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Abstract: Harmful algal blooms have increased globally with warming of aquatic environments and
increased eutrophication. Proliferation of cyanobacteria (blue-green algae) and the subsequent flux
of toxic extracellular microcystins present threats to public and ecosystem health and challenges
for remediation and management. Although methods exist, there is currently a need for more
environmentally friendly and economically and technologically feasible sorbents. Biochar has been
proposed in this regard because of its high porosity, chemical stability, and notable sorption efficiency
for removing of cyanotoxins. In light of worsening cyanobacterial blooms and recent research
advances, this review provides a timely assessment of microcystin removal strategies focusing on
the most pertinent chemical and physical sorbent properties responsible for effective removal of
various pollutants from wastewater, liquid wastes, and aqueous solutions. The pyrolysis process
is then evaluated for the first time as a method for sorbent production for microcystin removal,
considering the suitability and sorption efficiencies of pyrolysed materials and biochar. Inefficiencies
and high costs of conventional methods can be avoided through the use of pyrolysis. The significant
potential of biochar for microcystin removal is determined by feedstock type, pyrolysis conditions,
and the physiochemical properties produced. This review informs future research and development
of pyrolysed materials for the treatment of microcystin contaminated aquatic environments.
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1. Introduction

Recent studies indicate that cyanobacterial harmful algal blooms (cyanoHABs) are occurring more
frequently in inland fresh waters (i.e., ponds, lakes, streams, and rivers) and estuaries worldwide [1–4].
Higher temperatures linked to global climate change and increased eutrophication have intensified
cyanoHABs, posing significant environmental, social, and economic impacts partly due to the effects
of toxins produced by several taxa [5–8]. Monitoring toxicity following such events in waterbodies can
be complicated as cyanobacterial blooms contain complex mixtures of different classes of toxins [9–11].
Nevertheless, increased research efforts on the toxic impacts of these blooms under a changing climate
and practical tools and methods for their management and remediation are clearly needed [4–14].

Microcystins (MCs) are a group of naturally occurring toxic secondary metabolites (cyanotoxins)
produced by various genera of cyanobacteria [9–15]. They can be fatal to freshwater organisms
even at very low concentrations [5–16] and have been classified by the International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC) as possible human carcinogens [17]. To meet World Health Organization
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(WHO) guidelines for maximum allowed surface water concentrations [18], there are several processes
available for the removal of extracellular MCs. Powdered and granular activated carbon are commonly
applied to adsorb MCs during treatment processes of drinking water because of their unique sorbent
characteristics [19–21]. However, production costs for activated carbon and other materials (e.g., carbon
nanotubes) have limited their potential for widespread application [19–22].

There is a current demand for more environmentally friendly and economically and technologically
feasible sorbents for water quality remediation to be used in tandem with bloom prevention and
risk reduction [23]. Pyrolysis, the thermochemical conversion of organic matter into char under
anoxic or low-oxygen conditions, is a cheap and attractive method for the production of new sorption
materials for water treatment purposes [24,25]. As a product of pyrolysis, biochar is of interest
in this regard owing to the possibility of specifically designing, through feedstock and production
process manipulation, more efficient sorption properties [26]. The high porosity, chemical stability,
and significant sorption efficiency for removing cyanotoxins are among the central advantages of
biochar [25]. In aqueous solutions, biochar and modified charcoal have provided promising results as
sorbents [27–29], however, existing knowledge gaps have hindered widespread application in water
treatment processes.

To address the need for an updated review of microcystin removal strategies, this paper first
provides an overview of microcystin toxicity in natural water bodies followed by a discussion on
conventional and alternative sorbents for microcystin separation. Here, this review focuses on the
most pertinent chemical and physical sorbent properties responsible for effective removal of various
pollutants from wastewater, liquid wastes, and aqueous solutions. Furthermore, an in-depth assessment
of the pyrolysis process for sorbent production is given, providing the first comprehensive evaluation
of biochar as a sorbent for microcystin removal. This review informs future research and development
of pyrolysed materials for the treatment of microcystin in aquatic environments.

2. Microcystin Origin and Toxicity in Natural Water Bodies

Cyanobacteria are oxygenic photosynthetic bacteria that are prevalent in nutrient rich, warm, low
turbulent freshwater bodies. When cyanobacteria die, their cell walls degrade, releasing intracellular
toxins into the surrounding aquatic environment. MCs are a group of these naturally occurring toxins
produced by various genera of cyanobacteria (e.g., Anabaena, Anabaenopsis, Aphanocapsa, Cyanobium,
Dolichospermum, Hapalosiphon, Limnothrix, Microcoleus, Microcystis, Nostoc, Oscillatoria, Phormidium,
Planktothrix, Pseudanabaena, Sphaerospermopsis, and Synechocystis). Their structures are extremely
stable in water and can withstand chemical breakdown such as hydrolysis or oxidation. From
a chemical point of view, MCs represent cyclic peptides composed of five common amino acids
and pairs of L-amino acids as variants [30]. The common ones are d-erythro-β-methylaspartic
acid, alanine, N-methyldehydroalanine, glutamic acid, and a unique amino acid called Adda
(3-amino-9-methoxy-2,6,8-trimethyl-10-phenyldeca-4,6-diene acid). There have been more than 240
variants of MCs reported [31,32].

The main structural differences between microcystin variants arise from the substitution of
single amino acids (Figure 1). In MC-LR, the most toxic and abundant microcystin, the two variable
L-amino acids are L-arginine and L-leucine [33]. Trinchet et al. [34] and Roegner et al. [23] highlighted
preferential organ uptake, and thus the importance of other congeners such as MC-RR (arginine at
positions 2 and 4), MC-LA (leucine and alanine), MC-YR (tyrosine and arginine), MC-LF (leucine
and phenylalanine), and MC-LW (leucine and tryptophan). The WHO established the guideline of a
maximum recommended concentration of 1 µg/L for MC-LR in surface water. However, there remains
a lack of data with respect to other structures and metabolites. According to the IARC, MCs are
placed into group 2B as possible human carcinogens [17]. They are classified as tumour initiators
with DNA-damaging effects [35]. These heptapeptides are produced via a nonribosomal biosynthesis
pathway by large multienzyme complexes that include peptide synthetases, polyketide synthases,
and tailoring enzymes [36].



Water 2020, 12, 2871 3 of 19
Water 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 18 

 

 
Figure 1. (A) Chemical structure of microcystin (MC)-LR, (B) microcystin-RR, (C) microcystin-LA, (D) 
microcystin-YR, (E) microcystin-LF, and (F) microcystin-LW. 

In active and growing cyanobacteria, most MCs are cell-bound with intracellular concentrations 
of MCs several orders higher than concentrations of dissolved MCs in water. However, bloom 
senescence and cell lysis can cause the release of high quantities of MCs into the water. Mazur-Marzec 
et al. [37] and Jones et al. [38] reported that MC-LR can persist in aquatic for 1–3 months, but this is 
dependent on limnological and environmental parameters [39]. Based on acute toxicity, MC-LR is 
considered one of the most significant cyanobacterial toxins. As hepatotoxins, MCs mainly affect liver 
functioning, and can cause mortality and morbidity through necrosis and haemorrhage [40]. The 
hydrophilic characteristic of most MCs facilitates its uptake in vertebrates via active transport 
compared with cell membranes [41]. Membrane transport occurs mainly via organic anion 
transporting polypeptides [42]. 

Inside the hepatocytes, MCs inhibit eukaryotic protein serine/threonine phosphatases 1 and 2A [41], 
resulting in cytoskeletal disruption, rearrangement of associated filamentous actin, and morphological 
changes [23]. Frangez et al. [43] confirmed covalent binding of microcystin structure to protein 
phosphatases, leading to hyperphosphorylation of cytoskeletal proteins and the disruption of many 
cellular processes. Davis et al. [44] showed the effect of MC-LR on activation of the mitogen-activated 
protein kinase pathway. MCs induce apoptosis through free radical formation and mitochondrial 
alternations [23–45]. Human health problems are mostly related to chronic exposure to MCs via food 

Figure 1. (A) Chemical structure of microcystin (MC)-LR, (B) microcystin-RR, (C) microcystin-LA,
(D) microcystin-YR, (E) microcystin-LF, and (F) microcystin-LW.

In active and growing cyanobacteria, most MCs are cell-bound with intracellular concentrations of
MCs several orders higher than concentrations of dissolved MCs in water. However, bloom senescence
and cell lysis can cause the release of high quantities of MCs into the water. Mazur-Marzec et al. [37]
and Jones et al. [38] reported that MC-LR can persist in aquatic for 1–3 months, but this is dependent
on limnological and environmental parameters [39]. Based on acute toxicity, MC-LR is considered one
of the most significant cyanobacterial toxins. As hepatotoxins, MCs mainly affect liver functioning,
and can cause mortality and morbidity through necrosis and haemorrhage [40]. The hydrophilic
characteristic of most MCs facilitates its uptake in vertebrates via active transport compared with cell
membranes [41]. Membrane transport occurs mainly via organic anion transporting polypeptides [42].

Inside the hepatocytes, MCs inhibit eukaryotic protein serine/threonine phosphatases 1 and 2A [41],
resulting in cytoskeletal disruption, rearrangement of associated filamentous actin, and morphological
changes [23]. Frangez et al. [43] confirmed covalent binding of microcystin structure to protein
phosphatases, leading to hyperphosphorylation of cytoskeletal proteins and the disruption of many
cellular processes. Davis et al. [44] showed the effect of MC-LR on activation of the mitogen-activated
protein kinase pathway. MCs induce apoptosis through free radical formation and mitochondrial
alternations [23–45]. Human health problems are mostly related to chronic exposure to MCs via food
and water consumption. As tumor-promoting toxins, MCs alter the regulation of phosphorylation and
induce DNA damage in hepatocytes [46].
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3. Conventional Strategies of Microcystin Removal

The removal or inactivation of MCs from water can be affected by several factors. The most crucial
among these is if MCs are concentrated extracellularly or intracellularly. As mentioned, the majority
(>95%) of MCs are found intracellularly during the growth stage of the bloom. However, when blooms
collapse as a result of nutrient depletion, high temperatures, viral attack, and/or through the effect of
chemical agents, intracellular MCs are released into the water as extracellular, increasing dissolved
microcystin concentrations. The most common processes of extracellular MCs removal from drinking
water are divided into three general steps: physical removal, biological inactivation, and chemical
inactivation. Very often, these steps are cross-linked and supplied by processes such as sedimentation
and flocculation. Physical removal includes the adsorption by effective sorbents (usually activated
carbon) and the application of several filtration techniques [47,48]. Conventional sand filtration may be
sufficient, but could also enhance the release of high concentrations of MCs into treated water [49,50].
Suboptimal set-up of filtration parameters, such as flow rate, can very often lead to enormous leaching
of MCs from lysed microbial cells.

The main objective of the traditional sequence of coagulation–sedimentation–flocculation processes
is to remove live algae, their residues, and organic and inorganic matter. A potential side-effect is
cell lysis and subsequent increases in dissolved cyanotoxins’ (e.g., MC) concentrations. The character
and properties of cyanobacterial organic matter and toxic compounds decrease the efficacy of the
conventional process for inorganic substances. Roegner et al. [23] described in detail the main
disadvantages and pitfalls of the coagulation–sedimentation system when applied for MCs removal.
Teixeira and Rosa [51] highlighted the significant effect of local water quality on MCs removal by this
conventional method. Additionally, the quantity and quality of the chemical coagulant represents
an important factor in the removal process. The application of flotation, a process whereby solids
in suspension are recovered by their attachment to gas (usually air) bubbles, in combination with
coagulation and flocculation, shows positive results in MCs separation [52]. The particles most
effectively removed are in the size range of 10–200 µm. The particle-bubble aggregates that are formed
have a density less than the suspension itself and they rise to the surface to be removed. Despite
the high efficiency of this technology for algal residues removal, the question of extracellular toxins
removal is still quite open. Therefore, the application of other methods is still needed.

From a treatment standpoint, MCs have three general areas subject to oxidation: the conjugated
double bond in the Adda moiety; the single double bond in the Mdha moiety; and the side chain
of amino acids [47]. Laszakovits and MacKay [53] described in detail the removal of cyanotoxins
by potassium permanganate. However, this method represents a pH dependent and chemically
demanding process. Several studies exist on verifying the efficiency of registered chemical algaecides
and herbicides (especially copper-based and peroxide-based products) for bloom treatment and MC
removal [54–56]. These compounds have been used successfully for decades, but initial cyanobacterial
cell and toxin concentrations, algal species, and limnological characteristics can affect efficacy. Further,
usage of waters (e.g., recreation vs. drinking water) and local regulations must be considered before
application. Brooke et al. [57] showed reduced concentrations of MC-LR in water after ozone application.
However, this pH dependent process is less effective under alkaline conditions. Chlorination can be
viewed as another potential method to remove cyanotoxins from aqueous solutions [58]. Oxidation,
chlorination, and ozonization can bring new risk such as secondary pollution from their by-products.
Lawton et al. [59] showed the application of ultraviolet radiation as an effective, but expensive method
to remove MCs from water.

Activated carbon produced from different precursor feedstocks such as coal or coconut represents
the main sorption material used in separation processes of MCs from aqueous solutions [20–60].
The surface characteristics and pore structure of activated carbon determine its range of applicability in
purification technologies of polluted water [61]. The activation process affects the adsorptive capacity,
which can vary and only be effective for a specific group of contaminants. Activated carbon removes
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MCs mainly via mechanisms of adsorption and intraparticular diffusion [62,63]. MCs primarily interact
with carbon surfaces by hydrophobic forces and electrostatic interactions [64].

Generally, two basic types of activated carbon, powdered activated carbon and granular activated
carbon, are applied in treatment processes for drinking water. The main difference in use is based
on type and character of the contaminant (synthetic/natural, inorganic/organic). Porosity (total pore
volume), porous character, and surface characteristics are crucial for efficiency of MCs sorption.
Activated carbon provides a system of micropores with diameters of <2 nm, mesopores with diameters
from 2 to 50 nm, and macropores at >50 nm. Microporous filtration materials restrict water flow and
reduce contact between MCs and active surface sites, and thus can be considered as less effective in
the removal process. On the other hand, MCs can be easily separated by activated carbon with high
concentrations of mesopore structures [64].

Researchers have confirmed the different sorption efficiencies of activated carbons for MC-LR
compared with MC-RR, MC-YR, and MC-LA. Mesoporous carbon materials with targeted functional
groups represent an option in MCs separation from aqueous solutions [65]. Granular activated carbon
is very often used in fixed beds as a filtration medium or adsorbent to remove fragile particles and
chemicals under continual flow conditions [47]. However, Newcombie et al. [66] showed the inefficiency
of granular activated carbon-based filters for microcystin separation compared with granular activated
carbon-based adsorbents with proper regeneration or replacement, which can be potentially used as
auxiliary barriers. Ho and Newcombie [67] found that powdered activated carbon can be easily bound
up in the floc structure during the coagulation process, and thus can reduce the efficiency of MCs
removal. Roegner et al. [23] showed the importance of the activated carbon’s feedstock on the removal
efficiency of MCs from potable water. The authors summarized that activated carbon produced from
wood contains a system of mesopores and micropores, while coconut-based activated carbon contains
just micropores, which can limit its MCs sorption application. Hena et al. [63] described the sorption
process of MC-LR by activated carbon prepared from rubber wood sawdust as pH dependent with a
maximal sorption capacity of 296 mg/g.

The effect of feedstock pH and the value of the point of zero charge (pHzpc) can significantly
affect the adsorption efficiency of MCs [68]. Huang et al. [69] showed the relation between the pHzpc
of activated carbon and sorption process of cyanotoxins. The higher pHzpc of the feedstock results
in a neutral or positive charge of the produced activated carbon and higher adsorption potential for
MCs [23]. The efficiency of activated carbon and activated carbon-based filters in separation of MCs
from drinking water is considered sufficient (>99%) [70]. However, concentrations of cyanotoxins in
water are potentially low and filters are not typically challenged with higher doses or the competitive
effect of other toxic agents. Chlorine pre-treatment of potable water presents a problem for MCs
sorption separation efficiency related to the reaction between residual chlorine and active carbon
sites. Another problematic issue of causing a decrease in sorption separation with activated carbon
application in water can be high concentrations of organic matter. Natural organic matter competes
simultaneously with MCs for active sorption sites on surfaces of activated carbon.

Granular activated carbon can additionally be used as an ideal habitat for microbial growth
thanks to its large surface area [47]. The growth of different microorganisms on activated carbon-based
filters and biofilm formation can enhance the MCs removal owing to the combined effect of MCs
biological degradation and sorption separation [69]. On the other hand, biofilm formation can decrease
pore availability and thus reduce separation efficiency [23]. Drogui et al. [71] showed the lower
efficiency of activated carbon-based filters after colonization by microbial communities compared with
sterile filters during separation of MC-LR from water. The concerning literature discrepancies in the
assessment of microbial colonization on MCs separation by activated carbon require additional and
more detailed studies.

Numerous research studies refer to the decrease in accessibility and increase in mass production
costs of activated carbon derived from typical feedstocks such as coal, coconut, or wood [19–22].
Zhi et al. [72] reported a price of 1650–9900 USD/t for activated carbon for pollutant removal,
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while Lou et al. [73] determined a range of 20,000–80,000 USD/t for carbon nanotubes. Based on
these assessments, more economical and environmentally friendly sorbents are needed for water
quality control.

4. Alternative Microcystin Separation Sorbents

Conventional technologies of MCs removal from water can be expensive and very often simply
insufficient. More affordable methods with low technological requirements in water treatment are
needed according to Gurbuz and Codd [50]. The authors highlighted a number of natural and artificial
materials with extensive internal porosity for application in water purification. Despite possessing a
lipophilic side chain of ADDA residue, molecules of microcystins are quite hydrophilic because of
two carboxylic groups on its aspartic/glutamic acid side and one guanidine group on its arginine acid
side [74]. Kim et al. [75] applied industrial waste biomass of Escherichia coli to develop biosorbents
for MC-LR immobilization. The authors created biomass stabilization with polysulfone, coating the
polysulfone-biomass composite with polyethylenimine, and subsequent decarboxylation of coated
material. Such prepared materials can be recommended as highly efficient sorbents for MC-LR removal
from aquatic environments with maximum sorption capacities of 1.2–1.9 mg/g at approximately pH 5.
MC-LR can be effectively removed from aqueous solutions by sorbents prepared from Moringa oleifera
Lam. seeds, as shown by Yasmin et al. [76]. The authors applied an acid pre-treatment of seed powder to
increase pore size and volume. The sorption capacity of modified biosorbent for MC-LR was >92 mg/g.
Sathya et al. [77] applied an exocellular polymer from Enterobacter ludwigii to remove microcystin-RR
extracted from Microcystis aeruginosa (Kützing) Kützing. The maximum removal of MC-RR by the
studied polymer was optimized by response surface methodology and achieved at a contact time of
5 h, pH 10, temperature of 30 ◦C, agitation speed of 150 rpm, and polymer dose of 4 mg/mL. This study
confirmed the removal efficiency of MC-RR by exocellular polymer with a maximum sorption capacity
of 23.76 ng/mg. Additionally, the authors showed a positive effect of Cu2+ ions on the MC-RR removal
process by microbial polymeric material.

Application of native or dried biomass to separate MCs from aqueous solutions can cause
secondary contamination by releasing other polymeric substances of heterogeneous composition into
purified solution. The instability of biomass-derived sorbents represents a hazardous point that has
to be mentioned [78]. Therefore, inorganic and thermochemically transformed materials are a more
promising choice [79]. Morris et al. [80] showed high efficiency (>80%) of MC-LR separation from
water by naturally-occurring clay particles. Laughinghouse et al. [81] found that lanthanum modified
bentonite clay was able to sediment MC-LR at higher concentrations (around 500 µg/L) when compared
with lower concentrations (50 and 100 µg/L). Adsorption of MC-LR onto nano-sized montmorillonite
was investigated and optimized by Wang et al. [82]. Their work indicated a pH dependent process with
the maximum of 0.186 mg/g reached at pH 2.96. Removal of MC-LR from model aqueous solutions
by nano-sized montmorillonite represents a rapid process with several kinetic stages. Desorption
efficiency of sorbed MC-LR (>75%) can be reached using 0.1 mol/L NaOH as the eluting media.
Superabsorbent polymer composites appear to be a cost-effective solution for MC-LR adsorptive
removal [83]. The porous network structure and the ionic functional groups of superabsorbent
polymers ensure diffusion and binding of microcystin molecules. Wang et al. [83] showed the effective
application of polyacrylamide/sodium alginate-modified montmorillonite to remove MC-LR from
aqueous solution. Their study described sorption as a fast process, reaching equilibrium within 80 min
of contact time. The maximum adsorption capacity of polyacrylamide/sodium alginate-modified
montmorillonite for MC-LR was 32.66 mg/g. The authors also discovered that over 85% adsorption
and 80% desorption could be achieved after five regeneration cycles. Recovery of studied microcystin
reached more than 92% without ionic effect.

The sorption potential of pumice for MCs has also been described by Gurbuz and Codd [50].
Pumice is a porous material with high numbers of active sites that can be used as effective filtration
material. The application of pumice in slow filtration processes to remove pathogens from irrigation
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water is a well-known method in horticulture [84]. Gurbuz and Codd [50] showed MC-LR adsorption
on a pumice-based sorbent as a pH dependent process with maximal efficiency at pH 4. Experimental
studies on the removal of MC-LR by peat showed the important role of this biomaterial in separation
processes of cyanotoxins [85]. The maximum adsorption capacity of peat for MC-LR was found to be
0.26 mg/g at pH 3. Regeneration of peat-based sorbent using 2 mol/L NaOH showed a 94% efficiency
in MC-LR desorption.

Iron oxides and hydroxides influence the mobility of organic and inorganic compounds in soils,
sediments, and surface water. Therefore, Lee and Walker [86] studied the potential of maghemite
nanoparticles to adsorb MC-LR from model solutions and confirmed a strong effect of pH with
maximum removal efficiency at pH 3. They described the electrostatic interactions and hydrophobic
forces as being crucial MC-LR sorption mechanisms. The adsorption process of microcystin onto
maghemite nanoparticles is not significantly affected by the presence of river fulvic acid at lower
concentrations (<2.5 mg/L). At higher concentrations of fulvic acid, the adsorption process of MC-LR
by iron oxide nanoparticles decreased as a result of competition for limited active sorption sites. Along
similar lines, Okupnik et al. [87] investigated the use of titanium dioxide nanoparticles for removal of
MC-LR in environmental relevant concentrations from water samples. The authors tested different
crystalline phases of nano-TiO2 such as anatase, rutile, and an anatase–rutile mixture in comparison
with a bulk TiO2 counterpart. Sorption separation of MC-LR by titanium dioxide nanoparticles
represents a complex mechanism, with chemisorption and sorbent particle size as the most influencing
factors. Kinetic and equilibrium results of microcystin-LR and microcystin-RR removal by graphene
oxide from water polluted by other environmental co-pollutants were described in a study by Pavagadhi
et al. [61]. The tested graphene oxide showed significant adsorption capacity at 1.70 mg/g for MC-LR
and 1.88 mg/g for MC-RR even in the presence of Mg2+, Ca2+, K+, and Na+ cations and NO2−, NO3−,
Cl−, SO4

2−, and PO4
3− anions. The sorption kinetic experiments revealed that more than 90% removal

of both microcystin variants is achieved within the first 5 min. New sorbents based on N-doped
carbon xerogel for MC-LR adsorption were synthesized by Wu et al. [88]. Their results indicate fast
microcystin uptake within 10 min and an adsorption capacity of 1.92 mg/g. The authors highlighted
the efficiency of sorbent regeneration using 1 mol/L NaOH applied as the desorption agent.

5. New Sorption Materials Produced with Pyrolysis

Various feedstocks can be thermochemically converted into char using carbonization processes
such as torrefaction, pyrolysis, hydrothermal carbonization, or gasification. Pyrolysis proceeds under
strict anoxic or low oxygen conditions at temperatures from 350 to 1000 ◦C, and it is the main
carbonization technique to produce conventional biochar with required characteristics [89]. During the
pyrolysis process, solid (char), liquid (condensable crude oil), and gaseous (non-condensable syngas)
products are formed. The solid products of hydrothermal carbonization, torrefaction, or gasification
do not fulfil the main definition of biochar. According to Shaheen et al. [90], pyrolysis represents a less
expensive and more robust technology involving thermochemical decomposition of organic matter
compared with the other methods mentioned.

The physical and chemical characteristics of biochar are fully dependent on the feedstock properties
and production system (Figure 2) [91]. The European Biochar Certificate outlines a wide range of
biomass feedstocks approved for use in biochar production [89]. Biomass can be sourced through
local waste collection services following waste separation (biodegradable wastes), garden waste
(leaves, flowers, roots, hay, grass, prunings from trees, vines, bushes), agriculture and forestry (harvest
leftovers, straw, husks and grain dust, seeds, plants, bark and chippings, sawdust, wood, wool), animal
by-products (bones, manure, skins, hairs, feathers), material from food and confectionary production
(leftovers from the production of canned food; residues from potato, rice, or corn starch production;
residues from dairy processing; tobacco dust; slacks; ribs; tea; and coffee grounds), textiles (cellulose,
cotton fibres, wool leftovers, hemp), or biogas plants (fermentation residues). Additionally, there exist
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several approved mineral-organic additives such as lime, bentonite, clay, loam, rock flour, or lignite to
improve pyrolysis conditions and, subsequently, the quality of the produced biochar.Water 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 18 
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Figure 2. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM)—images of biochar derived from wood chips (a),
garden green waste (b), corn cobs (c), and sewage sludge (d) at magnification 250× (with permission of
authors—Micháleková-Richveisová et al. [91]).

Pyrolysis usually includes slow, fast, and flash processes [25]. Slow pyrolysis (conventional
carbonization) is characterized by feedstock placement into a reactor and then initiating heating at a
rate of about 0.1–1 ◦C/s until achieving a residence time from 20 min to several hours at temperatures
of 400–700 ◦C. This process produces a solid char product rather that crude oil and syngas. While
for fast and flash pyrolysis, addition of feedstock into the reactor occurs after pyrolysis temperature
has been reached, with a significantly reduced residence time of several seconds to a few minutes
at temperatures from 500 to 800 ◦C [92]. Fast pyrolysis produces a major bio-oil fraction and minor
biochar and syngas by-products [93].

The fibrous biomass consists of cellulose, hemicelluloses, and lignin with smaller quantities of
organic extractives and inorganic minerals. These constituents vary among different kinds of biomass.
Cellulose as a linear condensation polymer of β-(1–4)-d-glucopyranose creates sheets of glucopyranose
rings lying in a plane with successive sheets stacked on top of each other to form three-dimensional
particles that aggregate into an elementary crystalline micro-fibril arrangement. This makes cellulose
more thermal and chemically resistant compared with hemicellulose. Hardwood materials are rich in
xylans and poor in glucomannans, while softwood feedstock contains more glucomannans compared
with xylans [94]. Cellulose, hemicelluloses, and lignin have distinctive thermal decomposition
behaviours that depend upon heating rates. Hemicellulose is the first to decompose, beginning at
220 ◦C and completed at 315 ◦C [94]. Cellulose does not start to decompose until about 315 ◦C.
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Although lignin begins to decompose at 160 ◦C, it is a slow process extending to 850–900 ◦C. Pyrolysis
of hemicellulose produces mainly no-condensable gases (CO, CO2, H2, and CH4) and low molecular
weight organic compounds such as carboxylic acids, alkanes, esters, and aldehydes [95]. Cellulose
is a main source of considerable biochar product and the product of cellulose decomposition can
vary depending on reaction conditions. The process of decomposition includes an exothermic and
endothermic pathway. The exothermic pathway via anhydrocellulose yields char and non-condensable
gases, while the endothermic pathway via levoglucosan is a devolatization process leading to tarry
vapours or char. Mohan et al. [96] described the extent of secondary reactions affected by temperature,
residence time, and catalysts occurring in feedstock. They yield a wide range of organic compounds
such as carboxylic acids, ketones, aldehydes, and alcohols. The pyrolysis products of cellulose are
mainly in the form of solid C, CO2, and H2O [97].

Many scientific studies focus on the utilisation of biochar and pyrolysis carbonaceous materials
as effective sorbents in processes of organic and inorganic pollutant removal from aqueous solutions
(Table 1). Several authors have confirmed different effects of physical and chemical properties on
sorption efficiency. Therefore, the major material properties responsible for effective removal of various
pollutants from wastewater, liquid wastes, and aqueous solutions are reviewed below.

Table 1. Removal of inorganic and organic pollutants from aqueous solutions by biochar.

Pollutant Feedstock Pyrolysis
Temperature (◦C)

Initial
Concentration (mg/L)

Removal
Efficiency (%) Reference

copper macroalga 500 10 80 [98]
cadmium rape straw 600 20 100 [99]

lead celery 500 400 98 [99]
zinc wheat straw 650–700 100 100 [100]

chromium rice husk 450–500 100 100 [101]
arsenic sewage sludge 300 0.09 53 [102]
nickel sewage sludge 600 30 26 [103]

tetracycline sewage sludge 800 200 60 [104]
methylene blue mangosteen peel 800 50 80 [105]

ibuprofen wood chips 550 2 6 [106]
atrazine cornstraw 500 30 100 [107]

sulfamethazine cucumber 700 50 95 [108]

The area of internal and external surfaces, commonly called specific surface area (SSA), represents
a crucial physical characteristic of pyrogenic carbonaceous material. Its value is the result of feedstock
quality and production conditions (i.e., pyrolysis temperature, residence time, presence of catalysts,
pre-treatment of feedstock or post-treatment of biochar). SSA determination for carbon-based
sorbents involves mainly N2 or CO2 adsorptions followed by the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET)
equation application.

The method of SSA determination by liquid N2 adsorption on biochar surface at a lower
temperature (77 K) indicates the total specific surface area [109]. The method of CO2 adsorption
at a relatively high temperature (273 K) reflects the surface area of pores < 1.5 nm [110].
Micháleková-Richveisová et al. [91] and Dieguez-Alonso et al. [110] discussed the effect of pyrolysis
temperature on porous structure formation and thus surface area development. Zama et al. [111]
produced biochar from Morus alba at temperatures of 350 ◦C and 550 ◦C and confirmed more than
3.5 times higher SSA at the higher temperature. The effect of feedstock on SSA of biochar is also worth
addressing. Jiang et al. [112] discussed the differences in surface areas of biochars prepared from pine
wood and jarrah wood. Micháleková-Richveisová et al. [91] compared three biochars from different
woody and agricultural wastes and found SSA values in the range of 16–26 m2/g for the biochars with
particle sizes of 0.5–1 mm. The effect of biochar post-treatment and feedstock pre-treatment can also
significantly change SSA values of the resulting products [90].

Biochar pH ranges from 5 to 11 based on the feedstock and pyrolysis temperature [97]. There
is a linear correlation between pH and pyrolysis temperature. Biochar produced at temperatures
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between 300 and 400 ◦C has a lower pH compared with biochar produced from the same feedstock at
temperatures of 400–700 ◦C. Zhang et al. [29] explained the more alkaline pH of biochars produced
at higher temperatures as a result of volatile organic compound losses and increases in basic cations.
The lower pH values can be attributed to insufficient pyrolysis of material, biomass residues, and thus
content with higher concentrations of phenolic and carboxylic functional groups. Elemental composition
can be responsible for hydrophobicity and polarity of biochar, which can affect the contact of the
material with the aqueous solution. The O/C molar ratio is used to estimate the hydrophilic nature of
biochar and denote polar group concentrations in pyrogenic materials derived from carbohydrates in
feedstock. The molar ratio of H/C can describe the degree of biochar carbonisation. Low values of H/C
indicate a lower amount of non-carbonized biomass and thus a higher degree of carbonization [113].

The increased total content of elements such as K, Fe, Ca, Mg, and Mn can be attributed to higher
concentrations of responding minerals, oxides, or oxohydroxides, which represent potential active
sorption sites for pollutants removal [114]. Additionally, concentrations of surface functional groups
such as carboxylic, hydroxyl, amino, phenolic, and lactic can be crucial for biochar assessment as
effective sorption material. During pyrolysis under increasing temperature, most functional groups
of feedstocks are lost. Kloss et al. [113] compared FT-IR spectra of biochars produced at different
temperatures and found a decreased intensity of peaks corresponding to carboxylic and hydroxyl
groups in samples produced at a higher temperature. Li et al. [115] applied 13C NMR to investigate
functional groups of rice straw and bran derived biochars produced at 100–800 ◦C. The authors
confirmed the decreased content of aliphatic O-alkylated carbons and dominant aromatic structures in
materials produced at temperatures > 300 ◦C.

Based on the type of contaminants, different mechanisms of sorption interactions can be
proposed [116,117]. Sorption mechanisms of metals by biochar are fully dependent on the pH of the
reaction solution, DOC, and competing elements concentrations [30]. Generally, complexation, cation
exchange, precipitation, electrostatic interactions, and chemical reduction represent the main metal
sorption mechanisms. However, the role of each mechanism is variable for each metal. Li et al. [115]
described the target mechanisms of As, Cr, Pb, Cd, and Hg in detail. On the other hand, sorption
of ionisable and ionic organic compounds such as pharmaceuticals and pesticides on biochar-based
sorbents is a more complex process and the relative contribution of each sub-mechanism is dependent
on the type of sorbate, pH, and sorbent properties [116]. These authors suggested and characterized
the main active processes in sorption of organic molecules from liquid media as nonspecific van der
Waals force (exactly London dispersion force), solvophobic effect, H-bond, charge assisted H-bond,
electron donor-acceptor interactions, electrostatic (coulombic) interactions, ligand exchange, Lewis
acid–base reactions, covalent bond, and oxidative coupling.

6. Biochar for Microcystin Sorption Separation

The study of biochar application in the removal of various organic structures has illustrated the
potential of this pyrogenic material in separation processes. The biochar boom in environmental
technologies and agronomy raised the question of potential risk evaluation for MCs interaction with
this pyrogenic carbonaceous material present in sediment/water environments [74]. While at the same
time, Zhang et al. [29], Li et al. [27], and Liu et al. [28] revealed the efficiency of modified charcoal
and biochar utilization as potential sorbents of MC-LR from aqueous solutions. In each case, existing
knowledge gaps on sorption behaviour of cyanotoxins in contact with biochar limit widespread usage
of this engineered waste-derived sorbent in water purification processes. Sorbents derived from biochar
exhibit different structure and properties compared with activated carbon. Incomplete carbonization
at low temperatures in the range of 300–700 ◦C and the absence of activation processes can bring
new challenges in the characterization and subsequent application of biochar sorbents. The effect of
feedstock and mineral composition can be crucial for sorption properties of pyrogenic carbonaceous
material [27].
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The mechanisms of sorption interactions between microcystin and biochar can be characterized
by several potential processes such as electrostatic and hydrogen bonding, ion exchange, complexation,
mesopore filling, hydrophobic interactions, and interactions with aromatic carbon (such as π ± π EDA
and π − π stacking) (Figure 3). Π ± π EDA represents π ± π electron donor–acceptor interactions
between protonated guanidine groups of MCs and π-electron rich graphene surfaces of biochar [28].
Π − π stacking is the main interaction between the benzene ring of MCs and aromatic units on biochar
surfaces [74]. As mentioned previously, molecules of MCs have a more hydrophilic character with
reactive carboxyl or guanidine functional groups. Therefore, the dominant mechanism of MCs sorption
can be often attributed to hydrophobic interactions [74]. Liu et al. [28] reported that the hydrophobic
leucine unit in a MC-LR molecule tends to be attracted to hydrophobic surfaces of giant reed-derived
biochar via a hydrophobic interaction. The authors showed that the positive correlation between
pyrolysis temperature and hydrophobic interactions, thus hydrophobicity, is a driving force in the
sorption of MC-LR. Teixidó et al. [118] described sorption removal of hydrophilic sulfamethazine by
biochar with electron donor–acceptor interaction between protonated aniline ring and on π-electrons
rich carbon surface as the predominant driving force. However, this kind of interaction is not a major
force during MCs interactions with biochar-based sorbents. Isolated π electron systems in the Adda
side chain represent small fractions of the hydrophilic macromolecule.
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On the other hand, Li et al. [74] showed how chemisorptions are the main force responsible for
sorption of MC-LR molecules on wood-based biochar produced at 300 ◦C. Additionally, the authors
confirmed physisorption and hydrogen bonding as the primary forces in sorption of MC-LR by the
same biochar produced at 700 ◦C. One adsorbed MC-LR molecule can displace a considerable number
of water molecules at the solid/liquid interface [119]. Thermodynamic calculations by Li et al. [74]
demonstrated the ability of the MC-LR molecule to replace more water molecules on the biochar
produced at lower temperatures. Li et al. [27] reported π ± π EDA interactions as the major driving
forces of MC-LR sorption by biochars produced at 600 ◦C compared with biochars produced from
the same feedstocks at 300 ◦C. Biochar produced at higher temperatures consists of highly aromatic
structures providing larger π-electron-rich graphene sheets as electron donors.

The effect of porosity, as mentioned in Section 3, is crucial for sorption efficiency. According
to Li et al. [27] and Zhang et al. [29], the three-dimensional size of the MC-LR molecule was determined
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to be 1.9 nm × 1.5 nm × 1.1 nm, with a maximum length of 2.94 nm and width of 2.55 nm. Therefore,
micropores represent inaccessible spaces for MC-LR molecules [27]. Biochars with lower surface
area and lower concentration of mesopores can be less effective in sorption removal of MC-LR [74].
Liu et al. [28] showed that giant reed derived biochars produced at higher temperatures (>500 ◦C)
have predominantly mesoporous structures and are thus more suited and effective in the removal of
MC-LR from aqueous solutions.

The pH values of biochar and surface point of zero charge are further driving forces in the sorption
mechanism of MCs. Biochars with lower pH, or under lower pH environmental conditions, can still
contain minor surfaces with positive charges, thus columbic attraction between anionic microcystin
molecules and sorbent can still be considered. The pH of the aquatic environment can severely influence
the sorption efficiency of MCs. Generally speaking, sorption of these microbial toxins decreases with
increasing pH of the environment. Sorption processes of MCs are inhibited by electrostatic repulsion
between their mono oxoanionic species induced by increasing pH (2–4) and higher negative charge of
biochar surfaces at pH 3–8 [28].

Additionally, molecules of MCs tend to coil under more acidic conditions, and thus sorption can
be more effective. Higher pH provides higher concentrations of hydrophilic microcystin molecules
and thus a higher tendency of MCs to remain in the aqueous environment rather than to interact
with hydrophobic biochar-based sorbents. Wu et al. [120] confirmed this trend in MC-LR sorption
by natural sediments, and Sathishkumar et al. [85] for MC-LR sorption by peats-derived sorbents.
Ionisable functional groups of MCs and biochar surfaces can be easily protonated or deprotonated at
different pH values. According to Li et al. [74], adsorption of MC-LR on biochars is attributed to the
binding of MC-LR- anions to biochars with pH-dependent charges in aquatic systems. Liu et al. [28]
found the highest sorption efficiency of MC-LR removal by giant reed-derived biochars at pH 3.5.

The sorption separation of MCs by biochar can also be influenced by competitive substances such as
phosphates, citric acid, oxalic acid, and tannic acid, but with negligible effects from gallic acid, nitrates,
and chlorides [74]. These authors suggested anion exchange as a possible contributing factor to MC-LR
adsorption. Liu et al. [28] investigated the contribution of mineral composition to the overall sorption of
MC-LR by giant reed-derived biochar. Their reported results revealed that mineral removal by deashing
treatment barely impacts the adsorption of MC-LR by biochars produced at temperatures < 400 ◦C,
whereas it significantly reduces sorption of MCs by biochars produced at temperatures > 400 ◦C.

Li et al. [74] showed adsorption irreversibility of MC-LR sorbed to wood-derived biochar and
increased accumulation of MC-LR in biochar-amended sediments. The authors confirmed the associated
risk of the undetermined prolonged fate of MC-LR in sediments and thus in aquatic environments.
However, the benefits of high porosity, chemical stability, and significant sorption efficiency for removal
processes of cyanotoxins can help guide the optimization of pyrolysis processes and the creation of a
new class of so-called engineered or designed sorbents for water purification.

7. Conclusions

Elevated cyanotoxin concentrations in freshwater systems and drinking water sources following
toxic cyanobacterial blooms require remediation to reduce risks to human and ecosystem health.
Conventional methods for microcystin removal are insufficient or, as in the case of activated carbon,
too expensive for widespread adoption. Alternative methods exist and have shown interesting
results, but require continued research efforts. This review illustrates the potential of the pyrolysis
process to inexpensively transform organic materials into efficient sorbents. In particular, biochar
has proven effective as a sorbent for MCs in water thanks to its high porosity, chemical stability,
and notable sorption efficiency. The physiochemical properties of a specifically engineered biochar
for MCs remediation can be optimized through manipulating feedstock and pyrolysis conditions.
Future research and product development for MCs sorption separation from contaminated aquatic
environments can consider pyrolysed materials as attractive candidates. This work supports the
continued exploration of inexpensive and feasible water remediation sorbents produced through
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pyrolysis, but also demonstrates the need for further studies evaluating their effectiveness in the field
under diverse conditions following harmful algal blooms worldwide.
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