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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR ALKYL
ESTER PRODUCTION

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of the filing date of U.S.
Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/884,273 filed Jan. 10,
2007; the entire contents of which are hereby incorporated by
reference

TECHNICAL FIELD

This application relates to alkyl ester production, and espe-
cially relates to the continuous reaction/separation in the pro-
duction of alkyl ester.

BACKGROUND

One potential solution to mitigate environmental and mac-
roeconomic displacements is the use of energy derived from
locally produced biomass. Two particular such bio-fuels are
ethanol and biodiesel. While ethanol has garnered more atten-
tion due to a longer track record and the activities in Brazil,
biodiesel is actually a higher energy fuel with greater envi-
ronmental benefits. Typically biodiesel is produced by trans-
esterification of triglycerides with methanol.

Most of the production of biodiesel fuel is carried out in
batch reactors, where measured quantities of the triglycer-
ides, methanol, and catalyst are added to a tank, heated, and
mixed for a period of time ranging from 1 hour to several
hours. After a period of time, the reacted mixture is pumped to
another vessel and allowed to sit, quiescent for a second
period of time. The mixture then phase separates into a
biodiesel layer and a glycerol layer, and the glycerol layer is
drained. The resulting biodiesel is then further purified.

In some currently used processes, continuous centrifuge
technology is used to separate glycerol, and carry out the
water washing steps to remove residual alcohol from the
biodiesel product. Also, current patent applications include
flash separation of methanol from the biodiesel as an alterna-
tive method to the water-washing step. Some current pro-
cesses apply distillation methods to separate the biodiesel
from the glycerol byproduct based on their volatility differ-
ences. In one current process, biodiesel separation from glyc-
erol is claimed to occur in a reactor where the feed is intro-
duced at the top and an impure biodiesel stream and an impure
glycerol stream are both withdrawn near the bottom.

In prior art process, both desired product biodiesel and
byproduct glycerol are withdrawn near the bottom of the
reactor as liquid streams. The proximity of the withdrawal
points for these two product streams implies there will be
significant mixing and cross-contamination. This assertion is
born out by the presence of many downstream separators and
complicated processing required to further purify the prod-
ucts. In this process, the concentration of both products,
biodiesel and glycerol, increases towards the bottom of the
reactor, thereby hindering the conversion process.

The processes based on reactive distillation produce high
purity glycerol and high purity biodiesel with small amounts
of residual methanol. However, these processes are energy
intensive due to the necessity of providing large quantities of
heat to boil the bottoms product and produce the vapor stream
for the distillation column. Distillation processes separate
materials having different volatility by successively vaporiz-
ing higher and higher purity streams of the more volatile
material and successively condensing higher and higher
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purity streams of the less volatile material. This process
depends on the equilibrium between vapors and liquids, and
is driven by the heat input necessary to boil the material.

Although these processes successfully produce biodiesel
fuel, more efficient, economical processes are continuously
sought.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

This disclosure is directed to methods and systems for
processing alkyl esters.

In one embodiment, the method comprises: combining
liquid biomass with an alcohol to form a combined liquid
stream, introducing the combined liquid stream to a first
transesterification reactor between a liquid glycerol outlet
and a liquid alkyl ester outlet, reacting the liquid biomass and
the alcohol to form liquid glycerol and liquid alkyl ester, and
removing a liquid alkyl ester stream from an upper portion of
the first transesterification reactor. The combined liquid
stream flows upward through the reactor at a rate that is less
than a settling velocity of the liquid glycerol.

In another embodiment the method comprises: combining
liquid biomass with an alcohol to form a combined liquid
stream, introducing the combined liquid stream to a first
transesterification reactor at a point in a lower 25% of the
reactor, between a liquid glycerol outlet and a liquid alkyl
ester outlet, reacting the liquid biomass and the alcohol to
form liquid glycerol and liquid alkyl ester, removing the
liquid alkyl ester stream from the first transesterification reac-
tor, removing the liquid glycerol from the first transesterifi-
cation reactor, and purifying the liquid alkyl ester stream. The
combined liquid stream has a laminar flow. Greater than or
equal to about 75 mass % of the liquid glycerol settles towards
a bottom of the first transesterification reactor

In one embodiment, an alkyl ester production system can
comprise: a first transesterification reactor comprising a liq-
uid biomass inlet located between a liquid glycerol outlet and
a liquid alkyl ester outlet, a water wash vessel comprising an
alkyl ester inlet, a water inlet located near a top of the water
wash vessel, and a washed alkyl ester outlet located near the
top of the water wash vessel, wherein the alkyl ester inlet is
located near a bottom of the water wash vessel, and a drier
comprising a washed alkyl ester inlet located near a top of the
drier, a gas inlet located near a bottom of the drier, and a dried
alkyl ester outlet located near the bottom of the drier. The
liquid biomass inlet can be in fluid communication with a
liquid biomass source and a liquid alcohol source. The first
transesterification reactor can be configured for laminar flow
and for liquid reactants and products. The alkyl ester inlet can
be in fluid communication with the washed alkyl ester outlet.

The above described and other features are exemplified by
the following figures and detailed description.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

Referring to the figures, which are merely exemplary, not
limiting, and wherein like numbers are numbered alike.

FIG. 1 is a graphical illustration of the upward flow speed
of the lower density oil phase versus diameter of equivalent
sphere of high density phase.

FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of one embodiment of
a biodiesel production system.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Disclosed herein is a continuous method of producing
biodiesel fuel that simultaneously creates the biodiesel prod-
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uct and separates it from byproduct glycerol. The method
achieves separation of reaction products biodiesel and glyc-
erol by buoyancy driven phase separation; the biodiesel flow-
ing upward and the glycerol settling downward. As the react-
ing stream flows upward, the biodiesel and glycerol are
created, they phase separate due to immiscibility, and the
heavier glycerol settles if the upward flow speed is less than
the settling velocity of the glycerol. The reaction and separa-
tion occur in one single vessel, and the reaction and separa-
tion occur continuously so that the separated biodiesel and
glycerol products continue to emerge from the vessel as long
as reactants are fed into the vessel.

The current method constitutes a lower energy consump-
tion process than the reactive distillation process discussed
above. Advantageously, the buoyancy driven separation of
the present method can be used for all the separation steps,
including the washing and moisture removal steps. The reac-
tor/separator for the current process is designed and operated
differently than in the reactive distillation process. First, the
current process contains only liquid streams, whereas the
reactive distillation system contains both liquid and vapor
streams. The current process does not require the high energy
inputs necessary to generate vapor streams and the reactor/
separator does not need the stages and packings associated
with the turbulent multi-phase flows used in reactive distilla-
tion processes.

Multiple vessels can be concatenated to form a continuous
system to achieve conversion of reactants (e.g., complete
conversion (i.e., greater than or equal to 99.5 mass percent
(mass %) conversion)), separation of glycerol (e.g., nearly
complete separation (i.e., removal of greater than or equal to
98 mass % of the glycerol from the biodiesel product)),
biodiesel washing to remove residual alcohol, glycerol, and
catalyst, and moisture removal from the biodiesel product
stream. The units for achieving reaction, separation, washing,
and drying can be arranged in a number of configurations
including recycle, parallel processing, and hybrid serial/par-
allel processing to achieve optimal results for a wide variety
of'feed stocks. This type of reactor/separator can be applied to
any chemical system where the reaction products separate
into phases of different densities, and especially in the case of
reversible reactions.

In the present process, the reacting mixture flows upwards
and the glycerol settles downwards. This is significantly dif-
ferent in design and operation than processes where both the
biodiesel and glycerol streams are removed from the bottom
of'the reactor. In the present process, there is little or no cross
contamination of the two product streams, biodiesel and glyc-
erol, and they are collected and withdrawn from the reactor at
widely separated locations. Hence, subsequent purification is
much easier and economical. Furthermore, removing glyc-
erol as the reaction proceeds enhances conversion in the
transesterification process. In the present process there is a
glycerol concentration gradient in the reacting stream
because the glycerol settles downwards, leaving very little
glycerol in the upper portion of the reactor. Consequently,
conversion is enhanced in the upper portion of the reactor.

The glycerol settles down through the biodiesel and oil
mixture with a velocity that depends upon the droplet size of
the glycerol. For example, the settling velocity of 5 mm
diameter glycerol droplets in biodiesel can be roughly 3 cen-
timeters per second (cny/s). Smaller droplets settle at lower
velocities while larger droplets settle at higher velocities.
Moreover, as the reaction proceeds and creates glycerol, the
molecules of glycerol created aggregate and form droplets
that grow, e.g., by coarsening mechanisms. These coarsening
glycerol droplets settle out of the reacting mixture, even as the
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reacting mixture flows upwards, as long as the upward fluid
velocity is less than the settling velocity for easily attained
glycerol droplet sizes. This continuous flow and settling
mechanism also works better if the flow is smooth and lami-
nar, rather than turbulent and mixed. Laminar flow is defined
as flow where fluid follows via smooth pathways, does not
eddy, and has a Reynold’s number, Re, less than or equal to
2,100. Once the glycerol produced in the reaction grows to
droplets of a size of more than a few micrometers (um), they
settle downwards if the upward flow speed of the oil phase
(biomass) is not too large.

Equation I provides a design basis for the reactor.

~ (on — prgd” Equation [

Vs = Vf 18}1

where: v =settling speed of the high density glycerol phase
(centimeters per second (cm/s)),

v~upward flow speed of the lower density oil phase
(cn/s),

p,=density of higher density phase (grams per cubic
centimeter (g/cc)),

p;~=density of lower density phase (g/cc),

g=gravitational acceleration (cm/s?),

d=diameter of equivalent sphere of high density phase
(cm), and
p=viscosity of lower density phase (g/cm/s).

If v, =0, then v,can be plotted against the droplet size d. FIG.
1 illustrates the equation for the particular case of glycerol
settling through biodiesel fluid. If the fluid rise velocity, v is
set, FIG. 1 indicates the droplet size above which settling will
occur. This approach is applicable for strongly separating
phases like glycerol and methyl ester biodiesel, where the
droplets grow to sizes larger than 0.1 cm within a few sec-
onds. Thus, fluid rise velocities up to a few millimeters per
second (mm/s) are permissible. This technique can also be
used for weakly phase separated mixtures, such as glycerol in
ethyl ester biodiesel. In such cases, experimental techniques
such as light scattering can be used to ascertain the droplet
sizes attained in a reasonable time, and then the acceptable
fluid rise velocity can be determined off the graph.

For the biodiesel production, the reactor/separator(s) can
be placed in a series, one after the other. In between each
vessel, a mixture and reactant addition port can be placed to
allow for a stage wise reaction/separation process that can be
optimized to maximize biodiesel production and separation
efficiencies at the same time. Thus, high conversion efficien-
cies can be readily attained without the addition of excess
alcohol in the first stage to force the high conversion. As a
result, high levels of alcohol contamination of the glycerol
byproduct are avoided, and minimal alcohol in the biodiesel
product is attained. This enables economical production;
minimizing alcohol loss, alcohol reclamation costs, and
biodiesel cleanup costs. For example, the reactors canuse less
than or equal to 10% over the stoichiometric amount of
methanol for the conversion to biodiesel (i.e., balanced sto-
ichiometry for the transesterification reaction to produce the
biodiesel), with substantially below 10% believed possible
(e.g., less than or equal to 5% over the stoichiometric
amount).
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The continuous separation during flow can also be applied
to the wash step(s) (e.g., water wash step(s)) and the drying
step(s) (e.g., air-drying step(s)). Since the amount of alcohol
introduced to the transesterification reactor(s) is a substan-
tially stoichiometric amount, no additional reaction is
intended to occur in the wash and air-drying steps (i.e., any
reactions are residual reactions from the remaining reactants
and are not induced by the addition of new reactants). It is
noted that any reaction that does occur is a result of residual
reactants from the transesterification reactions and not from
the addition of reactants to the water wash vessel or drier. In
other words, no alcohol or reacting stream are introduced to
the wash steps and the drying steps. In the water wash case,
water can be added at the top of the flow vessel by a distribu-
tion medium. The water then settles through the biodiesel
product at a settling velocity also determined by droplet size,
and is collected at the bottom of the vessel. The collected
water contains excess alcohol and catalyst. In the air-drying
step, air dispersed into the flowing biodiesel rises to the top of
the vessel more quickly than the biodiesel due to buoyancy.
The residual water is removed with the air from the biodiesel.

The entire integrated process can be a staged set of flow
vessels that produce biodiesel continuously. The process is
scalable since a wide range of production rates can be
achieved by simply selecting the appropriate flow vessel
diameter, noting that the flow increases as the square of the
diameter if the flow velocity is held constant.

The present process can be employed to produce lower
alkyl esters (e.g., C, to C,) from a biomass source such as
triglycerides (e.g., higher fatty acid triglycerides (C4-C,, or
$0)), natural oil(s) and/or natural fat(s) comprising free fatty
acids, and combinations comprising at least one of the fore-
going biomass. Possible biomass sources include oils (e.g.,
vegetable oil, sunflower seed oil, soya bean oil, corn oil,
cottonseed oil, almond oil, groundnut oil, palm oil, coconut
oil, linseed oil, castor oil, rapeseed oil, industry tallow, abat-
toir waste, including used oils (such as used (e.g., waste)
cooking oils from restaurants), and the like), and combina-
tions comprising at least one of the foregoing biomass.

The biomass source is combined with alcohol and option-
ally with a catalyst (e.g., with a catalyzed alcohol), to form
the reacting stream. Generally, the alcohol can be a C,-C,
alcohol(s), such as methanol, ethanol, isopropanol, butanol,
multivalent alcohol(s) (such as trimethylolpropane), as well
as combinations comprising at least one of the foregoing
alcohols. The alcohol can optionally be combined with a
transesterification catalyst, e.g., an alkaline catalyst, acid
catalyst, and so forth. Possible transesterification catalysts
include: metal alcoholoates, metal hydrides, metal carbon-
ates, metal acetates, sodium alkoxide, sodium hydroxide,
potassium hydroxide.

Referring to FIG. 2, an exemplary embodiment of a biodie-
sel system is illustrated. In this system, the alcohol stream 2
(that is optionally catalyzed) can be combined with the bio-
mass stream 4 using, for example, a static mixer to form a
combined stream 6 (e.g., the reacting stream). Although the
process can proceed at room temperature, optionally, the
biomass stream 4 and/or the combined stream 6 can be
heated, e.g., to a temperature of less than or equal to about 65°
C. The combined stream 6 can then be introduced to the
transesterification reactor 8. The combined stream 6 is intro-
duced to the transesterification reactor 8 between the outlet
for the initial biodiesel stream (e.g., the liquid alkyl ester
stream) 10 and the outlet for the glycerol stream 12. For
example, the combined stream 6 can be introduced to a bot-
tom portion of the transesterification reactor 8, above where a
glycerol stream 12 will be removed from the reactor 8. For
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6

example, the combined stream can be introduced within the
bottom 75% of the reactor so as to flow upwards. In order to
attain sufficient residence time and hence biodiesel produc-
tion, introduction is generally at or below the mid-point of the
reactor, or, more specifically, within the lower 25% of the
reactor, and above the glycerol removal point. In order to
attain the desired separation of the biodiesel, glycerol, and
reactants (catalyst, alcohol, and biomass), the flow through
reactor 8 is preferably laminar and at a controlled velocity that
enables the glycerol to fall to the bottom of the reactor as
remaining reactants and biodiesel flow to the top of the reac-
tor.

Once the system is at steady state, as the combined stream
6 flows into transesterification reactor 8, an initial biodiesel
stream 10 can be removed from at or near the top of the reactor
8 (e.g., within 10% distance from the top of the reactor), while
glycerol stream 12 can be removed from the reactor at a point
below where the combined stream 6 enters the transesterifi-
cation reactor 8 (e.g., at the bottom of the reactor). Since the
glycerol stream 12 is removed from the reactor at a point
below the introduction point of the combined stream, as the
reaction proceeds the reaction equilibrium shifts, driving the
reaction to additional conversion to biodiesel and glycerol.

To further enhance the conversion efficiency, the initial
biodiesel stream 10 can optionally be combined with an addi-
tional catalyzed alcohol stream 14, e.g., via a static mixer,
such that a combined stream 16 can be introduced into
another transesterification reactor(s) 18, e.g., in the same
fashion as introduced to the first transesterification reactor 8
(at a point above where glycerol will be removed from the
reactor 18). With the combination of the two transesterifica-
tion reactors, a virtually 100% conversion efficiency can be
attained. As with the transesterification reactor 8, the flow
through the transesterification reactor 18 is controlled to
allow the settling of the glycerol and the removal of biodiesel
and remaining reactants from at or near the top of the reactor
18. Optionally, a portion of the biodiesel stream exiting the
transesterification reactor 18 can be recycled in recycle
stream 22 to transesterification reactor 8 and/or transesterifi-
cation reactor 18, while glycerol can be removed from trans-
esterification reactor 18 in glycerol stream 24. The remainder
of the biodiesel product stream 20 can optionally be further
processed, e.g., passed through additional transesterification
reactor(s), washed, and/or dried.

The washing step can be performed in a water wash vessel
28 where the biodiesel product stream 20 enters the bottom of
water wash vessel 28, while water is introduced near the top.
As the water is disbursed through the biodiesel, it removes
excess alcohol and catalyst therefrom to produce a water
wash that exits the bottom of the vessel 28 as water wash
stream 30. Within this vessel, catalyst and alcohol migrate to
the water droplets out of the biodiesel stream. The washed
biodiesel stream 32 exiting vessel 28 can then be introduced
to the top of a drier 34. Air 36 introduced to the bottom of the
drier 34 passes through the washed biodiesel in a countercur-
rent fashion to remove residual water therefrom. The air
stream 38 can then be removed from the top of the drier 34,
while the dried biodiesel 40 can be removed from the bottom.
It is understood that the various streams can be processed and
recycled in various fashions to enhance efficiency and viabil-
ity of the process. For example, water can be condensed from
the air stream 38 to form a dry air stream and a water stream
that can be used in the drier 34 and water wash vessel 28,
respectively. Furthermore, the alcohol can be recovered (e.g.,
using a flash reactor) and recycled.
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For example, a system comprising 1 reactor, 1 wash, and 1
drier, when operated properly (i.e., in accordance with the
present disclosure) will produce ASTM quality biodiesel.
ASTM quality biodiesel requires greater than 99 mass %
conversion and greater than 99.8 mass % glycerol removal.
Although some other systems may claim ASTM quality pro-
cessing, the National Biodiesel Board estimates that, in 2006,
more than half of all biodiesel produced in the USA was not
ASTM grade.

The following examples are merely exemplary and are
intended to further explain and not to limit the process and
system disclosed herein.

EXAMPLES

The basic process configuration with a single reactor/sepa-
rator was realized for Examples 1 and 2 in a separatory funnel,
where the valved outlet at the bottom of the funnel was used
to draw off the glycerol as it settled out of the reacting mix-
ture. The prototype reactor, a separatory funnel, was fitted
with a 2-hole stopper at the top to support the tubes for
reactant introduction and biodiesel product stream removal.
The tube introducing the stream of premixed reactants was
inserted such that the reactant stream entered the reactor
towards the bottom of the reactor. The tube providing an exit
for the biodiesel product stream was inserted such that the
biodiesel product stream was withdrawn from the top of the
reactor.

Although the reactor could be run using vegetable oil com-
bined with any of several alcohols and catalysts, in these
experiments (Examples 1-3) the oil used was soy oil. It was
mixed with a stream of methanol already containing dis-
solved potassium hydroxide.

Example 1

1:6 volumetric ratio of methoxide (1.5% (w/w) (potassium
hydroxide to oil) in methanol) to oil was continuously fed to
the reactor for 45 minutes at a flow of 1.1 milliliters per
second (ml/s). During this time 400 milliliters (ml) of glyc-
erol was collected from the bottom of the reactor and 1,600 ml
of'biodiesel product was collected from the top of the reactor.
These products were analyzed by gas chromatography and
nuclear magnetic resonance. The results showed that during
the 15 minute residence time in the reactor/separator, 89 mass
percent (mass %) of the vegetable oil was converted to biodie-
sel (all that was possible due to a limiting amount of meth-
oxide).

Example 2

In the second experiment, a 1:2 volumetric ratio of meth-
oxide to oil was continuously fed to the reactor for 40 minutes
at a flow of 2.5 ml/s. During the 6.7 minute residence time,
95.5 mass % of the vegetable oil was converted to biodiesel.

Example 3

A larger prototype reactor was constructed to validate the
design concept at a scale similar to commercial production.
The reactor that was 4 feet (1.2 meters (m)) long and 6 inches
(0.15 m) in diameter was run for a period of 16 hours. During
this time period, 230 gallons (871 liters (1)) of waste veg-
etable oil was converted to 230 gallons (871 1) of ASTM
quality biodiesel fuel. The process comprised heating the oil
to 120° F. (48.9° C.) and mixing it with room temperature
methoxide prior to injection into the reactor at a 1:3 to 1:4
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8

volumetric ratio of methoxide to oil at a flow rate of 18.9 liters
perhour (I/h) (5 gallons per hour (gal/h)) of 75.71/h (20 gal/h).

The chemical conversion of the vegetable oil was checked
several times during the 16 hour period by both gas chroma-
tography and nuclear magnetic resonance, and conversion in
excess of 99 mass % was maintained over this time period.
The resultant stream had a purity of about 97 mass % without
further processing. After a single water wash and a single
air-drier, the purity of the stream was greater than 99.5 mass
%.

The simultaneous separation of glycerol was checked by
centrifuging samples leaving the top of the reactor. Well over
95 mass % of the liquid glycerol produced in the reaction
settled to the bottom of the reactor for removal as a separate
byproduct stream. In other words, less than 5 mass % of the
liquid glycerol was removed with the biodiesel. This degree
of glycerol removal from the biodiesel stream renders a glyc-
erol separator unnecessary, as the small amount of residual
glycerol in the biodiesel stream is further reduced by normal
downstream operations. In other words, where other biodie-
sel forming processes require a special separator as well as a
wash and dry step to remove the glycerol, the present process
can attain substantially complete glycerol removal with only
the wash and drying stages; i.e., with no special (separate)
glycerol separation.

Based upon the above examples, it is clear that, using the
present counter-current flow process where the reactants flow
upward through the reactor and the glycerol settles down-
ward, in a single commercial scale reactor, at least 99 mass %
conversion of vegetable oil to biodiesel can be attained and at
least 95 mass % of the glycerol can be removed as a separate
byproduct stream in the single reactor.

The present process offers numerous advantages includ-
ing: (i) improved economics (smaller size and simpler opera-
tion compared to batch processes, and lower energy con-
sumption in the process compared to continuous processes;
e.g., lower temperatures; (ii) facile scalability; (iii) continu-
ous operation (e.g., of a laminar flow, unmixed reactor); (iv)
continuous separation of byproduct stream by settling from a
flowing stream of reactants; (v) continuous separation of
excess reactant and catalyst by washing the flowing product
stream; and/or (vi) continuous removal of residual water by
countercurrent air bubbling. The reactants and products are
and remain in the liquid form throughout the transesterifica-
tion reactors. The laminar flow within these reactor(s) and
flow rate allow the liquid glycerol to settle down through the
reactor without the need for a distillation process.

Inprior art continuous processes, the reactors require much
higher energy input to generate productivity similar to that
attained herein and often require additional units to separate
glycerol. In some cases, these continuous processes heat a
bottom stream to well over 250° F. (121.1° C.) to separate
volatile biodiesel and methanol from glycerol (the reactive
distillation processes). These processes must also remove
heat at the top of the column to condense the biodiesel stream,
and this refrigeration process also consumes lots of energy. In
other cases, these continuous processes use various high
energy separation devices such as continuous centrifuge to
facilitate glycerol and biodiesel separation.

In art batch processes, the reactor size is typically much
larger to accommodate holding the large batches of fluid for
long periods of time necessary to complete the reaction. To
achieve similar productivity as attained herein, the batch reac-
tors are at least 100 times the volume of the transesterification
reactor disclosed herein.
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Ranges disclosed herein are inclusive and combinable
(e.g., ranges of “up to about 25 wt %, or, more specifically,
about 5 wt % to about 20 wt %7, is inclusive of the endpoints
and all intermediate values of the ranges of “about 5 wt % to
about 25 wt %,” etc.). “Combination” is inclusive of blends,
mixtures, alloys, reaction products, and the like. Furthermore,
the terms “first,” “second,” and the like, herein do not denote
any order, quantity, or importance, but rather are used to
distinguish one element from another, and the terms “a” and
“an” herein do not denote a limitation of quantity, but rather
denote the presence of at least one of the referenced item. The
modifier “about” used in connection with a quantity is inclu-
sive of the state value and has the meaning dictated by con-
text, (e.g., includes the degree of error associated with mea-
surement of the particular quantity). The suffix “(s)” as used
herein is intended to include both the singular and the plural
of' the term that it modifies, thereby including one or more of
that term (e.g., the reactor(s) includes one or more reactors).
Reference throughout the specification to “one embodiment”,
“another embodiment”, “an embodiment”, and so forth,
means that a particular element (e.g., feature, structure, and/
or characteristic) described in connection with the embodi-
mentis included in at least one embodiment described herein,
and can or can not be present in other embodiments. In addi-
tion, it is to be understood that the described elements can be
combined in any suitable manner in the various embodi-
ments. As used herein, the terms sheet, film, plate, and layer,
are used interchangeably, and are not intended to denote size.

All cited patents, patent applications, and other references
are incorporated herein by reference in their entirety. How-
ever, if a term in the present application contradicts or con-
flicts with a term in the incorporated reference, the term from
the present application takes precedence over the conflicting
term from the incorporated reference.

While the invention has been described with reference to
several embodiments thereof, it will be understood by those
skilled in the art that various changes can be made and equiva-
lents can be substituted for elements thereof without depart-
ing from the scope of the invention. In addition, many modi-
fications can be made to adapt a particular situation or
material to the teachings of the invention without departing
from the essential scope thereof. Therefore, it is intended that
the invention not be limited to the particular embodiments
disclosed as the best mode contemplated for carrying out this
invention, but that the invention will include all embodiments
falling within the scope of the appended claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for the production of alkyl esters, comprising:

combining liquid biomass with an alcohol to form a com-
bined liquid stream;

introducing the combined liquid stream to a first transes-
terification reactor between a liquid glycerol outletand a
liquid alkyl ester outlet;

reacting the liquid biomass and the alcohol to form liquid
glycerol and liquid alkyl ester, wherein the combined
liquid stream flows upward through the reactor at a rate
that is less than a settling velocity of the liquid glycerol;
and

removing a liquid alkyl ester stream from an upper portion
of the first transesterification reactor.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising

combining the liquid alkyl ester with additional alcohol to
form a combined liquid alkyl ester stream;

introducing the combined liquid alkyl ester stream to a
second transesterification reactor between a second lig-
uid glycerol outlet and a second alkyl ester outlet,
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wherein the combined liquid alkyl ester stream flows
upward through the second transesterification reactor;

reacting the liquid alkyl ester and the additional alcohol to
form additional liquid glycerol and a second alkyl ester
stream, wherein the additional liquid glycerol settles
towards a bottom of the second transesterification reac-
tor; and

removing the second alkyl ester stream from an upper
portion of the second transesterification reactor.

3. The method of claim 2, further comprising

washing the second alkyl ester stream to form a washed
alkyl ester stream, wherein the second alkyl ester stream
is washed by introducing the second alkyl ester stream to
near a bottom of a water wash vessel and introducing
water to near a top of the water wash vessel; and

drying the washed alkyl ester stream.

4. The method of claim 1, further comprising

washing the liquid alkyl ester stream to form a washed
alkyl ester stream, wherein the liquid alkyl ester is
washed by introducing the liquid alkyl ester stream to
near a bottom of a water wash vessel and introducing
water to near a top of the water wash vessel; and
drying the washed alkyl ester stream.

5. The method of claim 2, wherein the combined liquid
stream further comprises a first transesterification catalyst.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the combined liquid
alkyl ester stream further comprises a second transesterifica-
tion catalyst.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the combined liquid
stream further comprises a first transesterification catalyst.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the biomass is selected
from the group consisting of fatty acids, triglycerides, natural
oil comprising free fatty acids, natural fat comprising free
fatty acid, and combinations comprising at least one of the
foregoing biomass.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the biomass is selected
from the group consisting of sunflower seed oil, soya bean oil,
corn oil, cottonseed oil, almond oil, groundnut oil, palm oil,
coconut oil, linseed oil, castor oil, rapeseed oil, industry tal-
low, abattoir waste, and combinations comprising at least one
of the foregoing biomass.

10. The method of claim 8, wherein the biomass comprises
used cooking oil.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the alcohol is selected
from the group consisting of C,-C, alcohols, and combina-
tions comprising at least one of the foregoing alcohols.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the alcohol is selected
from the group consisting of methanol, ethanol, isopropanol,
butanol, multivalent alcohol, and combinations comprising at
least one of the foregoing alcohols.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the flow of the com-
bined liquid stream has a Reynold’s number of less than or
equal to 2,100.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the combined liquid
stream flows upward through the reactor in a laminar flow.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein the amount of alcohol
is less than or equal to about 10% greater than a stoichiomet-
ric amount for the conversion of the biomass to the liquid
alkyl ester, wherein the percent conversion of the biomass to
the liquid alkyl ester is greater than or equal to about 95 mass
%, and wherein less than or equal to 5 mass % of the glycerol
is removed from the first transesterification reactor in the
liquid alkyl ester stream.
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16. A method for the production of alkyl esters, compris-
ing:

combining liquid biomass with an alcohol to form a com-
bined liquid stream;

introducing the combined liquid stream to a first transes-
terification reactor at a point in a lower 25% of the first
transesterification reactor, between a liquid glycerol out-
let and a liquid alkyl ester outlet, wherein the combined
liquid stream has a laminar flow in the first transesteri-
fication reactor;

reacting the liquid biomass and the alcohol to form liquid
glycerol and liquid alkyl ester, wherein greater than or
equal to about 75 mass % of the liquid glycerol settles
towards a bottom of the first transesterification reactor;
and

removing a liquid alkyl ester stream from the first transes-
terification reactor;

removing a liquid glycerol stream from the first transes-
terification reactor; and

purifying the liquid alkyl ester stream.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein purifying the liquid

alkyl ester stream comprises
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washing the liquid alkyl ester stream to form a washed
alkyl ester stream, wherein the liquid alkyl ester stream
is washed by introducing the liquid alkyl ester stream to
near a bottom of a water wash vessel and introducing
water to near a top of the water wash vessel; and
drying the washed alkyl ester stream.

18. The method of claim 16, wherein the liquid alkyl ester
is formed in only one transesterification reactor, wherein the
amount of alcohol is less than or equal to about 10% greater
than a stoichiometric amount for the conversion of the biom-
ass to the liquid alky] ester, and wherein the percent conver-
sion of the biomass to the liquid alkyl ester is greater than or
equal to about 95 mass %.

19. The method of claim 16, wherein the combined liquid
stream flows upward through the first transesterification reac-
tor at a sufficiently slow rate to enable the liquid glycerol to
settle to the bottom of the first transesterification reactor.

20. The method of claim 16, wherein the combined liquid
stream flows upward through the reactor in a laminar flow.
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