 73.90%, respectively. This is similar
to the study of Xie et al. [37]. However, it is worth noting that if the temperature increased
from 150 °C to 180 °C, the enzymatic digestibility decreased from 89.98% to 72.81%, and the
same trend was for the 12 h group, from 87.63% to 73.90%. If the temperature increased from
90 °C to 150 °C, the pretreatment would break the chemical bonds between hemicellulose,
cellulose, and lignin, thereby significantly improving the enzymatic digestion rate. When
the temperature was too high, that was, 180 °C, the pretreatment would cause more serious
damage to the connection between lignin, cellulose, and hemicellulose, and this damage
would make the broken lignin fragments cover the fibers again. Similar speculations and
findings have been proposed by some researchers, such as Liu et al. [38], Isci et al. [39],
and Chen et al. [40]. In fact, according to the SEM, as the treatment temperature increased,
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Cracks and crevices slowly began to appear on the smooth surface of the wheat straw, and
then the wheat straw gradually became loose and disorganized. When the pretreatment
temperature reached 180 °C, the structure of the wheat straw collapsed seriously. The
surface coverage was also reduced. The 72 h enzymatic digestion rate ranged from 46.56%
at 90 °C and 6 h t0 39.97% at 90 °C and 12 h, from 58.06% at 120 °C and 6 h to 64.72% at
12 °C and 12 h, and from 89.98% at 150 °C and 6 h to 87.63% of 150 °C and 12 h, from 72.81%
at 180 °C and 6 h to 73.90% at 180 °C and 12 h, there were two points worth noting here:
firstly, the pretreatment effect was much worse than that of the pretreatment temperature;
secondly, in the two groups of 90 °C and 180 °C, the pretreatment effect decreased with the
increase in the pretreatment time. It proved that the intensity of pretreatment time was not
as large as that of pretreatment temperature, the increase in pretreatment time would have
a negative effect. When the pretreatment temperature was too high, the solid and liquid
mixed in the slurry, the large lignin fragments covered the cellulose surface again for a long
time, which reduced the digestibility during the enzymatic hydrolysis process. Combined
with the effects of pretreatment temperature and time, the optimal pretreatment group was
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Figure 7. Enzymatic digestion of pretreated WS residues by DES.

2.6. Thermal Analyses of Lignin

Thermogravimetric (TG) analyses verified the percent weight loss and thermal stability
of lignin specimens. It was an important characteristic of lignin and had practical implica-
tions, especially in the field of application. Therefore, the TG plots of lignin separated at
150 °C and 6 h were carried out at a heating rate of 10 °C/min, the onset temperature is
20 °C, and the outcomes are shown in Figure 8.

— T6(%) — DT
100% T—<— 120
90% 100 4
80% \ 80 4
E
=
o 70% i;.ﬂ 60 -
60% S 40
o g 401
50% R 20 1
40% ' 0
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Temperature (°C) Temperature (°C)

Figure 8. TG and DTG curve of lignin.



Molecules 2022, 27, 7955

10 of 14

First, rapid weight loss occurred at 25-100 °C, which resulted from water molecule
capture through the hydrophilic groups of lignin [41], and the removal of volatiles [42].
After that, a mild stage at 100-200 °C was associated with the cleavage of weak C-O
bonds in 3-O-4" bonds and dehydration of hydroxyl groups [42]. When the temperature
reached 200450 °C, inter-unit bonds such as aryl ether bonds started pyrolyzing, and
it was discovered that the slope of the TG curve was the largest here, which was due
to the fastest decomposition rate at this stage due to lignin oxidation. There were two
main stages of this decomposition process, which typically occurred around 200 °C and
350 °C, respectively. The weight loss (WL) around 200 °C was mainly attributed to the
degradation of small molecular lignin and lignin side chains [43]. The onset temperature
of the first phase was regarded as the main parameter for thermal material application in
plastics [44]. The second WL of DES lignin at 350 °C majorly resulted from the serious
cleavage of the internal bonds of lignin after further heating, causing the production of
small-molecule volatiles [45]. Moreover, it was evident that after 450 °C, the thermal mass
of each lignin specimen decreased mildly. This might result from the lignin condensation
reaction at high temperatures, forming macro-molecular refractory products [1]. Robust
aromatic rings and C-C bonds decomposed mildly above 500 °C. Furthermore, the DES
lignin obtained in this study exhibited a rather high coke residue resulting from forming
fused C-C bonds [46]. About 41.5% of the coke was obtained when the temperature reached
800 °C. The solid char residue sulfate lignin showed 47.8% residual coke, and the DES-
extracted lignin (DEL) featured only 33.4% residue, indicating a more concentrated C-C
bond in the sulfate lignin in comparison with the DEL [47]. The lower quantity of C-C
bonds in the EL might contribute to its easier value-added to aromatics [47,48], which
implies it is greater potential for application in the production of chemicals. DTG analysis
was also performed, and the DTG curve was related to water removal at low temperatures
(50 to 150 °C) [48]. Furthermore, a sharp maximum was registered at 300 °C, caused by
-O-4 bond cleavage [49]. The shoulder at larger temperature (450-550 °C) corresponds to
C-C bond cleavage in lignin [49]. The peak around 700 °C corresponds to the forming of
condensed lignin structures through polymerization reactions/condensation that occur at
larger temperatures [47,48].

In summary, the DES fractionation of lignin has great potential for pyrolysis to produce
coke and carbon materials.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

Wheat straw came from Lianyungang City, Jiangsu Province, China. The wheat straw
specimens were ground with a grinder to a particle size of 60-80 mesh, consisting of
36.77% cellulose, 24.98% hemicellulose, 23.59% lignin, and 15.66% other components, and
then vacuum dried at 105 °C for more than 48 h. Cellulase with 150 FPU/mL pilocytic
activity was provided by Novozymes, China. LA and CHCI came from Aladdin Industrial
Corporation. All other chemicals were of analytical grade and were employed without
being further purified.

3.2. DES Preparation

DES mixture was carried out with choline chloride and LA in a molar ratio of 1:2.
Specifically, 139.63 g CHCl and 180.16 g LA were mixed and heated for two hours at 80 °C.
After obtaining a clear mixture free of solid particles, the DES was cooled in a desiccator to
prevent moisture absorption [29].

3.3. DES Pretreat Wheat Straw

Pretreatment was performed in a 100 mL round-bottom flask containing 40 mL of DES
and 2 g of wheat straw. The blend was heated to the target temperature (90 °C, 120 °C,
150 °C, 180 °C) and preserved at the target temperature for 6 h and 12 h under constant
magnetic stirring. After the reaction, DES liquid and solid fractions were vacuum filtered
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with 50% ethanol/water (300 mL, v/v) until the filtrate was neutral. The mixture of DES and
residues was evaporated to remove ethanol using a rotary evaporator at 65 °C. Meantime,
after standing for about 2 h, a precipitated solid was obtained, which was defined to be
regenerated lignin. The lignin was collected through vacuum filtration using a 0.45 pm
membrane and washed with deionized water. The method was adjusted based on the
study of Lou et al. [21].

Lignin was precipitated, then the further liquid mixture was concentrated by adopting a
rotary evaporator for two hours at 60 °C to remove the remaining water in the DES system.

3.4. Enzymatic Hydrolyses

In a 25 mL round-bottom flask, by adopting 300 mg biomass (dry weight), enzymatic
hydrolysis of untreated and pretreated wheat straw was performed at 5% (w/v) biomass
loading. A total of 50 mM sodium acetate buffer was added to maintain a proper enzyme
environment (PH = 4.8). The solid residue was loaded with 15 FPU/g for cellulose. Samples
were withdrawn at 72 h, 60 h, 48 h, 36 h, 24 h, 12 h, and 6 h. When it reached the desired
enzymatic hydrolysis time, the reaction was stopped by sealing 0.2 mL of the supernatant
for five minutes in a boiling water bath. Then, the saccharification kinetics was monitored
by applying high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC-20AT, Shimadzu, Tokyo,
Japan) with a refractive index detector (RID-10A, Shimadzu, Japan); the column was a
Shodex SH1011 column (Showa Denko K.K., Tokyo, Japan). The enzymatic hydrolysis
residue was dried and stored for further use. Three replicate experiments were performed
for each enzymatic hydrolysis step. Enzymatic digestibility was defined as the amount of
glucose produced by enzymatic hydrolysis to the glucan content in wheat straw [37].

3.5. Characteristics of the Pretreated Wheat Straw

Based on the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) standard [50], the compo-
sitions of the raw and pretreated wheat straw were determined. All assays were performed
in triplicate and presented as average values. Monosaccharide quantification was per-
formed at 45 °C by HPLC, consisting of a refractive index detector by employing a column
eluted with deionized water at 60 °C. The flow rate was 0.6 mL-min~!. Additional support
for the extent of wheat straw after pretreatment was determined through FTIR. A Nicolet-
6700 spectrometer (Thermo Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) was used to observe FTIR
through a spectrophotometer in the wavelength scope of 4000-500 cm~!. The morphology
of the cellulose residue was explored by adopting a scanning electron microscope (SEM)
(ZEISS, Jena, Germany, GeminiSEM300). The accelerating voltage was 10 kV.

3.6. Characterization of Lignin

The purity of lignin was calculated based on the total amount of acid-soluble lignin
(ASL) and acid-insoluble lignin (AIL) as a percentage of the total weight of the recovered
lignin determined according to standard procedures [29]. Similarly, the average values
were used for analysis. Thermogravimetric analyses (TG) of the specimens were tested on
a thermal analyzer (TA Instruments Thermogravimetric Analyzer (TGA Q500), Waltham,
MA, USA) system. Heat the specimens from 20 °C to 800 °C at 10 °C-min~! under a
nitrogen atmosphere (50 mL-min ).

4. Conclusions

This study presented a comprehensive understanding of the pretreatment of lignocel-
lulose using a low-cost chloride/lactic acid system. The solution exhibited considerable
selective extraction of hemicellulose and lignin while retaining substantial amounts of
cellulose. The enzymatic saccharification was the highest after pretreatment at 150 °C for
6 h, reaching 89.98%, indicating that the pretreated wheat straw has a high utilization rate.
DES pretreatment realized effective lignocellulosic biomass fractionation into high-quality
lignin and highly adaptable cellulose.
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