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and 26.8 tons of MPW being sent landfilled (Enviromental
Protection Agency, 2017). Landfilling these wastes is not only
an insufficient way of utilizing resources, but it also produces
greenhouse gases along with other hazardous materials during the
decomposition process (Papadopoulou et al., 2007). Since these
wastes are abundant and usually have negative cost due to the
tipping fees, a potential alternative is treating these wastes
through torrefaction and turn them into an energy source.

Torrefaction has been proposed as a process for thermal
chemical conversion of various feedstocks to increase the
heating value and make the material more friable (Chen and
Kuo, 2011; Chen et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2019; He et al., 2018; He
et al., 2019; Xu et al., 2018). The synergies between biomass and
plastics during thermochemical conversion have also been well
explored in the past decades (Chattopadhyay et al., 2008; Han
et al., 2014; Olajire et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2016; Burra and
Gupta, 2018; Chen et al., 2020). Sharypov et al. studied the effects
of co-pyrolyzing polypropylene (PP) and hydrolytic lignin at
400°C (Sharypov et al., 2003). It was found that with 30 wt% of
lignin added to the PP sample, the light product yields reached
three times compared to the results from only PP. The addition of
the lignin also increased the olefin content in the heavy liquid
products. However, since the study was limited to the interactions
between lignin and PP, the results of treating both paper wastes
and MPW are still lacking. Oyedun et al. conducted research on
pyrolyzing biomass (bamboo) and polystyrene (PS) with different
blend ratios (Oyedun et al., 2014). Synergistic effects were
observed, and a mathematical model was developed to explain
the data. The results showed that this synergy could reduce the
overall energy usage by 6.2% with 25% of PS. The study also
indicated that the synergy can be mainly attributed to the
interaction between the lignin and plastic.

Zhou et al. studied the behaviors of co-pyrolysis of biomass
(Chinese pine wood dust) and plastic (high density polyethylene
(HDPE), low density polyethylene (LDPE) and PP with TGA
from room temperature up to 650°C (Zhou et al., 2006).
Significant synergies between biomass and plastics were found
at high temperature region (530–650°C). Furthermore, synergistic
effects observed between the biomass with both HDPE and PP are
higher compared to biomass with LDPE. The above two studies
provided more details regarding the reduction of activation
energy enabled by the interactions between biomass and
mixed plastics.

Xue and Bai studied the synergistic effects through co-
pyrolyzing polyethylene (PE) with acid pretreated corn stover
(Xue and Bai, 2018). It was seen that the synergy was greatly
enhanced compared to the results obtained by co-pyrolyzing raw
corn stove and PE, which increased the oil yield with higher
carbon content and lower oxygen content. A more recent study
by Salvilla et al. investigated the synergistic co-pyrolysis of
biomass (corn stover and wood waste) with pulverized plastics
including PP, LDPE and HDPE using TGA (Salvilla et al., 2020).
This synergy was observed at ∼500°C, and it was attributed to the
hydrogen that was donated from the plastics during the co-
pyrolysis. It was also observed that the activation energy of
plastic decomposition was reduced. These studies were carried
out at pyrolysis temperatures where the main product is liquid.

In this study, the focus was on lower temperature treatment,
carried out at 250–400°C, referred to as torrefaction, with solid as
the main product. Further, previous studies used various types of
biomass, cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin, while paper wastes
consist of cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin, and various chemical
additives (Hubbe et al., 2007). They differ significantly from
natural biomass and its constituents including the additives
(Farhat et al., 2017). The high temperature pyrolysis results
are not applicable to the low temperature torrefaction of
paper-MPW to produce solid fuels.

Therefore, it is essential to learn if similar interactions exist
between paper and MPW, which is the objective of this study.
Synergistic effects between the non-recyclable MPW and paper
wastes during torrefaction were observed in a previous study
(Zinchik et al., 2020), showing significant synergistic effect
between fiber and MPW at 300°C with fiber-MPW (60–40%).
The current study expands to other blends and temperatures in
the range of 250–400°C. Further, the effects of compound
extrusion process were also investigated through studying the
rheological and mechanical properties of the composites. This
approach can help in designing mixed paper-MPW torrefaction
processes for the industrial systems.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Material
The materials in this study were waste industrial paper wastes,
MPW and commercially available LDPE (Rainier Plastics),
cellulose powder (Avicel PH-101, ∼50 µm particle size, Fluka)
as well as hemicellulose (extracted xylan). The paper wastes and
MPW have been described in detail in the prior studies (Xu et al.,
2018; Xu et al., 2020). The paper wastes are a mixture of paper,
carton and cardboard, label matrix residuals, wax papers, and
laminated non-recyclable papers; and the plastic wastes consist of
LDPE, PE, polyethylene-terephthalate (PET), polyamide-nylon,
polyvinylchloride (PVC), PP, and some other materials. These
wastes were received and had been through a primary size
reduction to a coarse size of < 100 mm. They were then
passed through a low RPM, high-torque twin-shaft shredder
(Taskmaster TM8500). The rotor blades were approximately
6 mm thick, and size reduced the material to fiber bundles
approximately 6 mm x 12–25 mm. A final size reduction step
was performed in a knife mill (Model 4WileyMill, 800 RPM) and
the material to pass through a 2 mm screen. This size enables
homogenization of the sample, and therefore it is good
representation of the heterogeneous feedstock.

Experimental Methods
Compositional Analysis
Compositional analysis for structural and extractive
carbohydrates and lignin was performed following the
Laboratory Analytical Procedures developed at National
Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) (Sluiter and Sluiter,
2011). The solids are initially prepared between 20 and 80
mesh followed by water and ethanol-based solvent extractions
to determine non-structural carbohydrates, proteins, waxes, and
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resins, etc. The extracted material then goes to a two-stage
sulfuric acid hydrolysis and insoluble Klason lignin
determined gravimetrically and the acid-insoluble lignin
content determined by UV spectroscopy at 240 nm (extinction
coefficient of 12 L g−1 cm−1). The sugars were analyzed via high-
performance liquid chromatography (HPLC).

Ultimate Analysis
Ultimate analysis was performed using a LECO TruSpec C/H/N
and S add-on module, with a modified ASTM D5373–16 method
to accommodate fiber wastes samples that use a slightly different
burn profile of 4 slm for 40°s, 1 slm for 30°s, and 4 slm for 30°s of
ultra-high purity O2. ASTM D4239–17 was used to determine
elemental sulfur content, and oxygen content was calculated by
subtraction (Dupuis et al., 2019).

Thermal Properties Analysis
Thermal conductivity was measured in a transient plane source
(ThermTest Inc. TPS15000 hot disc thermal constants analyzer)
(Williams et al., 2017). The samples are housed in a heated oven
(LF2 SP 3kW, Vecstar) during the tests. Power to the sensor was
provided by a TSX3510P Aim TTi power supply. Gold tipped
leads connected the power supply, thermal sensor (Mica 4,921,
radius of 9.719 mm, Themtest), thermistor, and reference resistor
to two multimeters (0.002% accuracy to 100 nV, up to 2000 Hz,
Keithley). Outputs from the power supply and the multimeters
were fed into a custom build Virtual Instrument (VI) constructed
in Labview (National Instruments). During the tests, a current is
sent through the resistive element sensor to generate heat. The
thermal diffusivity of the sample is used as a fitting parameter to
match the measured and theoretical change is resistance within
the sensor as the interface temperature changes. The transient
resistance of the sensor was determined by recording the voltage
potential across the sensor and that of a 10.05 Ohm reference
resistor. The temperature rise at the sensor-solid interface was
targeted at approximately 1.0°C to ensure good experimental
resolution, in addition to maintaining an assumed semi-infinite
medium and quiescent atmosphere in the sample chamber. For
these tests, the pulse sequence was performed at 0.09 V for 100 s,
then 1.0 V for 160 s, then 0.11 V for 100 s.

Extrusion
TheMPW crumb andMPW/fiber crumb material (50/50 and 75/
25) were blended in 0.5 kg batches using a Kitchen Aidmixer. The
blended formulations (0.5 kg each) were each fed into the 18-mm
co-rotating twin-screw extruder (Leistritz, L/D ratio of 40,
200 rpm, 4.7 kW motor, base torque 18%) using a mass loss
twin screw feeder (K-Tron) at 0.5 kg/h. The extruded material
exited from a 9 mm diameter die as rods and were cooled by
forced air (Adefisan et al., 2017). The eight heated extruder barrel
zones were maintained at 220°C.

Thermomechanical Analysis and Differential Scanning
Calorimetry
The softening point of the various extrudedmaterial formulations
and LDPE was determined by thermomechanical analysis (TMA)
on a Perkin Elmer TMA-7 instrument on thin sections (3 mm ×

3 mm × 0.5 mm) from −25°C–250°C at 5°C/min using a
penetration probe. The melting temperature and degree of
crystallization on the extruded MPW (10 mg) was performed
by differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) on a Perkin Elmer
DSC-7 instrument from 25 – 300°C at 10°C/min.

Thermogravimetric Analysis
The thermogravimetric analysis was performed in a LECO
TGA 701. This unit has a 19-sample (approximately 1 g)
carrousel that is fully enclosed in a nitrogen-purged (10
slm) oven. For these tests, all 19 crucibles were loaded with
either the wastepaper, commercial cellulose powder, and
MPW for replication and the statistical significance of the
extracted results. The samples were first heated at 110°C to
eliminate moisture and then the temperature increased to the
set temperature with the rate of 16°C/min. Over the
experiment, the carousel rotated, and samples were
weighted approximately every 15 s between the crucibles
with full revolutions taking 5 min each. After the transient
data were retrieved, the 19 sample traces were composited to
obtain a TGA curve that is representative of the 0.07 Hz mass
recording as well as the variability of the material and the
technique. Mass was recorded to 0.0001 g (0.01–0.05% of
initial mass) by the thermally isolated, low-drift balance.

Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)
Spectroscopy
Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR) spectra were
obtained using a Nicolet-iS5 FTIR spectrometer, 64 scans, with an
attenuated total reflectance accessory (ZnSe crystal, iD5) and data
analyzed and averaged with the OMNIC v9.8 software.

Solid-State 13C{1H}-Cross Polarization/Magic-Angle
Spinning Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Spectroscopy
Solid samples were mixed with 10% adamantane (by mass) to use
as an internal standard to provide a basis to compare the different
samples semi-quantitatively, as the densities of carbon species
differed greatly as the torrefaction temperature was changed. The
paper/adamantane mixtures were ground to a uniform particle
size with a mortar and pestle and were then loaded into 4 mm
ZrO rotors and capped with Kel-F rotor caps. The spectra were
obtained using a standard Bruker HX magic-angle spinning
(MAS) probe as part of a Bruker Avance III spectrometer with
a field strength of 9.4 T (1H ] � 400.03 MHz, 13C ] �
100.59 MHz). The torrefied paper samples were spun at ]R �
15 kHz. The standard cross-polarization (CP) experiment was
used for these experiments (Pines et al., 1972; Schaefer et al.,
1975). 1H NMR spectra were recorded for each sample to
determine the center of the excitation profile for the CP
experiment. CP/MAS conditions were first optimized on the
325°C torrefied paper sample and used for the remaining
samples. Proton nutation frequency was set at 92.6 kHz with a
decoupling field strength of 48.0 kHz (under the SPINAL64
decoupling program) (Fung et al., 2000). The Hartman-Hahn
condition (contact time) was optimized at 1.8 msec For the CP/
MAS experiments the relaxation delay was set to 4 s, the sweep
width was set to 745 ppm, and the total number of transients per
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experiment was 3,072. Also, the time domain of the free-
induction decay (FID) consisted of 4,004 points but due to
that the quick relaxation of the FID the processed spectra was
cut-off after 900 points, to reduce the amount of noise.

When processing the NMR data, care was taken to normalize
the peak heights within the individual spectra to the adamantane
peak at 36.4 ppm and to the mass percentage of the sample.
Spectra were then further normalized on a mass basis using mass
loss values from TGA. Spectral deconvolutions of the 0–50 ppm
region were run using MestReNova™ (Mestrelab Research) to
provide the isolated peak heights for normalization.

Dynamic Rheology
Dynamic rheological measurements (complex viscosity, η*) were
carried out on a Bohlin CVO 100 rheometer, using serrated
parallel plates (25 mm Ø), in an oscillating mode with an
extended temperature control module on compression molded
discs (2.5 mm × 25 mm Ø) of extruded materials, LDPE, and
MPW crumb samples at 180°C (0.01–100 Hz at an applied strain
of 0.25%). Data were analyzed using the Bohlin rheology v6.51
software.

Flexural Tests
The extruded rod samples, MPW crumb and LDPE (13 g) were
hot-pressed (PHI hydraulic press, 300 × 300 mm2) at 180°C in a
75 mm Ø pellet die over 20 min and then cooled to room
temperature. The flattened material was cut into flexural
specimens (3 mm × 14 mm strips). Three-point flexural tests
(strength and modulus) were performed on an Instron 5500R-
1132 universal test machine (5 kN load cell) on specimens (≥ 6
replicates) according to ASTM Standard D 790 with a crosshead
speed of 1.31 mm/min, span of 48 mm, and tested until specimen
failure or 5% strain, whichever occurred first. Data were collected
and processed using Bluehill v3.2 software (Instron).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Paper and Mixed Plastic Wastes
Compositional and Ultimate Analyses
The major constituents of paper waste were determined by
compositional analysis. The results were obtained on a
normalized and ash-free basis the carbohydrates and lignin,
where balance was made of other unidentified material and
other minor sugars. The paper wastes consist of 65.5%
cellulose (glucan), 18.0% hemicellulose (xylan (13.8%),
mannan (3.6%) and arabinan (0.6%) and 14.3% lignin, and
was similar to other reported values (Curling et al., 2001;
Moreira and Filho, 2008).

Ultimate and compositional analyses were performed to help
determine the elemental distribution and chemical changes the
paper andMPW experienced through torrefaction. The inorganic
content (measured as ash after combustion) was found to be
10.59 wt% and 6.51 wt% for paper and MPW, respectively. Along
with these values, the initial volatile matter and fixed carbon for
paper waste were 77.5 wt% and 11.9 wt%, respectively; for MPW
the volatile matter and fixed carbon were 90.6 wt% and 2.9 wt%,
respectively. Ash-free elemental analysis of the major
constituents of paper and MPW are shown in Table 1. Results
are given in wt% with mol% in parenthesis. As is shown in the
table, paper wastes contain much higher oxygen compared to
MPW, and the hydrogen content in MPW is significantly higher
than in paper waste.

Heat Transfer Modeling
Biot Number (Bi) and Thermal Thiele Modulus (M) were
calculated to determine the heat transfer regime of the
experimental setup as follows:

Bi � h
λ/Lc

(1)

M � R†

λ/(cpL2c)
(2)

It is essential to determine the thermal conductivity of the paper
waste since it contains both paper waste and cardboard. The
parameters used to calculate Bi and M are summarized in
Supplementary Table S1

To calculate M, the reaction rate with a function of
temperature has to be known. In this study, the measured
reaction rate is shown in Figure 1, showing the mass loss rate
vs. time at various temperatures. The maximum mass loss rate
is approximately at the same time, however, the width in the
mass loss rate is wider as the temperature decreases. Also, note
that the thermal conductivity of the paper waste was measured
at 25°C with pressure of 1 atm. According to Lavrykov and
Ramarao, the thermal conductivity of paper would increase as
temperature increase (Lavrykov and Ramarao, 2012).
Therefore, Bi was calculated with the smallest thermal
conductivity and the maximum mass loss rate was selected
for the calculation ofM, as these would provide the worst-case
scenario. Any larger thermal conductivity and smaller reaction
rate would yield lower Bi and M values, respectively. To
convert mass loss rate from units of s−1 to kg/m3-s, it was
multiplied by its density as measured in this study (Refer to
Supplementary Table S1).

With the parameter above, the Bi and M at different
temperatures can be calculated and the results given in Table 2.

Since Bi equals 0.04, which is much smaller than 1, it indicates
that the samples are thermally thin. Therefore, the heat
convection from the oven to the sample surface is much
slower than the heat conduction into the sample; for M << 1,
it indicates that the heat conduction into the sample is much
faster than the reaction rate. Thus, the particle temperature
throughout was uniform and equals to the gas temperature
(which is measured), and the reaction rate was governed by

TABLE 1 | Ash-free elemental analysis of the major constituents of paper and
plastic waste. Results are given in wt% with mol% in parenthesis.

C (%) H (%) N (%) O (%)

Paper waste 45.1 (28.7) 6.3 (48.1) 0.04 (0.02) 48.5 (23.1)
MPW 78.7 (32.5) 13.1 (65.0) 0.2 (0.06) 7.9 (2.4)
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the heat convection from the oven to the surface of the sample
(Xu et al., 2018).

Torrefaction of Paper Wastes
To study the torrefaction of the waste blends, it is essential to
understand the torrefaction behavior of the paper wastes.
Figure 2 depicts the experimental results of paper wastes
torrefaction using TGA at 250°C, 300 and 400°C. From
Figures 2a1,a2, it was found that the maximum mass loss rate
at 250°C was only ∼0.00003 (s−1), the rate dropped to ∼ 0.00001
after ∼10,000 s and remained constant until the 15,000 s, while
the mass loss reached ∼21%, with an almost linear increase after
∼1,000 s. Figures 2b1,b2 shows the results of mass loss rate and
mass loss of paper waste torrefaction at 300°C. The peak value of
mass loss rate reached ∼0.00034 (s−1), which is much higher
compared to the maximum rate of 250°C. The mass loss had a
two-stage behavior, it reached ∼45% mass loss at ∼2,000 s and
after which the reaction rate continues to slow down, and the
mass loss reached ∼60% mass loss after 8,000 s. The torrefaction
behavior of paper wastes at 400°C was similar to 300°C, while it
has higher maximum mass loss rate (∼0.0018 s−1) and the first
stage ended at ∼1,000 s, with mass loss of ∼65% mass loss. The
mass loss keeps rising with a lower rate and reached ∼90% after
6,000 s. It was observed that the reaction rate depends on both
temperature and the constituents of the paper wastes, detailed
discussion is provided in the end of this section.

To further understand the chemical changes occurred during
the paper waste torrefaction, NMR spectroscopy was performed
on the solid residues after the TGA experiments at various
temperatures. In the 13C NMR spectra of the low-temperature
torrefaction processes (<275°C), the peaks present between 50
and 100 ppm correspond to the carbons within the cellulosic
framework of the material (Figure 3A) (Maunu, 2009). As the
torrefaction temperature increased, a steady decline in the
cellulose content was observed until it is fully converted at
temperatures above 300°C. The broad peak centered at
127 ppm during the same span (Figure 3B), shows very little
reduction in intensity at these lower temperatures, though it too
disappears by the final torrefaction temperature of this study.
This broad peak is largely comprised of lignin signals that lie in
the aromatic region of the 13C NMR spectrum (Lauer et al., 1972).
The NMR spectral data suggests that cellulosic carbon
decomposes more readily at increasing temperatures through
carbonization. As indicated in Hu et al. lignin retains its structure
at temperatures below 280°C, starts to slowly degrade and
increase surface area between 310 and 330°C, and past the
critical temperature of 365°C it turns into an aromatic
hydrocarbon framework (Hu et al., 2014). The thermal
decomposition of a constituent at ∼31 ppm is also observed
(Figure 3C) which begins to degrade at 250°C. In biomass,
this peak is often associated with the waxy cutin component
(Love et al., 1998), however, in this case it is likely waxy aliphatic
finish present on components of the wastepaper.

Torrefaction of Mixed Plastic Wastes
The torrefaction of MPW was also studied as shown in Figure 4.
FTIR analysis of 30 random MPW pieces identified the mix to be
39% PE, 27% poly (ethylene-co-vinylacetate) (PEVA), 27% PET,
3% polyamide-nylon, and 3% PP. Our previous study has
characterized these MPW, and it was found that these wastes
are mainly consist of LDPE, PE, PET, PP, polyamide-nylon, PVC
and other materials (Zinchik et al., 2020). From Figures 4a1,a2, it
was observed that the maximum mass loss rate at 250°C was

FIGURE 1 | Measured mass loss rate at different temperatures vs. time.

TABLE 2 | Bi and M at various temperatures.

Temp (°C) Rate (s−1) R† (kg/m3-s) M Bi

250 8.6E-05 0.10 1.3E-04 0.04
275 3.9E-04 0.47 6.0E-04 0.04
300 4.0E-04 0.48 6.2E-04 0.04
325 9.0E-04 1.08 1.4E-03 0.04
350 1.3E-03 1.56 2.0E-03 0.04
400 1.6E-03 1.94 2.5E-03 0.04
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∼0.00002 (s−1) and the rate remained constant until 8,000 s with
mass loss reaching ∼14%. This was due mainly to content of PP
and nylon which degrade with relatively low rate at this
temperature (Peterson et al., 2001; Ito and Nagai, 2010).
Figures 4b1,b2 show the results of mass loss rate and mass
loss of MPW torrefaction at 300°C. The peak value of mass loss
rate reached ∼0.00034 s−1, which was much higher compared to
the maximum rate of 250°C. It reached ∼45% mass loss at
∼2,000 s and after which the reaction rate continued to slow
down, and the mass loss reached ∼60% after 8,000 s. The MPW
torrefaction behavior at 400°C Figures 4c1,c2 were rather
different compared to 250 and 300°C. It has a higher
maximum mass loss rate (∼0.0016 s−1) and the rate decreased
after it reached a peak value. The mass loss keeps rising and
reached an asymptotic value of ∼40% after 8,000 s. This behavior
was consistent with other literature findings, as LDPE, PE and PP
would require higher temperature to degrade (Gao et al., 2003;
Aboulkas et al., 2010).

Extrusion of Mixed Plastic Wastes-Fiber
Blends
In this study we examined both extruded and non-extruded
MPW-fiber blends to determine the impact of loose blend
mixtures compared to a more uniformly extruded material.
Compounding extrusion of the MPW-fiber waste was initially
performed at 160°C and showed that the material was not
consistent showing unmolten particles (nylon and PET)

distributed throughout the extrudate. To alleviate this
problem, compounding extrusion was then performed at
220°C and resulted in a homogenized uniform extrudate and
this temperature was used for MPW-fiber formulations. Figure 1
(Refer Supplementary Figure S1) shows cross sections of
extruded (at 220°C) and non-extruded MPW, indicating the
quality and uniformity of the pellets produced by
compounded extruded pellets.

The extruded MPW rod was analyzed by differential scanning
calorimetry DSC (Figure 5A and 5 melting peaks were observed
at 101°C, 117 and 121°C, 175°C, and 252°C and assigned (based on
standards) to PEVA, LDPE, HDPE, PP and PET, respectively.
This MPW composition is in general agreement with FTIR
analysis of 30 random plastic pieces, except for nylon.

The softening temperature (Ts) of the extruded MPW, MPW-
fiber formulations and LDPE were determined by TMA
(Figure 5B). Two Ts’s were recorded for LDPE at 33 and
113°C. While the mixed extruded MPW had a Ts of 111°C
and the addition of fiber increased this slightly to 116°C (25%
fiber) and 118°C (50% fiber). The softening point of the mixture
was dominated by PE as the major component of the mix.

Synergy Effect in Torrefaction of
Fiber-Mixed Plastic Wastes
TGA experiments were performed at different temperatures with
various blend ratios to study the interactions between paper and
MPW, and the results are shown below in Figures 6, 7. Similar to

FIGURE 2 | Mass loss rate of paper wastes torrefaction at: 250°C (a1), 300°C (b1), 400°C (c1); mass loss of paper torrefaction at: 250°C (a2), 300°C (b2),
400°C (c2).
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Torrefaction of Mixed Plastic Wastes, “_exp” denotes the
experimental results and the “_cal” denotes the reconstructed
results according to linear mixing rules. The MPW-fiber weight

ratio of the blend is also noted in each plot. Figures 6a–c
represents the results at 250°C, Figures 7a–c shows the results
at 300 and 400°C results are depicted in Figure 7d.

FIGURE 3 | (a)13C{1H} CP/MAS NMR spectrum of torrefied paper at temperatures from 200–400°C showing asymmetric degradation of carbon species at
increasing temperatures; (b) 13C{1H} CP/MAS NMR spectrum of torrefied paper centered around 127 ppm showing degradation of aromatic carbon throughout the
temperature regime; (c) 13C{1H} CP/MASNMR spectrum of torrefied paper in the aliphatic region showing thermal decomposition of peak at 31 ppm. The peaks at 36.5
and 27.4 ppm are from the adamantane standard used for peak normalization.

FIGURE 4 | Mass loss rate of MPW torrefaction at: 250°C (a1), 300°C (b1), 400°C (c1); mass loss of paper torrefaction at: 250°C (a2), 300°C (b2), 400°C (c2).
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Figures 6a–c show significant synergistic effects between
paper and MPW during torrefaction at 250°C. In all three
experiments with different ratios, it can be found that the
maximum mass loss rate was more than doubled and the
mass loss at the end of the experiments were also much
higher compared to the expected results. It can also be
observed that different blend ratios have impacts on the
significance of the synergistic effects. For instance, the mass
loss of the paper-MPW ratio 1:3 sample reached ∼43% after
15,000 s Figure 6a2, while the sample of the lowest MPW
composition (25%) only reached ∼38% mass loss after the
same time Figure 6c2. At 300°C, although the reaction rates
are faster and the mass losses are higher than 250°C, the overall
synergistic effects were less significant. In addition, the blend ratio
has a larger impact on the synergistic effects. For instance, the
effects of the synergy on the mass loss rate with paper-MPW ratio

of 1:3 and 1:1 are less significant compared to 250°C Figures
7a1,b1, while the final mass loss after 8,000 s were still much
higher than expected values. This finding was close to another
previous study with paper-MPW ratio of 3:2, which were
thermally treated at 300°C (Zinchik et al., 2020). However,
with paper-MPW ratio of 3:1 at 300°C, the synergistic effects
were almost insignificant. And at higher temperature (400°C)
with paper MPW ratio 1:1, there were no synergistic effects
observed as shown in Figure 7d.

From the results of Figures 6, 7, it can be concluded that
synergistic effects depend inversely on temperature, where the
strongest effect is observed at 250°C. Additionally, higher MPW
composition leads to more synergistic effects. As seen from
Table 1, MPW has significantly higher hydrogen than paper
waste, which leads us to hypothesize that MPW is acting as a
hydrogen donor during torrefaction. It has been hypothesized by

FIGURE 5 | (a) DSC thermogram of extruded MPW; (b) TMA thermograms of extruded MPW, extruded MPW-fiber (50/50 and 75/25), and LDPE.

FIGURE 6 |Mass loss rate of paper-MPW torrefaction at 250°C with paper-MPW blend ratio of (a1, 3:1), (b1, 1:1), (c1, 1:3); Mass loss of paper-MPW torrefaction
at 250°C with paper-MPW ratio of (a2, 3:1), (b2, 1:1), (c2, 1:3).
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Lin et al. that the radicals derived from paper wastes during the
process also intensified the scission of the polymer chain,
participated in polymer radical terminations, and inhibited
polymer intermolecular hydrogen transfer reactions; which
increases the overall reaction rate (Lin et al., 2020). These
interactions between material components act to enhance the
global degredation rates while the decomposition is relatively
slow (low temperatures), but are obscured by the increased rate of
the torrefaction chemistries at higher temperatures.

The existence of interactions between fiber and MPW
indicates that the natural energy barriers during the individual
torrefaction in paper waste or MPW could be bypassed, and the
torrefaction of fiber and MPW blend can be achieved at lower
temperatures and/or shorter residence times. This is clearly
observed from the results of Figures 6, 7, which indicate that
there are significant impacts to the degradation trajectory that are
not explainable by simple linear component mixing laws. This
enhanced degradation offers an opportunity in industrial
processing, through bypassing the natural energy barriers
during the torrefaction chemistry in waste plastic-paper or
waste plastic alone. For example, if torrefaction is sought as a
method of creating an enhanced solid fuel or to making biomass
fibers more compatible to matrix with plastics in composites, the
degradation can be achieved at a much low temperature and/or
lower reactor residence time. As discussed above, the content of

carbon is significantly enriched in the fiber chars around 40–50%
mass loss. At 250°C, this extent of reaction is not realizable even at
the extended reaction times in the analytical techniques studied
here and the maximum mass loss values based on individual
components was not expected to be much higher than 20%.
Indeed, for the fiber content these values were not observed until
300°C and residence times approaching 60 min. Through taking
advantage of the interactions of the paper and plastic
components, similar results are realizable at either lower
temperatures (250°C, similar residence time of 60–90 min) or
lower residence times (300°C, 30 min). Identifying such
interactions could lead to operating reactors at lower
temperatures with less energy input or even greater energy
export as co-product, less thermal losses, or a lower residence
time that could substantially reduce capital investment or
increase throughput. Further, operating the thermal reactor at
lower temperatures offers less expensive and exotic reactor and
materials of construction options. For example, inexpensive
silicon-based seals can be continuously exposed to reaction
temperatures around 250°C, whereas more expensive and less
resilient graphite or vermiculite seals are often used above 280°C.
Lower reaction temperatures can also decrease any corrosion
effects from formed organic acids, or halogens present in waste
plastics (such as chlorine that would evolve as HCl). As another
example (and further evidenced by the composite testing that

FIGURE 7 | Mass loss rate of paper-MPW torrefaction at 300°C with paper-MPW ratio of (a1, 3:1), (b1, 1:1), (c1, 1:3); 400°C with paper-MPW ratio of (d1, 1:1);
Mass loss of paper-MPW torrefaction at: 300°C with paper-MPW ratio of (a2, 3:1), (b2, 1:1), (c2, 1:3).
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follows), Wang et al. demonstrated how waste fiber degradation
between 25–70% mass loss enhanced the ability of fibers to
reinforce plastic composites, improve weatherability, and resist
microbial action (Wang et al., 2019). Future work will quantify
the energy barriers and process kinetics and evaluate these
potential economical benefits in schemes for producing a solid
fuel as well as biomaterials. As mentioned above, biomass and
plastic synergistic effects were observed at high temperature
pyrolysis, where liquids are the main products of degradation.
From this study, which focuses on low temperature torrefaction
with the major product being solid fuel, shown synergistic effects
were observed, which differ significantly from the high
temperature pyrolysis studies.

Further Synergistic Evidence
To further study the synergistic effect between fiber and plastic
polymers, the pellets produced from fiber-MPW by reactive
extrusion were characterized by various methods.

IR Spectroscopy
Figures 8a,b show an FTIR spectrum of paper-MPW without
extrusion and with extrusion at 1:1 ratio. C-H stretching bands
were observed in all the samples at 2,916 cm−1 and 2,850 cm−1,
which can be attributed to methylene groups (Mayo, 2004). O-H
stretching band also exists between 3,100 cm−1 to 3,600 cm−1 in
all the samples (Wang et al., 2014). Broad carbonyl (C�O) band
at was found in all the samples 1,690–1750 cm−1, which can be
attributed to ester in linkage in PET and amide linkage in nylon
(Mayo, 2004). Paper was also identified at 1,505 cm−1 with a
small band associated with lignin (Dence, 1992). In addition,
C–O stretching in wood cellulose and hemicellulose was
observed in region between 1,000 and 1,070 cm−1; cis-bands
at 727 cm−1 and trans-vinylene bands at 974 cm−1 were found in
all the samples as well (Pandey, 1999; Mayo, 2004). We observe
slight differences between the non-extruded samples and the
extruded ones. Similar results were obtained for other blend
ratios as well.

In order to study the chemical changes occurred during
the reactive extrusion, the following indices were used:

Carbonyl index (CI), cellulose index (CeI), and hydroxyl
index (HI). The indices were defined as a ratio of the band
intensity at 1720 cm−1, 1,024 cm−1, and 3,342 cm−1,
respectively, to the band 2,916 cm−1 for the -CH2- groups
(Wei et al., 2013). The relative changes in hydroxyl, carbonyl,
and cellulose that occurred during torrefaction were analyzed
by calculating CI, CeI, and HI respectively (Zinchik et al.,
2020).

To show the changes in CI, CeI, and HI we defined the
following relative indices:

(CI)rel � (CI)extrud
(CI)non−extrud

(CeI)rel � (CeI)extrud
(CeI)non−extrud

(HI)rel � (HI)extrud
(HI)non−extrud

These new variables will show the relative change of each of these
indices because of the reactive extrusion process. Figure 9 shows
these indices for two MPW-fiber (50/50 and 75/25, fiber to MPW
ratios); the line at unity depicts no change in the index. The HI
increases after extrusion by ∼27% for both blends, whereas, the CI

FIGURE 8 | FTIR spectrum of non-extruded and extruded 50/50 MPW-
fiber ratio.

FIGURE 9 | CeIrel, CIrel and HIrel of MPW-fiber with ratio of 50/50 and
75/25.

FIGURE 10 | Flow curves (complex viscosity vs shear rate) at 180°C of
extruded MPW, extruded MPW-fiber (50/50 and 75/25), compression
molded MPW crumb and LDPE.
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are reduced by 30% and the CeI is reduced by ∼27%. It can be
concluded that the increase in HI (the hydroxyl group) was on
account of the reduction of the CeI and CI. This is indicative to
transfer of hydrogen atoms to the C�O and C-O-C groups and as
a consequent the increase of the OH group. It also indicates that
the reduction in cellulose content was due to dehydration and
degradation reactions (Wang et al., 2014).

Dynamic Rheology
Dynamic rheological measurements were also obtained on the
extruded materials, compression molded MPW crumb, and
LDPE. Figure 10 shows the complex viscosity (η*) of all melt
samples to decrease with shear rate at 180°C. This behavior is
indicative of shear-thinning of non-Newtonian fluids such as
polymer melts (Shenoy, 1999). The η* (at 1 s−1) for LDPE
(reference material) was low at 2,760 Pa.s. The compression
molded and extruded MPW waste materials respectively, have
η* of 8,260 Pa.s and 19,200 Pa.s. By compounding the MPW in an
extruder, good dispersion, distribution, and interaction of the
various plastics was achieved strengthening the polymer melt
resulting in a two-fold higher viscosity. The two plastic mixed
samples had a higher viscosity that LDPE alone. The addition of
25 and 50% fiber to MPW increased its η* approximately 2- and
4-fold, respectively. The entangled fibers reinforced the polymer
matrix as well as enhanced interactions between the two, thus
increased its viscosity (Shenoy, 1999; Wang et al., 2019). This
trend is also observed in wood plastic composite systems
(Adefisan and McDonald, 2019).

Figure 11 shows the complex viscosity at shear rate of 1 s−1,
for of LDPE, MPW crumbs, extruded MPW, extruded MPW-
fiber (50/50 and 75/25). It is to be noted that the complex viscosity
of MPW crumbs is higher than that of LDPE (a major component
in MPW). The important part is that when MPW is extruded, it
has complex viscosity seven times higher than that of LDPE and
2.3 times more than non-extruded MPW (MPW crumbs, see
Supplementary Figure S1. This is a direct evidence of the
synergistic effects within plastic components themselves. When
fiber is added to MPW and extruded, the complex viscosity
increases significantly over non-extruded and extruded MPW,
with strong effect of the fiber content in the blend.

Flexural Testing
Flexural tests were carried out for extruded MPW, extruded MPW-
fiber (50/50 and 75/25), compression molded MPW crumb and
LDPE. Figure 12A shows the flexural modulus for the same samples
shown in Figure 11. The LDPE and MPW have similar values for
the flexural modulus, 213 ± 10MPa and 195 ± 10MPa, respectively.
When the MPW is extruded, it increases flexural modulus by
40%–278 ± 10MPa, which is a strong indication of the synergy
between the various polymer components in MPW. When fiber is
added to MPW and extruded, the flexural modulus increases
significantly; the 75%MPW-25%fiber blend shows increase of
almost a factor of three and the 50%MPW-50%fiber blend
increases further by a factor of six over the non-extruded MPW.
The flexural strength shows a similar behavior, though less
pronounced, as seen in Figure 12B. This improvement in
mechanical properties by addition of fibers is also observed in
wood plastic composite systems (Fabiyi and McDonald, 2010;
Adefisan and McDonald, 2019; Wang et al., 2019).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this study, the torrefaction of paper wastes,MPWand paper-MPW
blends at various temperatures were studied. Synergistic effects were
observed between paper plastic wastes during torrefaction. It was also
found that at lower temperatures (250°C), the maximum mass loss
rate was more than doubled and the mass loss at the end of the

FIGURE 11 | Complex viscosity at 1 s−1 shear rate at 180°C of LDPE,
MPW crumbs, extruded MPW, extruded MPW-fiber (50/50 and 75/25).

FIGURE 12 | (a) Flexural modulus and (b) Flexural strength of LDPE,
MPW crumb, extruded MPW, extruded MPW-fiber (50/50 and 75/25).
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experiments were also much higher compared to the expected results.
In addition, with higher plastic content, the effects are more
significant, both increasing the reaction rate as well as the overall
mass loss. However, there is no synergy observed at higher
temperature (400°C). The existence of such interactions between
fiber and plastic wastes indicates that the natural energy barriers
during the individual torrefaction in paper waste or plastic waste could
be bypassed, and the torrefaction of fiber and plastic blend can be
achieved at lower temperatures and/or shorter residence times. The
reactive extrusion at 220°C also showed there exists chemical changes
during the process, which reduces the C-O and carbonyl index and
increased hydroxyl content. The interaction between paper and plastic
wastes during torrefaction can be attributed to the plastic acting as a
hydrogen donor during the torrefaction of the paper, and the radicals
derived from paper wastes also intensified the scission of the polymer
chain, initiating the scission of the polymer chain, which increases the
overall reaction rate and mass loss. It was also found that complex
viscosity of the extrudedMWP-fiber blends is seven times higher than
LDPE and 2.3 times more than non-extruded MPW. The results of
flexural testing indicated that there exist synergistic effects not only
between the MPW and fiber wastes, but also with the MPW. These
synergistic effects can greatly help to design the process parameters to
valorize mixed paper-plastic wastes.
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