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Abstract: Material dielectric properties are important for understanding their response to microwaves.
Carbonaceous materials are considered good microwave absorbers and can be mixed with dry
biomasses, which are otherwise low-loss materials, to improve the heating efficiency of biomass
feedstocks. In this study, dielectric properties of pulverized biomass and biochar mixtures are
presented from 0.5 GHz to 20 GHz at room temperature. An open-ended coaxial-line dielectric
probe and vector network analyzer were used to measure dielectric constant and dielectric loss factor.
Results show a quadratic increase of dielectric constant and dielectric loss with increasing biochar
content. In measurements on biochar, a strong dielectric relaxation is observed at 8 GHz as indicated
by a peak in dielectric loss factor at that frequency. Biochar is found to be a good microwave absorber
and mixtures of biomass and biochar can be utilized to increase microwave heating rates for high
temperature microwave processing of biomass feedstocks. These data can be utilized for design,
scale-up and simulation of microwave heating processes of biomass, biochar, and their mixtures.
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1. Introduction

Biomass resources offer a plentiful, renewable energy alternative to fossil fuels and can reduce
CO2 emission due to the potential of net zero emissions [1]. Lignocellulosic biomass materials
can be converted to energy-dense products via thermochemical processes (namely pyrolysis and
gasification) [2,3]. During these conversion processes, the biomass feedstock is heated to temperatures
in the range of 400–700 ◦C, usually by conventional heating methods, i.e., conduction and convection [4].
In attempts to improve heating efficiency, recent studies have applied dielectric heating to these
thermochemical conversion processes [5–7]. Microwave processing has numerous advantages over
conventional methods, including no-contact energy transfer, volumetric energy absorption and
dissipation, and selective heating in samples composed of two or more materials.

To effectively design microwave reactors for processing biomass feedstocks, an accurate
knowledge of the dielectric properties of biomass materials is necessary to evaluate the dielectric
response of materials in an applied electric field [8]. Dielectric properties may be determined by the
complex relative permittivity expressed by [9]:

ε∗ = ε′ − iε′′ = ε′(1− i× tanδ) (1)
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where ε′ is the relative dielectric constant, ε” is the relative dielectric loss factor, i =
√
−1, and tan δ

is the loss tangent (tan δ = ε”/ε′). Dielectric constant and dielectric loss factor are dimensionless
entities, which are used to measure the ability of a material to store energy and the ability of a
material to dissipate energy as heat, respectively. Molecular mechanisms dictate the polarization
of molecules in an applied electric field and in the microwave frequency range, dipole rotation and
ionic conduction are the dominant mechanisms of molecular polarization [8]. Dielectric properties
of a material are dependent on many factors such as measurement frequency, material atomic and
molecular composition, and physical characteristics [10]. For materials composed of at least two
components, dielectric properties are function of the properties of the bulk material such as bulk
density, moisture content, and temperature [11].

Dielectric properties of a variety of lignocellulosic biomasses including woody biomass [11–15],
grassy biomass [16–18], oil palm [19], corn stover [20], and pulp mill sludge [21] have been presented
in the literature. Due to the low dielectric loss of most lignocellulosic biomasses, these materials alone,
especially if dry, require a lot of energy to reach high temperatures by dielectric heating if not aided by
a microwave absorbing material [22,23]. To reach the high temperatures required by thermochemical
conversion processes, a microwave absorbing material, characterized by high dielectric loss, can be
added to biomass feedstocks [6,24,25]. When a high-loss material is added to a low-loss material,
the dielectric loss of the overall mixture is increased, resulting in greater heat generation in the
bulk material.

Carbonaceous materials, including carbon black, carbon nanotubes, carbon fibers, graphene,
activated carbon, SiC, and pyrolytic biochar have been recognized as good microwave absorbers for
their potential to convert microwave energy into thermal energy [6,24,26,27]. In this study, biochar
was investigated for its microwave absorbing potential since it is a low cost and convenient feedstock
additive that is readily available as a byproduct of thermochemical conversion processes. When a
mixture of biomass and biochar is irradiated with microwaves, the biochar particles selectively heat,
followed by heat transfer to adjacent biomass particles by conduction and by convection. Few studies
have investigated the dielectric properties of pyrolytic biochars [17,19,27,28]. Motasemi et al. measured
the dielectric properties of hay, switchgrass, and corn stover during pyrolysis [16,17,20]. Low dielectric
properties were observed from room temperature to 450 ◦C during pyrolysis, but a sudden increase in
dielectric properties was observed as the feedstock was heated from 450 to 700 ◦C when the biochar
had been formed. Salema et al. [19] and Tripathi et al. [28] measured the dielectric properties of biochar
derived from pyrolysis of oil palm shell.

While dielectric properties of biomass and biochar have been investigated separately, dielectric
properties of biomass and biochar mixtures have never been measured to our knowledge. Dielectric
properties of mixtures of biomass and biochar at room temperature are important for the efficient
use of microwaves to initiate dielectric heating for thermochemical conversion processes. This study
aims to fill this knowledge gap by characterizing the dielectric properties of biomass/biochar mixtures
for four different biomass feedstocks readily available in Louisiana and southeastern United States:
energy cane bagasse, pine sawdust (Pinus sp.), live oak (Quercus sp.), and Chinese tallow tree wood
(Triadica sebifera (L.)). Each of the biomasses chosen for this study can be sourced from various biomass
waste streams, making them viable feedstocks for thermochemical conversion processes. Pine sawdust
is a forestry residue from logging operations and a waste from milling processes. Energy cane bagasse
is a byproduct of the sugar industry, a residual lignocellulosic material after the juices are pressed from
the cane. Chinese tallow tree is an invasive species whose population is controlled to protect native
species and wetlands in southeastern United States. Live oak is an urban waste from tree pruning
and other tree maintenance services. These lignocellulosic biomass wastes have great potential as
feedstocks for biofuel production processes due to their low cost, but the dielectric properties when
mixed with biochar as absorbers need to be investigated in order to effectively design microwave-based
processes and equipment.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Biochar Preparation

The biochar used in these experiments was obtained from biomass pyrolysis of various feedstocks
(mostly pine sawdust). Ground biomass was packed into a stainless-steel tube and heated via induction
heating to 400–600 ◦C under a continuous flow of nitrogen gas. After complete pyrolysis, the tube was
cooled to room temperature and the biochar was collected from the tube. The biochar was ground and
sieved to obtain particle sizes less than 5 µm.

2.2. Biomass Sample Preparation

Energy cane, pine wood, live oak, and Chinese tallow tree samples were obtained by grinding
wood chips or shavings using a wood chipper and laboratory blender, and sieved to less than 5 µm
particle size. For each biomass, the following biochar mixtures were prepared: 0 wt %, 25 wt %,
50 wt %, 75 wt %, 100 wt % biochar. The moisture contents of each sample were measured on a wet
basis using a standardized oven drying method (ASTM E871-82) and are presented in Table 1. Bulk
density at the time of measurement was determined gravimetrically by dividing the weight of the
sample by the volume of the sample measurement cup (Table 1).

Table 1. Moisture content (MC) and density of each of the biomass/biochar samples measured.

Biochar
(% wt)

Energy Cane Sawdust Live Oak Chinese Tallow Tree

MC (% wet
basis)

Density
(g/cm3)

MC (% wet
basis)

Density
(g/cm3)

MC (% wet
basis)

Density
(g/cm3)

MC (% wet
basis)

Density
(g/cm3)

0 10.70 ± 0.13 0.21 11.09 ± 0.12 0.27 11.50 ± 0.00 0.40 11.33 ± 0.10 0.35
25 9.32 ± 0.20 0.25 9.68 ± 0.06 0.30 10.87 ± 1.00 0.41 9.00 ± 0.17 0.37
50 7.93 ± 0.00 0.29 8.05 ± 0.02 0.37 8.57 ± 0.30 0.46 7.30 ± 0.22 0.41
75 6.50 ± 0.01 0.32 6.57 ± 0.12 0.45 6.84 ± 0.05 0.49 6.63 ± 0.08 0.48
100 5.00 ± 0.01 0.56 5.00 ± 0.01 0.56 5.00 ± 0.01 0.56 5.00 ± 0.01 0.56

2.3. Measurement Procedure

For this study, the open-ended coaxial-line dielectric probe method was utilized, despite its
limitations for measurement of low-loss solid materials [14,29], due to its ease of use and ability to
cover a broad range of electromagnetic frequencies. This technique is convenient due to easy sample
preparation and small sample size requirement; however, it is sensitive to local inhomogeneities in the
test material due to the small measurement region of the probe [30]. If the sample is not homogenous,
the resulting measurement is an average value weighted by the intensity of the electric field which
is at its highest at the center conductor of the probe tip [31]. Air gaps in the measurement region are
another source of error when measuring granular solids [32] and methods to control these errors have
been developed and are discussed further [33]. Since the materials being measured in the present
study are pulverized to a fine powder consistency, these sources of error can be carefully prevented.
Precautions were taken to ensure firm contact of the probe with the sample and to make certain the
probe face was presented with a single, smooth, flat surface with gap-free contact. In this study, three
to five replicates were measured after agitating and recompressing the sample into the sample holder
to verify the consistency of the readings and avoid measurement errors due to sample inhomogeneity.

A schematic of the dielectric measurement setup is shown in Figure 1. The measurement system
consisted of an Agilent 85070 high-temperature dielectric probe connected via a coaxial cable to a
vector network analyzer (Agilent N5230C PNA-L). The specific sample requirements for the probe are
a minimum diameter >20 mm, a granule size <0.3 mm, and a minimum sample thickness given by the
following equation [31]:

sample thickness >
20√
|ε∗|

mm (2)
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where |ε∗| is the modulus of the permittivity given by:

|ε∗| =
√
(ε′)2 + (ε′′ )2 (3)
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Figure 1. Sample measurement set-up consisting of a vector network analyzer (VNA) and high
temperature coaxial-line dielectric probe (Agilent 85070) inserted into sample.

The instrument was calibrated using open air, a short, and distilled water at 25 ◦C as reference
standards. The dielectric probe was fixed on a stand and the samples firmly pressed into a cylindrical
stainless steel cup (1 cm radius, 2 cm height) by raising an adjustable platform. Measurements
consisted of 101-point logarithmic sweep from 0.2 to 20 GHz. Dielectric constant and dielectric loss
factor readings were acquired for each biomass/biochar mixture. Due to observed issues with this
method at low frequencies, the data measured below 0.5 GHz were discarded. The permittivity
measurements at 2.45 GHz were obtained by interpolation of dielectric constant and dielectric loss
factor values at their respective neighboring frequencies. This frequency was selected as it is the most
commonly used frequency in the industrial, scientific, and medical (ISM) radio bands for microwave
heating applications. The accuracy of dielectric properties obtained from the probe is specified by the
manufacturer as [31]:

ε′ = ε′ ± 0.05|ε∗| (4)

ε′′ = ε′′ ± 0.05|ε∗| (5)

3. Results

In the context of this study, measurements performed at microwave frequencies showed
dependence of dielectric constant and dielectric loss factor on frequency, mixture ratio, and biomass
type. Figures 2 and 3 depict the frequency dependence of the real (ε′) and imaginary (ε”) parts
of permittivity, respectively, for each biomass/biochar mixture. Dielectric constant decreases with
increasing frequency for all samples over the measured frequency range. This observed monotonic
decrease is due to the decrease in polarization of the dielectric material with increasing frequency, as
it is described by Torgovnikov [11]. The phase of the charged particles of the dielectric lags behind
the phase of the electric field due to polarization relaxation. With increasing frequency, the number of
charged particles that are in phase with the electric field decreases, resulting in a decrease in dielectric
constant. Percent decreases of dielectric constant from the maximum at 0.5 GHz to the minimum at
20 GHz are denoted in Table 2. Dielectric loss factor increases to a maximum between 8 and 9 GHz for
the biomass/biochar mixtures less than or equal to 75% weight biochar. For the samples with 100%
weight biochar, dielectric loss factor decreases between 0.5 and 2 GHz followed by an increase, which
peaks at 8 GHz, then decreases from 8 to 20 GHz.
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Table 2. Percent differences (%) in dielectric constant from 0.5 to 20 GHz.

Biochar Energy Cane Pine Sawdust Live Oak Chinese Tallow Tree

0 8.83 8.98 21.48 11.61
25 5.06 2.35 27.04 24.37
50 11.86 7.64 30.81 28.09
75 25.49 28.91 34.98 35.02

100 44.41 44.41 44.41 44.41

Dielectric properties are dependent on bulk density of air-particle mixtures [34]. The biochar
measured in this study is denser than the biomass materials, thus the measured permittivity values of
the various biomass/biochar mixtures partially reflect the effect of density on the apparent permittivity.
The observed increase in dielectric properties with increasing biochar content cannot be attributed to
the biochar alone since with an increase in biochar, there is also an increase in density. To eliminate
the effect of density on dielectric properties, the measured permittivity data of each mixture at its
respective density was transformed to the corresponding permittivity value at a mean bulk density by
the Landeau and Lifshitz, Looyenga equation [10]:

ε′2 =

[
ε1

1/3 − 1
ρ1

ρ2 + 1

]3

(6)

where ρ is bulk density and ε represents permittivity. The subscripts 1 and 2 denote the original
measured parameter and the transformed parameter, respectively.

Figure 4 illustrates the dielectric constant and dielectric loss factor as a function of biochar content
and corrected to a mean density (0.32, 0.39, 0.46 and 0.43 g/cm3, for energy cane, pine sawdust, live
oak, and Chinese tallow tree, respectively) using Equation (6). For all biomasses measured, the real
and imaginary parts of dielectric properties are shown to increase as biochar content increases. Since
biochar has a greater dielectric constant than the biomass samples, addition of biochar to the biomass
feedstock increases the overall dielectric constant of the bulk material. At 2.45 GHz, the average
dielectric constant of the raw biomasses and biochars are 2.13 and 4.06, respectively, corresponding to
twofold increase. A regression analysis was performed and it was determined that the permittivity of
the mixture follow a quadratic function of biochar content. The dependency of permittivity on biochar
content can be described by a quadratic function of the form y = Ax2 + Bx + C, and the coefficients of
the quadratic regression and the regression coefficient are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Quadratic regression coefficients (y = Ax2 + Bx + C) for the dependence of dielectric constant
(ε′) and dielectric loss factor (ε”) on biochar content for each biomass type at 2.45 GHz.

Sample
ε′ ε”

A B C R2 A B C R2

Energy cane 0.8187 0.5373 1.9260 0.9604 1.9732 −0.9848 0.0615 0.9429
Pine sawdust 2.0488 −0.2974 2.1348 0.9711 1.6801 −0.6170 0.0639 0.9914

Live oak 2.0412 0.3712 2.3027 0.9947 1.5136 −0.5243 0.1488 0.9767
Tallow tree 1.5599 0.6214 2.1689 0.9891 1.5184 −0.4990 0.1205 0.9896
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Figure 4. Dielectric constant and loss factor measurements as a function of biochar content at 2.45 GHz
for each biomass: (a) energy cane bagasse; (b) pine sawdust; (c) live oak; and (d) Chinese tallow tree
wood). Error bars indicate standard deviations.

Dielectric loss tangent is the ratio of the loss factor to dielectric constant and its dependency on
mixture ratio is depicted in Figure 5a. The loss tangent is an indicator of the ability of a material
to dissipate electromagnetic energy. A high dielectric loss factor and moderate dielectric constant
would be indicative of a good microwave absorber. Similarly, to dielectric constant and dielectric
loss, the regression analysis of the loss tangent follows an increasing quadratic trend with increasing
biochar content. Penetration depth is defined as the distance into the material at which the power of
an incident electric field has decayed by 1/e and is calculated by the following equation (where λ0 is
the frequency of free space):

δp =
λ0

2π
√

2ε′

(√
1 + (ε′′/ε′)2 − 1

)− 1
2

(7)

Penetration depth was calculated for each biomass/biochar mixture and is shown to decrease
quadratically with increasing biochar content (Figure 5b). Knowledge of penetration depth of a
material is important for scale-up of microwave heating systems and is useful for designing reactor
geometry and dimensions. The coefficients of quadratic regression analysis for loss tangent and
penetration depth as functions of biochar content are presented in Table 4.
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Table 4. Quadratic regression coefficients (y = Ax2 + Bx + C) for loss tan and penetration depth as a
function of mass fraction of biochar.

Sample
Loss Tan Penetration Depth

A B C R2 A B C R2

Energy cane 0.2992 2.06 × 10−12 2.06 × 10−12 0.8827 162.4 −294.7 137.3 0.9963
Pine sawdust 0.2802 2.52 × 10−12 0.0101 0.9941 98.5 −172.9 79.1 0.9938

Live oak 0.1909 5.96 × 10−12 0.0490 0.9814 7.8 −29.7 25.2 0.9789
Tallow tree 0.2219 1.72 × 10−12 0.0397 0.9929 17.3 −44.8 31.0 0.9996

Comparison of the different biomasses studied show that each biomass exhibits similar, but
independent dielectric properties. To illustrate the effect of biomass type on dielectric properties,
loss tangent was plotted as a function of frequency for 25% biochar (Figure 6a) and 75% biochar
(Figure 6b) mixtures. In comparing the measurements on the different biomass at similar biochar
contents, it is clear that differences exist between the different materials. By comparing the dielectric
properties values of the different biomasses, it is observed that an increased biochar content amplifies
the apparent dielectric constant of the mixture.Energies 2017, 10, 502 8 of 11 
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biochar and (b) 75% wt biochar.

4. Discussion

As seen by the quadratic increase in the loss tangent with increasing biochar, mixtures of
biomass and biochar are shown to exhibit greater heat generation ability compared to biomass alone.
Carbonaceous solid materials are not heated via dipole polarization like water and other polar liquids,
but rather via Maxwell-Wagner-Sillars polarization, or interfacial polarization effects. Carbonaceous
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materials have delocalized sp2 π-electrons, which move freely within interfacial regions of chars.
An applied electric field induces a current in the π-electrons, which is in phase with the electric field.
Over time the π-electrons become out of phase with the electric field and collisions between electrons
generates energy in the form of heat. Thus, the good microwave absorption of biochar reported in
literature discussing microwave heating is most likely attributable to the effect of Maxwell-Wagner
Sillars polarization [27].

Frequency dependence of biochar is much more pronounced than the frequency dependence
of the raw biomasses in this study. An interesting feature of the biochar permittivity data is the
dielectric relaxation observed at 8 GHz. This relaxation is seen in the mixtures with high biochar
content (75% and 100% wt biochar) and it is indicative of a relaxation frequency of the biochar. It is
thought that this frequency could correspond to a wavelength that is equal to the mean free path of the
free π-electrons in the biochar interlayers.

A wide range of dielectric properties values have been presented in the literature for carbonaceous
materials (Table 5). Dielectric properties of carbonaceous materials are dependent on the origin of
the material. Atwater and Wheeler [32] measured the dielectric properties of three different activated
carbons and found the permittivity to be dependent on the origin of the material. In addition,
measurement techniques and material conditions at the time of measurement should also be noted as
a cause of discrepancy between dielectric measurements on similar materials.

Table 5. Dielectric properties of several carbonaceous materials at 2.45 GHz.

Sample ε′ ε” Reference

Pyrolysis biochar 6.00 1.22 This study
Oil palm char 2.83 0.23 [19]

Activated carbon 5.30 0.37 [35]
Activated carbon 14–40 4–26 [36]

Graphite 4.20 0.11 [35]

Dielectric properties have been found to increase with moisture content due to the high degree of
polarization of water molecules under electromagnetic radiation [21]. In this study, moisture contents
ranged from 5.00 ± 0.01% for the biochar samples to 11.16 ± 0.33% for the average of the biomass
samples (Table 1). Despite this decrease in moisture content with increase in biochar, increase of
biochar in the mixture increases the dielectric constant and loss factor. If water content was the
dominant driving force for variation in dielectric properties, we would expect to see the opposite trend.
This confirms that dipole rotation of water molecules is not a dominant mechanism for the dielectric
properties of these samples. Permittivity also tends to increase with increasing density [34]. With
addition of biochar to biomass, density of the samples increases (Table 1), which could be a cause of
the increasing dielectric properties with increasing biochar content. However, as discussed previously,
the measured permittivity values were corrected to a medium density using Equation (6) to be able to
observe the effect of biochar content without the effect of density.

5. Conclusions

The dielectric properties of biomass and biochar mixtures were measured from 0.5 to 20 GHz
at room temperature. Results from this study indicate the dependence of permittivity on frequency,
biomass type, and mixture ratio. Dielectric properties were found to increase quadratically with
increasing biochar content for all biomasses. Dry biomass materials require a considerable amount
of microwave energy to reach high processing temperatures by microwave irradiation due to low
dielectric properties. Biochar, a byproduct of biomass pyrolysis, was found to be a good microwave
absorber and can be used as an additive to biomass feedstocks to increase microwave absorption in
the bulk material and accelerate heating rates. The dielectric properties data presented in this study
are important for the design, simulation, and scale-up of microwave reactors for high temperature
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microwave processing of biomass materials. Biomass and biochar mixture ratios can be optimized for
a given microwave geometry.
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