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Abstract: One of the measures to reduce the carbon footprint of the Portland cement (PC) manufac-
turing process is through a wider use of supplementary cementitious and waste materials. The main
objective of this work was to produce a new binder using two different waste materials: fly ash (FA)
from thermal power plants and spent fluid catalytic cracking catalyst (sFCCC) from petrol refineries.
In order to improve their reactivity, both FA and sFCCC were mechanically activated prior to the
preparation of the binder. The new binder consisted mostly of the waste materials (70 mass %), with
PC as a minor component (30 mass %). It was found that using sFCCC as the binder component
accelerated cement hydration and the pozzolanic reaction. The new binder had a shorter setting time
and a higher early strength than the binder prepared without sFCCC.
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1. Introduction

Fly ash (FA) is waste material generated by coal combustion in power plants. It is a
fine aluminosilicate powder and owing to these properties, FA has been used for decades as
cement and/or a concrete component. However, when FA is used as the major component
in high volume FA–Portland cement (PC) blends, it causes prolonged setting time and
delayed strength development of a binder [1]. Although the reactivity of FA and early age
properties of high volume FA binders can be improved by using chemical activators [1,2],
it often results in decreased strength of a binder at later ages.

Spent fluid catalytic cracking catalyst (sFCCC) is a waste material from petrol refineries
that consists mostly of zeolite and an amorphous aluminosilicate matrix. Due to relatively
small quantities of sFCCC produced (200,000–400,000 tons per year globally [3]), landfilling
is often considered as the most economical option for its disposal. This waste material can
be used as a cement additive, although its amount in binder is limited by the fact that it can
cause short setting time and increased water demand [2,4,5].

Previous studies demonstrated that using sFCCC as a component of blended cements
(70–80% of cement in the binder) had a positive impact on the binder properties [6–8].
However, little work has been done so far on investigating the possibilities of using sFCCC
as part of a binder in which higher amounts of cement were replaced by waste materials,
such as FA. Calorimetric and thermal analyses of very high volume FA binders (20%
of cement in the binder) showed that using sFCCC as a FA replacement in the binder
accelerated both cement hydration and the pozzolanic reaction [4].

The aim of this work was to further investigate the effects of replacing part of FA in the
high volume FA binder (70 mass %) with sFCCC. It was expected that the use of sFCCC as
the binder component would shorten setting times and increase early compressive strength
of the binder. In order to evaluate the effects of using sFCCC as the binder component,

Mater. Proc. 2023, 13, 8. https://doi.org/10.3390/materproc2023013008 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/materproc

https://doi.org/10.3390/materproc2023013008
https://doi.org/10.3390/materproc2023013008
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/materproc
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6401-5162
https://doi.org/10.3390/materproc2023013008
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/materproc
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/materproc2023013008?type=check_update&version=1


Mater. Proc. 2023, 13, 8 2 of 9

setting time, compressive strength, mineral composition and microstructure of the new
binders were analyzed.

2. Materials and Methods

FA used in this work was from “Nikola Tesla B” power plant (Serbia). The sFCCC sam-
ple was obtained from a local petrol refinery. Portland cement CEM I 52.5 N (CEM, Našice
cement, Nexe d.d., Našice, Croatia) was used as a minor component of the new binder.

As-received FA and sFCCC were mechanically activated in a planetary ball mill
(Fritsch Pulverisette 05 102, Fritsch GmbH, Idar-Oberstein, Germany). The mechanical
activation of FA was conducted in stainless steel bowls (500 cm3 in volume) using 13 mm
diameter steel balls, with a 1:3 FA to balls ratio, at 380 rpm and lasting for 15 min. The
sFCCC sample was ground for 20 min at 200 rpm in corundum grinding bowls (500 cm3),
and the sFCCC to corundum grinding balls (5 mm in diameter) mass ratio was 1:3.

Particle size distribution (PSD) of the materials was analyzed using Mastersizer 2000
(Malvern Panalytical, Malvern, UK).

The chemical composition of the binder components was determined by energy
dispersive X-ray fluorescence spectrometer ED2000 (Oxford Instruments, Abingdon, UK).

X-ray diffraction analysis (XRD, Rigaku Smart Lab, Rigaku, Tokyo, Japan), with Cu
anticathode operating at 40 kV and 30 mA, was used to determine mineral composition of
the starting materials and the new binder pastes. The XRD analyses were conducted in the
5–55 ◦2θ range, with 0.01◦ step and 2◦/min recording speed.

As-received and grinded FA and sFCCC, as well as resulting binder samples, were
examined using a scanning electron microscope (SEM, VEGA TS 5130 MM, Tescan, Brno,
Czech Republic) equipped with a backscattered detector (BSE, Tescan). Before the analyses,
the samples were Au-coated.

The new binders were prepared by dry mixing the waste materials and CEM in 70:30
mass ratios for 5 min. Paste samples were made by mixing the binder with water (Table 1),
provided that the standard consistency was achieved [9]. The setting time of the pastes was
determined following the recommendations given in EN 196-3 [9].

Table 1. Binder samples denotation and composition.

Binder
Composition (mass %) Water/Binder

RatioFA sFCCC CEM

CEM 0 0 100 0.29
FCCC70 0 70 30 0.47
FCCC35 35 35 30 0.46
FCCC21 49 21 30 0.45

FA70 70 0 30 0.43

Binder mortars were prepared by mixing the binder with water and standard sand [10].
Water to binder (w/b) ratios of the new binder mortars were aimed at providing workability
similar to the workability of the CEM mortar prepared with w/b = 0.50 [10,11]. Therefore,
the w/b ratio of the mortar based only on FA (binder FA70) was 0.57 and the w/b ratio of
the mortar prepared with both of the waste materials (FCCC21) was 0.58.

Paste and mortar samples were cured in a humid chamber (relative humidity ~90%,
temperature 20 ± 2 ◦C) until testing.

The compressive strength of the mortars was determined using Matest testing machine
E161 (Matest, Treviolo, Italy) [9].
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3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Characterization of the Binder Components
3.1.1. Effects of the Mechanical Activation on Morphology and Particle Size Distribution of
FA and sFCCC

The as-received FA sample consisted mainly of large particles (~100 µm), irregular in
shape (Figure 1a). The grinding of the FA sample in the planetary ball mill for only 15 min
provided a material with fine particles, mostly smaller than 10 µm (Figure 1b).

Mater. Proc. 2023, 13, 8 3 of 9 
 

 

3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Characterization of the Binder Components 
3.1.1. Effects of the Mechanical Activation on Morphology and Particle Size Distribution 
of FA and sFCCC 

The as-received FA sample consisted mainly of large particles (~100 µm), irregular in 
shape (Figure 1a). The grinding of the FA sample in the planetary ball mill for only 15 
min provided a material with fine particles, mostly smaller than 10 µm (Figure 1b). 

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 1. SEM micrographs: (a) as-received FA; (b) ground FA. 

The sFCCC sample obtained from the local petrol refinery contained spherical par-
ticles, ~20 µm in diameter, and smaller irregular particles (Figure 2a). After the mechan-
ical activation of the as-received sFCCC sample, most of the spherical particles were 
broken. However, SEM analysis of the ground sFCCC sample showed the presence of 
agglomerates (Figure 2b). 

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 2. SEM micrographs: (a) as-received sFCCC; (b) ground sFCCC. 

Particle size distribution analyses of the as-received and ground FA and sFCCC 
demonstrated that mechanical activation, for only 15 min, resulted in a substantial de-
crease in particle sizes of both of the materials (Figure 3a,b). It has already been demon-
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lar to the PSD of CEM (Figure 3c) could also have a positive impact on the mixing of the 
powders when preparing the binder [16]. 

Figure 1. SEM micrographs: (a) as-received FA; (b) ground FA.

The sFCCC sample obtained from the local petrol refinery contained spherical particles,
~20 µm in diameter, and smaller irregular particles (Figure 2a). After the mechanical
activation of the as-received sFCCC sample, most of the spherical particles were broken.
However, SEM analysis of the ground sFCCC sample showed the presence of agglomerates
(Figure 2b).
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Figure 2. SEM micrographs: (a) as-received sFCCC; (b) ground sFCCC.

Particle size distribution analyses of the as-received and ground FA and sFCCC
demonstrated that mechanical activation, for only 15 min, resulted in a substantial decrease
in particle sizes of both of the materials (Figure 3a,b). It has already been demonstrated
that mechanical activation increases the reactivity of these waste materials [12–15]. The fact
that the PSD of the mechanically activated FA and sFCCC was almost similar to the PSD
of CEM (Figure 3c) could also have a positive impact on the mixing of the powders when
preparing the binder [16].
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3.1.2. Chemical and Mineral Composition of the Binder Components

Table 2 shows the chemical composition of the materials used for the preparation
of the new binder (the CEM sample and the ground FA and sFCCC samples, hereinafter
referred to as FA and sFCCC). The FA produced by Serbian power plants originates from
burning lignite and usually belongs to class F [17,18]. The FA sample used in this work
consisted mostly of SiO2 and Al2O3, with a relatively high content of CaO (Table 2). The
sFCCC sample was rich in Al2O3 and contained approximately equal amounts of SiO2 and
Al2O3 (~42 mass %), while the chemical composition of the CEM sample was typical for
the material.

Table 2. Chemical composition of the starting materials.

Composition
(mass %) FA sFCCC CEM

LOI (1000 ◦C) 2.69 5.55 2.54
SiO2 61.51 41.97 20.17

Al2O3 15.91 42.86 5.36
Fe2O3 7.79 1.86 2.86
CaO 8.45 4.79 62.04
MgO 0.35 0.43 2.17
SO3 0.19 0.10 3.38

Na2O 0.35 0.01 0.45
K2O 1.01 0.07 0.75
P2O5 0.06 0.47 -
TiO2 1.46 1.61 -

SUM 99.77 99.72 99.72

XRD analyses also showed that the mineral composition of the FA, sFCCC and CEM
samples was typical for these materials (Figure 4). Clinker minerals and anhydrite were
detected in the CEM sample, while quartz peaks were the most prominent in the XRD
graph of the FA sample. Crystalline zeolite faujasite was detected in the sFCCC sample.
The presence of the amorphous phases in the both of the waste materials was indicated by
the shape of the baselines in the 15–35 ◦2θ range (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Mineral composition of the binder components.

3.2. Influence of sFCCC on Setting Times of the New Binder

Figure 5 shows the setting times of the prepared binder pastes. The paste made only
with the sFCCC and Portland cement (FCCC70) showed a flash setting (initial setting was
observed already after 15 min), while the setting times of the paste prepared with FA and
CEM (FA70) were significantly longer than the setting times of the paste prepared with
pure cement (CEM). Decreasing percentages of the FA were substituted with the sFCCC
in the binder mixes (starting from 50 mass %, Figure 5, binder FCCC35) in order to obtain
the new binder with setting times shorter than the setting times of the FA70 paste, but
comparable to setting time of the cement paste. Finally, the binder prepared with 21 mass
% of the sFCCC (FCCC21) showed the envisaged properties regarding setting times, and
was used for further studies. The goal of this approach was to use sFCCC as an activating
component of the binder. The setting times of the new binder should be shorter than the
setting times of the binder based only on FA. The obtained results confirmed that sFCCC is
a very active pozzolanic material [4]. The accelerating effect of the sFCCC in the blended
cement pastes has also been attributed to the adsorption of water on the sFCCC particles
and to decreased sulfate content in the blended cement [5].
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3.3. Compressive Strength of the New Binder

Analyses of the compressive strength of the new binder mortars showed that using
sFCCC as the binder component had a positive impact on early (2 days) compressive
strength (Table 3). Afterwards, compressive strength of the FA70 binder was higher than
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the strength of the FCCC21 binder. Relatively high compressive strengths of the FA70
sample were probably achieved due to the fact that mechanically activated FA was used in
the preparation of the new binder. Very fine particles of the ground FA acted as nucleation
sites and contributed to cement hydration at the early stages [6].

Table 3. Compressive strength of the new binder and CEM mortars.

Compressive
Strength (MPa) CEM FA70 FCCC21

2 days 31.9 ± 0.9 6.0 ± 0.2 7.0 ± 0.2
7 days 48.8 ± 0.6 15.0 ± 0.5 14.8 ± 0.3

28 days 57.8 ± 2.1 32.9 ± 0.7 26.9 ± 0.9

3.4. Mineral Composition and Microstructure of the New Binder

Mineral compositions of the binder pastes based on FA and the combination of FA and
sFCCC after 28 days of curing were similar (Figure 6). The main hydration products of the
new binders were calcium aluminate hydrate (CAH) and ettringite (E). The shape of the
peak at 29.3 ◦2θ indicated that calcium silicate hydrate (CSH) was probably formed in the
new binder pastes too. As seen from Figure 6, portlandite (calcium hydroxide, CH) could
not be detected in the XRD graphs of the binders FA70 and FCCC21, cured for 28 days,
which could be explained by the low content of cement in the binders and portlandite
consumption by the pozzolanic reactions of FA and sFCCC [4]. The XRD analysis of the
CEM paste showed a mineral composition typical for the material.
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SEM analyses of the FA70 and FCCC21 binder pastes cured for 28 days showed that
the microstructure of the new binders was heterogeneous and relatively porous, as seen
from the BSE micrographs (Figures 7a and 8a). It seems that the FCCC21 paste was slightly
more porous than the FA70 paste, which corresponds with the observed differences in
compressive strength (Table 3), and could partly be explained by a higher water/binder
ratio of the FCCC21 paste (Table 1). SEM micrographs taken at the higher magnifications
confirmed the presence of the hydration products identified by the XRD analyses, probably
CSH (Figure 7b) and ettringite (Figure 8b).
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Figure 8. SEM analyses of the FCCC21 paste after 28 days of curing: (a) microstructure; (b) reac-
tion products.

The structural characterization of the new binder pastes did not provide an explanation
for the observed differences in the strength development of the binder mortars after the first
2 days of curing (Table 3). It is possible that portlandite was consumed in the FCCC21 more
quickly than in the FA70 binder due to the high reactivity of sFCCC [4]. The lower strength
of the FCCC21 binder after 28 days of curing, compared to the FA70, could also be due to
the very fast hydration of the binder containing sFCCC at the beginning of the reaction, and
the attachment of the reaction products on the surface of the un-reacted particles [19,20].

4. Conclusions

The spent catalyst from the catalytic cracking in the petrol refinery was used as a
component of the high volume fly ash binder. Both of the waste materials were mechanically
activated prior to the preparation of the new binder and the ground materials had a PSD
comparable to the PSD of commercial cement. It was found that the binder that contained
21 mass % of the sFCCC had setting times comparable to the setting times of cement pastes.
The use of the sFCCC as the binder component also had a positive effect on the early
(2 days) compressive strength of the binder. However, the compressive strength of the
binder prepared without sFCCC was higher at later ages. Structural analyses revealed that
the main reaction products of the new binders were calcium aluminate hydrate, calcium
silicate hydrate and ettringite, while the microstructure of the binders was heterogeneous
and relatively porous. Differences in the observed properties of the binders prepared with
and without sFCCC were attributed to the high reactivity of the mechanically activated
waste materials.
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12. Marjanović, N.; Komljenović, M.; Baščarević, Z.; Nikolić, V. Improving reactivity of fly ash and properties of ensuing geopolymers

through mechanical activation. Constr. Build. Mater. 2014, 57, 151–162. [CrossRef]
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