
PHYTON-ANNALES REI BOTANICAE 
ISSN: 0079-2047 

Volume 65 No. 1 (2025) 
hƩps://phyton-annales.com  

 

8 
 

Biofuels from Algae: Sustainable Energy for the Future 
 

Prof. Mei Chen1, Dr. Noor Azlan2 

1School of Botany, Tsinghua University, Beijing, China 
2Faculty of Botany, University Putra Malaysia, Malaysia 

 
 
Abstract 
Biofuels made from algae are gaining popularity as a viable substitute for fossil fuels due to 
the increasing need for clean and renewable energy. The fast growth rates, high lipid content, 
adaptability to various settings, and lack of rivalry with food crops and arable land are some of 
the ways in which algae—including both microalgae and macroalgae—offer distinct benefits 
over traditional biofuel feedstocks. Algae are a sustainable feedstock because, unlike their 
terrestrial biofuel crop counterparts, they can be grown in saltwater or wastewater, on non-
arable soil, and in conjunction with carbon dioxide mitigation techniques. More efficient 
cultivation and lipid extraction of algae has been made possible by advances in biotechnology, 
genetic engineering, and photobioreactor design. This has led to the generation of biodiesel, 
bioethanol, biohydrogen, and biogas. Nevertheless, there are still obstacles to overcome in 
order to commercialize on a wide scale. These include energy-intensive harvesting techniques, 
technological limits in downstream processing, and high production costs. Algal strain 
optimization, biofuel production integrated with co-products including nutraceuticals, animal 
feed, and bioplastics, and research into enhancing cultivation techniques are all areas where 
research is focusing more and more on making biofuels economically viable. explores the 
possibilities of algae as a renewable energy source, assesses the technical advances and 
obstacles linked to the production of algae biofuel, and emphasizes the steps that need to be 
taken in the future to make this resource a reality in the push for a low-carbon, energy-secure 
future. 
Keywords: Algal biofuels, microalgae, macroalgae, renewable energy, biodiesel, bioethanol, 
biohydrogen 
 
Introduction 
Renewable and sustainable alternatives that may fulfill energy demands while reducing 
emissions of greenhouse gases are being sought after in response to the increasing worldwide 
demand for energy as well as growing worries about climate change, the depletion of fossil 
fuels, and environmental damage. Biofuels are one of many renewable energy options that have 
recently attracted a lot of interest as a cleaner alternative to petroleum-based fuels. However, 
traditional biofuel crops like corn, sugarcane, and oilseed pose certain challenges, such as 
posing a threat to food security, consuming a lot of arable land, and contributing to 
environmental damage caused by intensive farming. In this regard, the distinct biological and 
ecological benefits of algae, including both microalgae and macroalgae, have made them an 
attractive third-generation biofuel feedstock candidate. The fast growth and high biomass 
productivity of algae, which are photosynthetic creatures, make them perfect candidates for 
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biodiesel synthesis. Some strains of algae can accumulate lipids up to 50-60% of their dry 
weight. Planting algae instead of crops on land has several advantages, such as not competing 
with food crops, being able to grow them in non-arable areas, salty or brackish water, and even 
wastewater. This might lead to their widespread use without putting a burden on agricultural 
resources. In addition, there is potential to combine biofuel production with carbon absorption 
from industrial emissions through the growth of algae, which can be incorporated into carbon 
dioxide mitigation techniques due to the organisms' reliance on CO₂ as their principal carbon 
source. Algae are a multi-platform energy resource that can diversify renewable energy 
portfolios due to their versatility. They can produce biodiesel from lipids, bioethanol from 
carbohydrates, biohydrogen through photobiological processes, and biogas from anaerobic 
digestion, among other biofuels. Improvements in strain robustness, increased lipid yields, and 
resilience to environmental stress have been made possible by recent advancements in 
biotechnology, genetic engineering, and metabolic pathway optimization, further expanding 
the potential of algae as a biofuel. New methods for harvesting, dewatering, and lipid extraction 
are removing major obstacles in downstream processing, while advances in photobioreactor 
design, open-pond systems, and hybrid cultivation models are enhancing scalability. By 
combining the production of biofuels with the extraction of high-value co-products like 
nutraceuticals, animal feed, pharmaceuticals, pigments, and bioplastics, integrated biorefinery 
approaches are increasing the economic feasibility of algae-based systems beyond just energy. 
This approach reduces production costs and creates multiple revenue streams. Notwithstanding 
these benefits, there are substantial obstacles to the commercialization of biofuels derived from 
algae that need to be overcome before they can be used widely. At now, large-scale lipid 
extraction is not competitive with fossil fuels or even other renewables due to the high 
operational and capital expenses of cultivation infrastructure, energy-intensive harvesting 
methods, and technological restrictions. Furthermore, there are still significant obstacles, such 
as environmental factors' fluctuation in algal productivity, the dangers of contamination in open 
systems, and the necessity of huge quantities of water and nutrients. Consequently, enhancing 
closed-loop systems that recycle CO₂, water, and nutrients, as well as creating genetically 
engineered strains with increased production and stress tolerance, are the main areas of 
research. In addition, there are chances for environmental co-benefits when algae culture is 
combined with wastewater treatment or industrial CO₂ flue gas utilization. This can improve 
sustainability and offset production costs. 
 
Types of Algal Biofuels 
1. Biodiesel 

 Developed by transesterifying lipids (oils) extracted from algae into Fatty Acid Methyl 
Esters (FAME). 

 Useful either alone or in combination with petroleum diesel for diesel engines. 
 It has been the most researched algae biofuel due to its high energy density and its 

compatibility with current fuel infrastructure. 
2. Bioethanol 

 Resulting from the fermentation of the sugar and starch found in algae. 
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 Works similarly to ethanol made from sugarcane or maize as a fuel alternative or blend. 
 Apt feedstocks include algae with high carbohydrate yields, such as spirulina and 

chlorella. 
3. Biogas 

 Biogas high in methane, produced by the anaerobic digestion of whole algal biomass. 
 Once upgraded to biomethane, it can be used as a fuel for vehicles, as well as for heating 

or generating electricity. 
 The usage of all biomass components, rather than merely lipids and carbs, is an 

advantage. 
4. Biohydrogen 

 Made by specific types of algae through fermentation or photobiological processes 
(direct and indirect photolysis). 

 Since the only byproduct of burning hydrogen is water, it is thought of as a clean energy 
transporter. 

 Research is still in its early stages, and poor yields make it less financially viable. 
5. Green Crude (Algal Oil / Hydrocarbons) 

 Hydrocracking and hydroprocessing can improve the hydrocarbons produced by some 
algae, allowing them to be refined into more usable forms of fuel like gasoline, diesel, 
and jet fuel. 

 They are called "drop-in fuels" because they can be used as a straight substitute for 
petroleum products. 

6. Bio-jet Fuel 
 Developed from lipids found in algae and refined into fuel suitable for military aircraft. 
 Liquid fuels used in aviation must meet stringent performance standards, which is a 

major selling point. 
 Jet fuel mixes derived from algae have previously been tested in multiple demonstration 

flights. 
7. Other Derivatives (Co-products) 

 Syngas: Developed using Fischer-Tropsch synthesis from algal biomass gasification 
and other thermochemical methods; subsequently used as fuels. 

 Bio-oil (pyrolytic oil): Enhanced transportation fuels made from dried algae through 
rapid pyrolysis. 

 
Cultivation Systems and Technologies 
1. Open Pond Systems 
These are the most traditional and widely used methods due to low cost. 

 Raceway Ponds 
o Small, oval-shaped ponds that are pumped around by paddlewheels. 
o Energy is produced by sunlight, and CO₂ is either absorbed from the air or 

bubbled in. 
o Benefits: Simple to scale, inexpensive to build and run. 
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o Drawbacks: Reduced biomass productivity, evaporation losses, and a high risk 
of contamination. 

o For use in commercial spirulina and chlorella production. 
 Natural Water Bodies 

o Some places that are suitable for growing algae include lakes, lagoons, and 
ponds that collect wastewater. 

o Commonly employed in the co-production of biofuels and wastewater 
treatment. 

o For the production of high-value fuels, productivity is unpredictable and 
unreliable. 

2. Closed Photobioreactors (PBRs) 
Artificial systems that enable a greater degree of regulation of growth factors (light, 
temperature, nutrients, and CO₂). 

 Tubular PBRs 
o Clear tubes made of plastic or glass that are laid out in a horizontal, vertical, or 

helical pattern. 
o The CO₂ input is controlled, and light enters uniformly. 
o Benefits: Reduced contamination and high production. 
o Drawbacks: High initial investment; buildup of oxygen may stunt development. 

 Flat-Plate PBRs 
o Algal culture is placed on flat panels that are lit from both sides. 
o Offer a large surface area relative to its volume. 
o Advantages: Light is used efficiently, and it is easy to sterilize. 
o Drawbacks: Moderate expense, scalability problems, and heat accumulation. 

 Column PBRs 
o Vertical airlift or bubble column reactors. 
o In order to mix and aerate, gas (CO₂/air) is bubbled into the mixture. 
o Benefits: Excellent mixing, simple scaling. 
o Drawbacks: Less productive than tubular systems, and less light gets through. 

3. Hybrid Systems 
Combine open ponds (cheap but contamination-prone) with closed PBRs (controlled but 
costly). 

 To produce large amounts of biomass, for instance, seed cultures are moved from closed 
reactors, where they are cultivated in an environment that guarantees purity, to open 
ponds. 

 Finds a happy medium between expenses and output. 
4. Advanced and Emerging Cultivation Technologies 

 Heterotrophic Fermentation 
o Subterranean algae are those that do not receive light but instead grow on 

organic carbon sources like sugars and glycerol. 
o Quite high cell densities and lipid yields are advantages. 
o Downsides: Food resources are threatened, and the cost of feedstock is high. 
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 Mixotrophic Systems 
o Light (photosynthesis) and organic materials are utilized by algae in tandem. 
o Increases biomass productivity while providing more leeway. 

 Biofilm-Based Systems 
o Instead of growing them in water, algae are grown as surface biofilms. 
o Reduced contamination risk and easier harvesting due to lower dewatering 

expenses. 
 Wastewater-Based Cultivation 

o Aquatic plants that grow in wastewater from homes or businesses, which have 
the dual purpose of cleaning the water and making biomass. 

o Efficient and environmentally friendly, however with varying degrees of 
quality. 

 Photobiological Integrated Systems 
o In order to directly absorb CO₂ emissions, algae are cultivated in close 

proximity to industry, such as near power stations. 
o Improves fuel production and carbon abatement all at once. 

 
Conclusion 
Biofuels made from algae are leading the charge in third-generation renewable energy studies; 
they overcome many of the drawbacks of previous generations of biofuels and provide a 
promising route forward for a low-carbon energy future. Due to their unique biological 
characteristics, such as fast growth rates, high lipid accumulation, and the ability to thrive in 
salty, brackish, or wastewater environments, algae offer a versatile and scalable alternative to 
terrestrial biofuel feedstocks, which compete with food crops and require vast amounts of 
arable land and freshwater. Algae are a sustainable energy source and a service provider for 
the environment because of their ability to absorb and use carbon dioxide. This makes their 
biofuel production a direct link to the fight against climate change. Algae have the ability to 
produce a wide variety of energy products, including biodiesel, bioethanol, biohydrogen, and 
biogas, which shows their versatility and makes them a valuable addition to renewable energy 
portfolios that are diverse. In addition, the idea of a cost-effective and environmentally friendly 
biorefinery model is strengthened by the incorporation of high-value by-products including 
bioplastics, nutraceuticals, medicines, animal feed, and biofuels into algae-based biofuel 
production. But there are still a lot of obstacles to overcome before commercialization on a 
large scale can happen. These include things like the high energy and money costs of growing, 
harvesting, and processing; technical barriers to efficient lipid extraction and conversion; the 
vulnerability of open systems to contamination; and the requirement for consistent productivity 
in environments with varying conditions. To overcome these challenges, we need to keep 
digging into genetic engineering and strain improvement, innovate photobioreactor and 
cultivation system design, streamline downstream processing, improve dewatering, and 
embrace circular economy strategies that combine biofuel production with wastewater 
treatment and carbon capture. Accelerating innovation and scaling implementation will also 
require supportive legislative frameworks, government incentives, and collaborative 
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partnerships between academic institutions, businesses, and lawmakers. With climate change 
accelerating and energy demand on the rise, there is a growing need to find clean, renewable 
alternatives; algae could be a game-changer in this regard. In conclusion, algae biofuels are not 
some far-off idea; they are here and could be a game-changer in the fight against climate change 
and energy insecurity—if only investment, innovation, and political will could come together 
to make them a reality. 
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