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Abstract

:

This paper outlines the numerical modeling procedure aimed at defining the guidelines for the development of a continuous microwave-assisted pilot plant for shelled almond disinfestation, as an alternative to the use of chemicals. To this end, a 3D Multiphysics numerical tool involving both electromagnetic and thermal models was developed to predict the temperature and electric field profiles inside the microwave treatment chamber. Three different microwave sources arrangements were simulated and the accuracy of the model was verified under different residence times of almonds in the treatment chamber using the developed prototype. The modeling results demonstrated that the arrangement having five microwave sources, each delivering a maximum power of 1.5 kW and frequency of 2.45 GHz, ensures good heating uniformity. The obtained results proved that the model enables the accurate prediction of the temperature trend (root-mean-square error/RMSE = 0.82). A strong linear regression was detected for the standard deviation between the simulated and experimental data (linear regression, R2 = 0.91). The very low COV value for the experimental temperature data demonstrated the heating uniformity as the treatment time changed. The developed model and the simulation strategy used may provide useful design guidance for microwave-assisted continuous plants for disinfestation, with a significant impact on the almond industry.
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1. Introduction


The almond (Prunus dulcis) is one of the most popular dried fruits consumed in many countries in the world. It is highly appreciated by consumers thanks to its composition in terms of macronutrients and micronutrients [1] and because its regular consumption has many beneficial effects for human health [2,3]. Almonds are widely used to produce almond milk, snacks and yogurt, as well as being widely used in the food industry and in the confectionery industry [1,4].



As often happens with nuts, legumes, cereals, and many other foodstuffs, during the production, storage and marketing steps, contamination with insects or pests is one of the biggest problems [5,6,7,8,9]. As reported in [10,11], the main pests of harvested almonds are the Indian meal moth (Plodia interpunctella), navel orangeworm (Amyelois transitella) and red flour beetle (Tribolium castaneum). The proliferation of these parasites contributes to quantitative and qualitative losses of the product as well as to the loss of competitiveness for the entire supply chain. Therefore, before almonds are marketed, post-harvest phytosanitary treatments are often required to control insect pests. Chemical and physical methods are used for managing these issues. Thanks to the cost-effectiveness and ease of use, disinfestation via chemical methods such as fumigation with hydrogen phosphide and propylene oxide is widely used across the globe to prevent or treat insect and pest control. On the other hand, fumigants have hazardous effects on humans and the environment, they require skilled and certified professionals for their use, insects can develop resistance to fumigants, and a low dose of chemical fumigation may be ineffective for killing insects in the egg stage. Additionally, the increasing demand for organic foods, and several other economic and ecological reasons, hinder the commercial usage of fumigants [10,11,12].



As reported in [13], non-chemical methods such as cold storage, a controlled atmosphere and low pressure require lengthy exposure as well as high investment and management costs. In addition, thermal treatments with hot air are not very effective since the high resistance to heat transfer by conduction triggers a slow heat transfer rate in almonds; thus, lengthy treatments and high running costs result [14].



Considering these drawbacks, electromagnetic fields at microwave (MW) frequencies may provide a valuable alternative for post-harvest insect control in dried agricultural commodities. MW heating has no harmful residual products, it does not leave any chemical residue in the food, it reduces adverse effects on the environment, it kills insects, larvae, eggs and others and it affects the reproduction of the survivors [15,16,17,18,19]. Additional advantages of MW systems, in the context of industrial plants, include (i) operator safety, (ii) process automation, (iii) fast and efficient heating, (iv) a reduced footprint compared to traditional heating technologies, (v) preservation of the nutritional quality of the food and (vi) compliance with the international environmental rules and with the requirements of the Montreal Protocol [20]. Food processing and production plays a significant role in man-made global greenhouse gas emissions, contributing to about one-third of them. Microwave technology has proven to be efficient for reducing energy consumption and heating time as well as to enable a higher heating rate, thus demonstrating itself to be eco-friendly and able to reduce the carbon footprint [21,22].



Although MW heating can readily deliver energy to generate heat in the moist portion within foods, some factors as thickness, geometry and dielectric properties of the food, as well as the geometry of the treatment chamber, can affect the heating uniformity [23,24]. As a result, some changes in the chemical composition of the flavors (combined perception of compounds responsible for taste and aroma), color and texture, negatively affect the overall quality of the food. Additionally, issues related to pathogen/insect survival and microbial safety can arise [25].



The improvement in heating uniformity as well as the maximization of the energy coupling to the food are still research challenges since they mainly depend on the electromagnetic field distribution within the microwave treatment chamber and the dielectric properties of materials.



To overcome this problem, several solutions have been proposed, such as using the resonance phenomenon and using various microwave frequencies; however, adding a stirrer in the reactor is generally the most effective and has been employed widely in microwave continuous-flow reactors. In fact, the stirring systems improve the uniformity of heating [26,27].



To this end, the finite element method and numerical simulation can be useful tools for the optimization of food heating strategies [28,29,30,31].



The only scientific research in which microwaves were used to disinfest almonds is reported in [10]. In this study, the authors asserted that the MW thermal treatment of unshelled almonds could represent an alternative to chemical fumigation, balancing the complete killing of insects with minimal thermal impact on product quality. However, in this research, a domestic microwave oven with discontinuous flow was used and heating uniformity was not investigated.



The primary aim in this study is the development of a semi-industrial microwave (MW) prototype with continuous mass flow for almond processing, capable of handling a feed rate of at least 2 kg min−1, maintaining a minimal residence time of at least 90 s, and achieving almond temperatures of up to 60 °C with homogeneous temperature distribution inside the treatment chamber. Moreover, numerical simulations were carried out with the main aim to identify the best design solution of the MW prototype (number of MW sources along the treatment chamber), ensuring an optimal heating uniformity during the whole process.




2. Materials and Methods


The sequential steps to study and develop the MW machine are listed below:




	
Study of the dielectric properties of unshelled almonds (Prunus dulcis). Filippo Ceo almonds variety was used. They were harvested in Toritto (BA-Italy) in August 2022, then hulled, dried, and shelled.



	
Development of a numerical model to define the minimum optimal number of magnetrons necessary to achieve the dual objective: (i) obtain uniformity of the magnetic field inside the treatment chamber along its entire length; (ii) ensure that the maximum temperature of at least 60 °C is reached with a residence time of no less than 90 s. Therefore, the numerical simulation was carried out without considering the movement of the almonds along the treatment chamber, as it did not influence the two pre-established objectives.



	
The placement of the MW sources feeding the treatment chamber of the prototype. In this regard, a 3D model coupling the electromagnetic and heat transfer processes was established using a multiphysics solver [32,33,34]. The temperature and electric field distribution inside the treatment chamber were analyzed under three different placements of the MW sources and at different processing times. The whole design was carried out taking care to prevent and minimize possible microwave energy leakage. To this end, honeycomb filters integrated in both loading and unloading sections of the pilot plant were suitably designed. In this way, the hazards due to the worker’s exposure to microwaves were practically negligible, and the whole plant was compliant with international recommendations [35], European regulations [36] and Italian regulations limiting the exposure of people to electromagnetic fields [37].



	
Build of the semi-industrial MW-based pilot plant with continuous flow by means the internal helix.



	
Experimental trials with the aim of testing plant performance, and evaluating the temperature reached and the heating uniformity of processed almonds at different processing times. To this regard, the temperature values predicted with the numerical simulations were compared with the experimental results and statistically analyzed.








It should be noted that the numerical simulation was carried out statically (without a helix in the treatment chamber) while the experimental evaluations were carried out dynamically (with a helix in treatment chamber). Therefore while for the statistical comparison between the simulated and experimented temperatures the helix has no influence, since the temperature depends only on the generated magnetic field, for the uniformity of heating the helix can have an influence. These aspects were interpreted and reported in the results chapter.



2.1. Microwave Heating


The microwave heating of food is a complex multiphysics phenomenon involving electromagnetic fields in a cavity [38] and heat transfer. The interaction of MW energy with the charges and dipoles inside the food generates their translation or rotation. The resistance to this movement creates friction and collisions, which result in the transformation of MW energy into thermal energy. So, the MW heating process mainly depends on (i) the MW frequency (commonly 915 MHz and 2.45 GHz), (ii) the electromagnetic field pattern inside the treatment chamber, (iii) the dielectric properties of the food, and (iv) the heat dissipation due to the heat and mass transfer. Generally, it is difficult to examine the temperature profile and electromagnetic field distribution inside the closed metallic MW treatment chamber during an actual thermal processing. Thus, it could be useful to predict such behaviors through a computer-based analysis.




2.2. Dielectric Properties


The effectiveness of MW heating can be quantified if the dielectric properties of the food are known. They can be assessed according to the complex relative permittivity defined by the equation


    ε   r   =     ε   r   ′   − j    ε   r   ″   



(1)




where the dielectric constant      ε   r   ′    and the dielectric loss factor      ε   r   ″    quantify the capability of the material to store and dissipate MW energy, respectively. Several studies pertaining to the dielectric properties of many foods, such as fruits and vegetables, meat and ham, starch and glucose solutions, various food proteins and some types of pasta, have been published [23,39,40]. However, there are less data on the dielectric properties of almonds. On the other hand, the development of equations to predict the dielectric properties of food would be very useful to gain insights into interactions between food and electromagnetic energy. Within this framework, we used literature data and empirical equation modeling of both the dielectric constant and loss factor versus the temperature T and moisture content M [41]


       ε   r   ′   = 2.96 − 0.10 T + 0.05 M + 6.56 ×   10   − 3   T M + 2.41 ×   10   − 3     T   2   − 0.07   M   2   − 2.31 ×   10   − 4     T   2   M + 6.37 ×   10   − 4   T   M   2   −  1.65 ×   10   − 5     T   3   + 0.01   M   3   + 3.72 ×   10   − 6     T   2     M   2   + 8.94 ×   10   − 7     T   3   M − 2.79 ×   10   − 5   T   M   3     + 3.79 ×   10   − 8     T   4   − 3.12 ×   10   − 4     M   4     



(2)




and


     ε   r   ″  = 11.54 − 0.09 T − 4.95 M + 0.01 T M + 1.65 ×   10   − 3     T   2   − 0.72   M   2   − 1.58 ×   10   − 4     T   2   M − 5.29 ×   10   − 4   T   M   2    − 1.35 ×   10   − 5     T   3   − 0.04   M   3   + 3.36 ×   10   − 6     T   2     M   2   + 6.00 ×   10   − 7     T   3   M + 7.66 ×   10   − 6   T   M   3    + 4.12 ×   10   − 8     T   4   + 8.36 ×   10   − 4     M   4    



(3)







Equations (2) and (3) refer to a frequency of 2.45 GHz; T and M can change from 20 to 90 °C and from 4.2% to 19.6%, respectively. Nevertheless, the food to be heated is generally a heterogeneous dielectric mixture consisting, in this case, of almonds embedded in a host material (air). Thus, to simplify the resulting complex and difficult electromagnetic problem we assumed a continuous effective medium having dielectric permittivity, given by


    ε   r ,   e f f   =   f   a l     ε   r ,   a l   +   1 −   f   a l       ε   r , a i r    



(4)




where εr,al, fal and εr,air are the relative dielectric permittivity of almonds, given by Equations (2) and (3), the volumetric concentration of almonds and the relative dielectric permittivity of air, respectively.




2.3. Electromagnetic and Thermal Modeling


The numerical modeling combines all relevant physics, including the electromagnetic interaction with the almond and plant components as well as the conductive and convective heat transfer. The electromagnetic energy distribution in the 3D space and over time was calculated by solving the time-domain integral form of the Maxwell equations [42]:


    ∮  l        E · d l   = −   ∫  S          δ B   δ t     · δ S  



(5)






    ∮  l        B · d l   = µ   ∫  S            δ D   δ t   + J     · δ S  



(6)






    ∮  S        D · d S   =   ∫  V        ρ d V    



(7)






    ∮  S        B · d S   = 0  



(8)




in conjunction with the impedance and perfectly matched layer boundary conditions, as well as the relative permittivity of the materials present in the whole plant. In the calculations, all materials are non-magnetic; thus, their interaction with the magnetic field is negligible. The internal volumetric heat generation term, quantifying the power dissipated inside the material, can be evaluated using the equation


    Q   M W   = π f   ε   0     ε   r , e f f   ″       E     2    



(9)




where f is the frequency of the MW signal,     ε   0     is the vacuum permittivity,     ε   r , e f f   ″     is the effective dielectric loss factor, and E is the electric field. Once QMW is evaluated, the temperature distribution of food was calculated by solving the Fourier energy balance equation [43,44]:


  ρ   C   P     δ T   δ t   = ∇ ·   k ∇ T   +   Q   M W    



(10)




where CP (Jkg−1K−1) is the specific heat, k (Wm−1K−1) is the thermal conductivity, ρ (kgm−3) is the material density and T (K) is the temperature field. The energy balance equation is solved considering that the thermal properties of the food remain constant through the entire heating process and that the phase change, mass transfer and chemical reaction are negligible.




2.4. Numerical Modeling


The footprint of MW machine was chosen to develop a prototype that processed the product continuously; therefore, it was necessary to design a system consisting of a cylindrical treatment chamber and an internal transport system made up of a metallic helix. The design choice of using the helix as an alternative to the screw is due to its lower resistance to the diffusion of the microwaves in the volume of the treatment chamber.



The choices of the geometric parameters of the treatment chamber (diameter and length) arise from the operational needs of the system.



A minimum flow rate of the system equal to at least 2 kg min−1 and a minimal residence time of the almonds inside the treatment chamber equal to at least 90 s were assumed.



The flow rate and residence time values were measured on the basis of preliminary tests carried out before the construction of the plant, with a simplified prototype consisting of a feeding hopper, tube (treatment chamber) and internal helix (transport system).



Figure 1 shows the technical design of the MW prototype. The treatment chamber consists of a polypropylene tube (green region) with an inner diameter, outer diameter and length of the tube of 90.8 mm, 125 mm, and 3000 mm, respectively. Inside the tube a rotating metallic helix allows the almonds to be mixed and moved from the supply section to the discharge section. On the feeding side is placed a honeycomb filter integrated with the feed hopper. The dust extraction chamber is shown on the opposite side. Figure 1 shows three different setups with 1, 3 and 5 MW sources equidistant from each other along the treatment chamber:



A1: 1 MW source of 7.5 kW (Figure 1a);



A2: 3 MW sources of 2.5 kW (Figure 1b);



A3: 5 MW sources of 1.5 kW (Figure 1c).



For the three different arrangements, the numerical simulations were carried out under different processing times (residence time of the almonds inside the treatment tube) to identify the right number, placement, and MW power minimizing hotspots and allowing a uniform heating of the almonds in the treatment chamber. The residence time used for numerical simulation was of 80 s, 100 s, 120 s, 140 s, 160 s, 180 s and 200 s.



For each arrangement, the whole design was numerically carried out using the 3D simulation software Dassault Systemes CST STUDIO SUITE® 2022. The time domain solver was used to perform both the electromagnetic and thermal analyses. The computational domain is an air box containing the MW prototype. In this way, it was possible to quantify the electromagnetic field inside the treatment chamber as well as the one escaping in the external environment. So, the electromagnetic simulations were carried out considering a frequency range of 2.4 to 2.5 GHz and the perfectly matched layer boundary condition surrounding the whole computational domain. The waveguide port setting provided by the electromagnetic solver was used to feed the computational domain with power and to absorb the returning power. Hexahedral meshing was used, characterized by 10 cells per wavelength, 20 cells per max model box edge and a fraction of maximum cell near to model of 15 (giving about 30 million of cells). The thermal simulations were performed by fixing a temperature Tb = 16 °C on the boundary of the air box containing the MW prototype as well as a uniform initial temperature T0 = 16 °C on the whole computational domain. The latter constrain is justified by considering the stationary solution of Equation (10) with no volumetric heat source. Moreover, Equation (10) was applied to the whole computational domain including the bunch of almonds, propylene tube, air volume inside and outside the treatment chamber, metallic walls and helix. Hexahedral meshing characterized by 30 cells per max model box edge and a fraction of maximum cell near to model of 20 (giving about 140,000 cells) was set. The accuracy was set at −40 dB and the high-order method with adaptive time step was used for the time integration settings. The metal of the MW plant was modeled as a lossy 1010 stainless steel with an electric conductivity σ = 7 × 106 Sm−1 according to Equations (2)–(4). The dielectric properties of almonds were calculated using Equations (2) and (3) by setting M = 4.2% and T = Tb. The resulting values were     ε   r , a l   ′     = 1.42 and tan δ =     ε   r , a l   ″   /   ε   r , a l   ′     = 0.14. Moreover, the effective dielectric permittivity of the medium filling the polypropylene tube was calculated using Equation (4) by setting fal = 64%. However, the numerical simulations were carried out neglecting the movement of the almonds along the treatment chamber as well as by considering the honeycomb filter without almonds.



Table 1 summarizes the model parameters required to perform simulations.



The simulated temperature field pertaining to the 3D space filled with almonds was sampled at 971 points along the longitudinal axis of the treatment chamber (step 3.14 mm) and 9 points on the transversal section; thus, 8739 samples were considered. Given that the inner cross section of the tube is a circle with the diameter d = 90.8 mm, the 9 points were chosen so that one corresponds to the center of the cross section (center), four to the diametrically opposed points on the concentric ring with the diameter d1 = 40.3 mm (inner) and four on the concentric ring with the diameter d1 = 90.6 mm (outer). Moreover, the same sampling was carried out for the following residence times: 80 s, 100 s, 120 s, 140 s, 160 s, 180 s and 200 s. Numerical simulations were performed using a workstation with two processors: Intel Xeon Gold, 3 GHz, 12 cores and RAM 512 GB, 266 MHz ECC.




2.5. Experimental Procedure to Evaluate the Thermal Uniformity


Following the results obtained with the numerical simulation, the MW prototype was built and tested to check its correct operation.



Almonds (Prunus dulcis) of the Tuono cultivar were used for the experimental tests. The harvested almonds were hulled, sun-dried, shelled and then stored at a controlled temperature of 18 °C.



Experimental test plans were carried out to measure the surface temperature of the outgoing almonds at residence times of 80 s, 100 s, 120 s, 140 s, 160 s, 180 s and 200 s, obtained by adjusting the electric motor frequency drive of the helix in the range between 30 Hz and 80 Hz. The measurement of the temperature of the almonds in the different test conditions was carried out using an infrared thermometer (Omega Engineering, mod. OM051-LT, Norwalk, CT, USA) installed at the exit of the treatment chamber. The data detected by the thermometer were reported on the control PLC of the MW plant.



Total MW power was 7.5 kW. The almonds used for the experiments had been previously stored and kept at a constant temperature of 16 °C (the same initial temperature assumed for the numerical simulation) in a temperature-controlled chamber. For each trial, a homogeneous batch of almonds of 150 kg was used. Each trial was repeated 10 times.



During trials, the flow rate was determined by measuring the time needed to treat the 150 kg batch of almonds; in addition, the surface temperature of the almonds at the end of the treatment was determined using a thermal imager (Testo 876, Testo SE & Co. KGaA, Lenzkirch, Germany) with uncertainty of ±2%, an FPA 160 × 120 pixel, a range measurement spectrum from 8 up to 14 µm and an update frequency of 9 Hz. The thermal pictures were captured at 0.5 m. Thirty thermal images were processed for each test condition.




2.6. Moisture Content of Almonds


The moisture content of the shelled almonds (% wet basis) was detected according to the method described in [45], both on samples of untreated and microwave-treated almonds.




2.7. Statistical Analysis


MATLAB® (The Mathworks Inc., Natick, MA, USA) machine learning and statistical toolboxes were used for the experimental data processing. Significance set at p < 0.05 was tested using ANOVA and the Tukey–Kramer test for mean separation.



The coefficient of variation (COV) is expressed as


  C O V =   1     T   a   −   T   0          ∑  i = 1   N          T   i   −   T   a       2       N     



(11)




and was used to describe the uniform temperature distribution [31] both for the simulated and experimental temperatures. In Equation (11), Ti and Ta are, respectively the mesh point and average temperature after microwave heating, To is the initial average temperature and N is the number of mesh points.



To verify the uniformity of the surface temperature of the almonds coming out after the MW treatment in the simulation model, the COV was calculated considering 19,200 mesh points (matrix from 160 to 120) of each thermal image.



The root-mean-square error (RMSE) is expressed as


  R M S E =      ∑  i = 1   N          T   i   −   T   a       2       N     



(12)




and was used to measure the error of the model in predicting of the temperature [29,30].





3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Simulation Results


Figure 2a, Figure 3a and Figure 4a show the 2D electric field intensity profiles corresponding to arrangement 1, arrangement 2 and arrangement 3, respectively. In all three arrangements a very good electric field confinement inside the treatment chamber was obtained. Moreover, it can be inferred that the honeycomb filters effectively shield the electromagnetic field from escaping into the external environment. The corresponding temperature profiles at residence times of 80 s, 140 s and 200 s are shown in Figure 2b–d, Figure 3b–d and Figure 4b–d, too. Arrangements 1 and 2 exhibit a non-uniform temperature distribution having hot spots located in the regions of space close to the sections where the microwave power is started within the treatment chamber. Furthermore, the thermal non-uniformity increases as the residence time increases. On the other hand, arrangement 3 ensures a quite uniform temperature distribution inside the polypropylene tube filled with almonds even for long treatment times.



Considering that the simulations refer to multiport feeding, the design was carried out with the aim to maximize the overall system efficiency. To this aim, the incoming and outcoming microwave powers pertaining to the five active ports of the A3 set up are reported in Table 2. It is worth noting that with respect to the total power released by magnetrons (7.5 kW), about 7 kW came into the microwave applicator, thus ensuring an efficiency of about 93%.



To evaluate the uniformity of MW heating, numerical data were post-processed. A first temperature data processing step of the treatment tube cross section was carried out as follows: (1) grouping the temperature data along the longitudinal direction in the center of the cross section, (2) grouping the temperature data along the longitudinal direction of the inner ring with diameter d1 = 40.3 mm, and (3) grouping the temperature data along the longitudinal direction of the outer ring diameter d2 = 90.6 mm.



The data obtained show that for all arrangements at any residence time of the almonds in the treatment chamber between 80 and 200 s, there were no significant differences in the simulated temperature in the center, inner and outer sections. Simulation results for the mean temperature, standard deviation and the COV and pertaining the different arrangements are shown in Figure 5.



Figure 5a highlights that in arrangement A3, after 150 s of treatment the final temperature exceeded 60 °C (goal of the design). The arrangements A1 and A2 had a similar temperature trend, but the temperature of 60 °C could only be reached after 200 s. Even if A3 had a standard deviation trend central to the other two conditions (see Figure 5b), it had the lowest trend of the COV, thus proving the configuration with better thermal uniformity (see Figure 5c). As a result, the A3 appears to be the most effective.



However, to check the thermal uniformity along the longitudinal axis, a second data processing step was carried out by dividing the whole length of the treatment chamber into three equal parts of 1 m each and grouping the 3D samples into three different subsets. The corresponding data are reported in Table 3.



A1 showed a significant increase in the temperature in the central section of the treatment chamber, while between the initial and final section there were no significant differences. Also, in A2, there was a significant increase in temperature in the final section near the plant outlet compared to the previous two. On the other hand, A3 showed a greater heating uniformity along the treatment chamber; in fact, no significant difference in temperature was found along the whole tube length. Figure 6 shows the different thermal behaviors for the three arrangements considered for the residence time of 140 s.



By an inspection of Figure 6a, it is clear a hot spot in the central zone of the treatment chamber, thus confirming that a single MW source is not able to ensure uniform temperature heating over the entire length. Moreover, by inspecting Figure 6b,c, an improvement in the heating uniformity, starting from A2 to A3, can be observed.



Therefore, numerical simulations identified the A3 as the optimal one since it ensures the best uniformity of microwave heating of the almonds. This result was used to develop and construct the MW-assisted prototype plant.




3.2. MW-Based Plant Prototype


According to the simulation evidence, the prototype was sized and designed with the aim of providing the continuous disinfestation of shelled almonds: a specific mass flow rate of at least 2 kg/min reaching 60 °C on the almonds’ surface temperature after the treatment.



The prototype consisted of a shielded treatment chamber containing a polypropylene tube (length: 3000 mm; inner diameter: 90.8 mm) in which the almonds were irradiated by MW energy. A rotating metallic helix inside the tube allowed the almonds to pass easily from inlet to outlet. The rotating helix promoted constant mass mixing, providing a much more uniform distribution of the electromagnetic field for the almonds inside the treatment chamber. The helix was driven from an electric motor of 0.55 kW with reducer and integrated with variable frequency drive (VFD). The MW treatment chamber is a stainless steel reverberation chamber with an irregular shape to limit the possibility of stationary waves and hot spots. According to the numerical simulation carried out, the microwave power supply of the pilot plant consisted of five magnetron generators connected to the treatment chamber by standard WR340 rectangular waveguides. They operate at 2.45 GHz and can provide a variable output power up to a maximum of about 1.5 kW. They are equally spaced along the treatment chamber and each one is powered by a TM060 generator connected to a SM1180T power supply. The plant is equipped with a loading hopper of 40 L. The electric motor and magnetron generators can be turned on and off at different times. The process parameters, such as temperature, MW power, and speed, were constantly monitored using a PLC-based electronic control and management system.



Figure 7a shows the pilot plant prototype and Figure 7b a detail illustrating the magnetron generator (MW source) with the corresponding power supply, control, and cooling systems.




3.3. Operative Parameters of MW-Based Plant Prototype


As reported in the previous section, the electric motor was equipped with a PLC-controlled VFD system to adjust motor frequency and the resulting helix rotation speed, the discharge speed (flow rate) and the residence time of the almonds in the treatment chamber. Figure 8 shows the trend of mass flow rate and the residence time as a function of motor frequencies. The increase in the engine motor frequency affects both the mass flow rate and the residence time, showing a nonlinear positive and negative relationship, respectively. At the minimum and maximum engine motor frequency, the mass flow rate varied from 1.9 to 5.4 kg/min and the residence time from 200 to 80 s, respectively, easily meeting the quantitative performance objectives set in the design step.



Figure 9 shows the trend of the residence time versus the flow rate.



A second-order polynomial regression was applied for all data points, obtaining an R-squared equal to 0.989.



As the frequency of the electric motor and the rotation speed of the helix inside the treatment tube increased, the residence time decreased, and the mass flow rate increased proportionally in the first half of the trend while in the second section it tended to saturate. This means that, although the helix inside the tube mixes the almonds well, the corresponding mass transport from the supply section to the discharge one does not occur with the same efficiency. In fact, once a certain rpm value of the helix has been exceeded, the almonds do not advance proportionally to the rotation speed of the helix.




3.4. Moisture Content


The results demonstrated that microwave treatment did not result in a significant change in moisture between untreated and microwave-treated almond samples.



In summary, we reported only the data of the untreated sample whose humidity was equal to 4.59 ± 0.55 and of the sample treated in the most severe condition (30 Hz and residence time of 200 s) whose humidity was equal to 4.23 ± 0.53. The differences found were not statistically significant (p < 0.05).




3.5. Model Verification


To verify the simulation results, the surface temperatures of almonds after microwave heating were measured using a thermal imager and compared with the simulation results.



In Table 4, the mean temperature (µ), standard deviation (SD) and both the simulated and experimental COV are summarized for each residence time.



The relationships between the mean temperature value, both simulated and experimental, are shown in Figure 10.



Figure 10 shows the comparison between the simulated and experimental temperature values. Considering the data shown in Table 4 and Figure 10, there was a perfect correspondence between the simulated and experimental values; this was also confirmed by the RMSE value; which was equal to 0.82. The results obtained prove that the numerical modeling can accurately predict the temperature trend.



The standard deviation for experimental data was much lower than the simulated one, consequentially leading to a high RMSE value (13.02), as shown in Table 4. This means that there is no good match between the simulated and measured standard deviations. However, between them a strong linear regression was detected (R2 = 0.91), as shown in Figure 11. This means that even the standard deviation can be predicted.



It is important to remember that the numerical simulation was carried out in a static manner without considering the metal helix inserted in the treatment chamber. The helix has the function of transporting the almonds from the feed to the discharge, but also of mixing them. The lower standard deviation found during the experimental tests compared to that found in the numerical simulation confirms the effectiveness of the helix in mixing the almonds to guarantee their greater heating uniformity, as reported in [26,27].



In this study, the COV was used to evaluate the temperature uniformity of the outlet almond surface.



The COV for the experimental data ranged between 0.07 to 0.08 but it was also up to more than five times less than the simulated data. This occurrence confirms the efficient heating uniformity of the developed prototype, as also shown by the thermographic images (Figure 12).



Finally, the study demonstrated that the simulation results were in good agreement with the experimental findings and the operative process condition for almond disinfestation. With the help of the numerical simulation, the complex process of interaction between microwaves and almonds during the treatments was understood.



This study confirms that simulation is a powerful tool for the development of new technologies and above all for the investigation of heating uniformity, as also demonstrated in many other studies [33,46,47,48,49,50].





4. Conclusions


This study presents the development of a continuous microwave (MW) prototype designed for the disinfestation of unshelled almonds, along with a numerical simulation aimed at optimizing the machine’s design.



The developed prototype met all the objectives set regarding the minimum residence time of the almonds in the treatment chamber and the feeding flow rate.



The 3D Multiphysics model, which integrated electromagnetic and heat transfer processes, proved to be highly effective by yielding temperature values closely correlated with experimental data. Although the methodology used is accurate in calculating the average temperature, it did not provide useful information in predicting thermal uniformity indicators. However, a strong correlation was found between the simulated and experimental thermal uniformity.



Consequently, this model stands as a valuable tool for conducting a precise preventive analysis at the overall plant level, encompassing MW power, temperature distributions, residence times, and plant footprint. Notably, since there are a lack of studies on the treatment of shelled almonds using a continuous-flow microwave heating system, this study offers potential contributions to the design of microwave heating systems, contributing positively towards the use of physical rather than chemical methodologies for post-harvest disinfestation treatments.
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Figure 1. Technical design of the MW prototype arranged with (a) one, (b) two and (c) three microwave sources; (d) schematic of the microwave applicator on a perspective view; (e) schematic of the microwave applicator on a lateral view; (f) source location of the microwave applicator. 






Figure 1. Technical design of the MW prototype arranged with (a) one, (b) two and (c) three microwave sources; (d) schematic of the microwave applicator on a perspective view; (e) schematic of the microwave applicator on a lateral view; (f) source location of the microwave applicator.



[image: Asi 07 00043 g001]







[image: Asi 07 00043 g002a][image: Asi 07 00043 g002b] 





Figure 2. (a) Numerical simulation of electric field and temperature distributions after (b) 80 s, (c) 140 s, and (d) 200 s for arrangement 1. Frequency f = 2.45 GHz and total MW power PT = 7.5 kW. 
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Figure 3. (a) Numerical simulation of electric field and temperature distributions after (b) 80 s, (c) 140 s, and (d) 200 s for arrangement 2. Frequency f = 2.45 GHz and total MW power PT = 7.5 kW. 
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Figure 4. (a) Numerical simulation of electric field and temperature distributions after (b) 80 s, (c) 140 s, and (d) 200 s for arrangement 3. Frequency f = 2.45 GHz and total MW power PT = 7.5 kW. 
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Figure 5. Trend of simulated temperature vs. residence time. (a) Mean temperature, (b) standard deviation and (c) COV. 
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Figure 6. Trend of the simulated temperatures after 140 s of treatment for A1 (a), A2 (b) and A3 (c). 
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Figure 7. (a) MW-based plant prototype and (b) detail illustrating the magnetron generator, power supply, and control system. 
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Figure 8. Mass flow rate and residence time versus the electric motor frequency. 
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Figure 9. Trend of residence time versus mass flow rate. 
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Figure 10. Comparison between simulated and experimental temperature values. 
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Figure 11. Simulated versus experimental temperature values. 
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Figure 12. Thermal images of almonds after microwave heating for 80 s (a), 100 s (b), 120 s (c), 140 s (d), 160 s (e), 180 s (f) and 200 s (g). 
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Table 1. Electrical, thermal and geometrical parameters.
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	Symbol
	Value
	Description





	f0
	2.45 GHz
	Microwave frequency



	     ε   r , a l   ′     
	1.42
	Dielectric constant of almonds



	tan δ
	0.14
	Dielectric loss factor of almonds



	     ε   r , p l   ′     
	2.30
	Dielectric constant of polypropylene



	tan δpl
	0.002
	Dielectric loss factor of polypropylene



	σ
	7 × 106 Sm−1
	Electric conductivity of stainless steel



	ka
	0.1 Wm−1K−1
	Thermal conductivity of almonds



	kp
	0.24 Wm−1K−1
	Thermal conductivity of polypropylene tube



	ks
	65.2 Wm−1K−1
	Thermal conductivity of stainless steel



	Cpa
	1400 Jkg−1K−1
	Specific heat of almonds



	Cpp
	1000 Jkg−1K−1
	Specific heat of polypropylene tube



	Cps
	450 Jkg−1K−1
	Specific heat of stainless steel



	ρa
	800 kgm−3
	Mass density of almonds



	ρp
	2200 kgm−3
	Mass density of polypropylene tube



	ρs
	7870 kgm−3
	Mass density of stainless steel



	d0
	125 mm
	Outer diameter of the propylene tube



	di
	90.8 mm
	Inner diameter of the propylene tube



	Lf
	395 mm
	Length of the honeycomb filter



	Wf
	180 mm
	Width of the honeycomb filter



	Hf
	552 mm
	Height of the honeycomb filter



	Wg
	60 mm
	Width of the grid honeycomb filter



	Hg
	60 mm
	Height of the grid honeycomb filter



	L
	3000 mm
	Length of the treatment chamber



	W
	564 mm
	Width of the treatment chamber



	H
	552 mm
	Height of the treatment chamber










 





Table 2. Microwave power pertaining to each waveguide port of the A3 set up.
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	Incoming Power (W)
	Outcoming Power (W)





	Port 1
	1419.60
	80.40



	Port 2
	1358.23
	141.77



	Port 3
	1403.45
	96.55



	Port 4
	1395.64
	104.36



	Port 5
	1382.40
	117.60



	TOTAL
	6959.33
	540.67










 





Table 3. Simulated temperature at 1, 2 and 3 m lengths of treatment tube, versus the residence time.
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Residence

	
1 m

	
2 m

	
3 m




	
Time [s]

	
µ ± Σ

	
µ ± σ

	
µ ± σ






	

	
1 MW source 7.5 kW




	
80

	
32.78 ± 7.46 b

	
42.83 ± 12.71 a

	
30.50 ± 7.10 b




	
100

	
36.87 ± 9.28 b

	
49.48 ± 15.81 a

	
34.08 ± 8.85 b




	
120

	
40.94 ± 11.09 b

	
56.11 ± 18.89 a

	
37.65 ± 10.60 b




	
140

	
45.02 ± 12.89 b

	
62.52 ± 22.09 a

	
41.18 ± 12.37 b




	
160

	
49.00 ± 14.65 b

	
69.32 ± 24.98 a

	
44.77 ± 14.08 b




	
180

	
52.55 ± 16.23 b

	
75.18 ± 27.69 a

	
47.92 ± 15.62 b




	
200

	
56.23 ± 17.85 b

	
81.26 ± 30.48 a

	
51.19 ± 17.22 b




	

	
3 MW sources 2.5 kW




	
80

	
32.27 ± 7.83 b

	
32.62 ± 2.55 b

	
37.61 ± 8.36 a




	
100

	
36.32 ± 9.72 b

	
36.74 ± 3.17 b

	
42.94 ± 10.40 a




	
120

	
40.37 ± 11.57 b

	
40.86 ± 3.78 b

	
48.26 ± 12.42 a




	
140

	
44.41 ± 13.40 b

	
44.97 ± 4.38 b

	
53.55 ± 14.43 a




	
160

	
48.44 ± 15.21 b

	
49.06 ± 4.98 b

	
58.82 ± 16.43 a




	
180

	
52.00 ± 16.79 b

	
52.66 ± 5.52 b

	
63.50 ± 18.23 a




	
200

	
55.71 ± 18.42 b

	
56.42 ± 6.08 b

	
68.36 ± 20.07 a




	

	
5 MW sources 1.5 kW




	
80

	
36.80 ± 8.80 a

	
39.05 ± 5.27 a

	
41.91 ± 10.47 a




	
100

	
41.96 ± 10.95 a

	
44.75 ± 6.55 a

	
48.27 ± 13.04 a




	
120

	
47.09 ± 13.08 a

	
50.43 ± 7.81 a

	
54.61 ± 15.59 a




	
140

	
52.22 ± 15.19 a

	
56.09 ± 9.05 a

	
60.92 ± 18.12 a




	
160

	
57.05 ± 17.09 a

	
61.48 ± 10.12 a

	
66.77 ± 20.32 a




	
180

	
62.41 ± 19.35 a

	
67.36 ± 11.50 a

	
73.47 ± 23.15 a




	
200

	
67.48 ± 21.40 a

	
72.96 ± 12.71 a

	
79.70 ± 25.64 a








Different letters in rows denotes significant statistical differences according to Tukey test (p < 0.05). µ—average temperature, σ—standard deviation.













 





Table 4. Simulated and experimental data of temperature of almond surfaces.
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Residence Time (s)

	
RMSE




	

	
80

	
100

	
120

	
140

	
160

	
180

	
200






	
µ rilevated

	
38.0

	
43.4

	
51.5

	
55.3

	
61.0

	
66.9

	
72.9

	
0.82




	
µ simulated

	
39.0

	
44.7

	
50.4

	
56.0

	
61.3

	
67.3

	
72.8




	
σ rilevated

	
1.5

	
2.1

	
2.8

	
2.7

	
3.3

	
3.3

	
4.5

	
13.02




	
σ simulated

	
9.0

	
11.2

	
13.3

	
15.5

	
17.5

	
19.8

	
21.9




	
COV rilevated

	
0.07

	
0.08

	
0.08

	
0.07

	
0.07

	
0.07

	
0.08

	
0.31




	
COV simulated

	
0.39

	
0.39

	
0.39

	
0.39

	
0.39

	
0.39

	
0.39
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