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ABSTRACT

Industrial activities release a large number of pollutants in the environment, which deteriorate environ-
mental quality, and human health. Organic and inorganic pollutants increase the chemical oxygen
demand (COD) of the receiving water bodies, one such pollutant is phenol, which is an organic compound
that is toxic even at low concentrations. The high COD leads to a lower amount of dissolved oxygen (DO)
which is important factor for aquatic life. These pollutants are a serious threat to human health and the
environment. In this study, economic and environmentally friendly synthesis of iron copper (Fe/Cu)
nanoparticles are reported, which were characterized using UV visible spectroscopy, FT-IR, XRD, TGA,
and SEM. The developed particles were then employed to treat industrial wastewaters containing phenol
and for reduction of chemical oxygen demand (COD). The average size reported by SEM analysis was
between 140 nm and 160 nm. Batch experiments showed that a 83.33% mg/L reduction in COD and
76.91% of phenol removal was attained at pH 4, adsorbent dose of 0.5 g/100 mL, and contact time of
60 min, respectively. It was observed that the efficiency of phenol removal increased with an increase
in the initial concentration of both, COD and phenols. The results demonstrated that the Fe/Cu nanopar-
ticles are effective adsorbent material to remove phenols from industrial wastewaters as well as for the
reduction of COD.
© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of King Saud University. This is an open access
article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Introduction

tanning, and detergent industries contain different types of organic
and inorganic pollutants that are directly discharged into surface

Industrial development resulted in the development of a variety
of toxic wastes which are released into the environment without
proper treatment. As a result, these pollutants have become a
major threat to the health of living organisms and the environ-
ment. Pakistan possesses a large number of industrial zones in dif-
ferent cities like Lahore, Karachi, Gujranwala, Faislabad, Sialkot,
etc. Effluents discharged from textile, paper and pulp, steel, paint,
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waters bodies and in open drains from industries. These com-
pounds cause a variety of environmental issues and human health
complications (Ilyas et al., 2019; Muhammad et al., 2021; Nasir
etal, 2012). A commonly used parameter to determine the quality
of water and wastewater is Chemical Oxygen Demand (COD). COD
is the estimation of oxygen required to oxidize the chemicals pre-
sent in wastewater or the overall amount of organic compounds.
COD is not only used to determine the amount of biologically
active substances such as bacteria, but also biologically inactive
organic matter in water (IKhan and Ali, 2018; Li et al., 2018). Indus-
tries that release wastewater with a high COD include food pro-
cessing industries such as breweries, followed by chemical
manufacturing, dying industries, and pharmaceutical industries
(Azizullah et al., 2011; Charles et al., 2016; Emongor, 2005; Nasir
et al., 2012). Like, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),
the National Environmental Quality Standards, Pakistan has
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specified a discharge limit of 150 mg/L COD to inland surface
waters (NEQS, 2005).

Another common pollutant of water from industries is phenol,
which is a persistent organic compound that is formed during
industrial manufacturing processes and as a byproduct of several
chemical processes. Phenol is also released from wood treatment
facilities and paper pulp mills as well as pharmaceutical industries
where it is used in the manufacture of throat lozenges, antiseptic
lotions, mouths washes and gargles (Darisimall, 2006; Galgale
et al,, 2014; Ge et al,, 2017). Phenol and its derivatives persist in
the environment for a long period and accumulate in the fatty tis-
sues of living organisms and exhibit highly toxic effects. The largest
group of phenol are chlorophenols and nitrophenols found in soil,
drinking water, and wastewater. Phenol has multiple human
health issues such as damage to DNA, weakening of muscles,
necrotic lesions and burning in the mouth, stomach and esophagus
as well as pulse fluctuations (Gosselin et al., 1984; Schweigert
et al., 2001). Phenolic compounds are nerve poisoning agents and
the United States environmental protection agency (USEPA) and
European Union (EU) have enlisted the phenolic compounds as
the pollutant of major concern. Phenols are highly toxic due to
which U.S. EPA has set a discharge limit of 0.1 mg/L in inland sur-
face waters (USEPA, 1977).

Conventional wastewater treatment methods can be utilized in
the reduction of COD in wastewater, depending upon the type and
characteristics of wastewater and its source (Satyawali and
Balakrishnan, 2008). Phenol treatment and its removal is compar-
atively limited due to their poor ability to adjust to fluctuation in
phenol load (Jiang et al., 2007). However, each have their limita-
tions in terms of cost, pollutants treated, maintenance, and pollu-
tion load. Hence, there has been considerable research in the
field of nanotechnology for the removal of pollutants and treat-
ment of wastewater.

Nanoparticles possess remarkable properties, such as a high
degree of functionalization and high reactivity, large surface areas,
high area to mass ratios, and size-dependent properties which
make them a suitable candidate for the application in wastewater
treatment (Cloete, 2010) and biomedical applications (AlSalhi
et al., 2020; Fakhar-e-Alam et al., 2021). Nano sorbents are a type
of adsorbent material developed using nanoparticles that adsorb
particles on their surface through some form of physical or chem-
ical interaction and these can be synthesized and developed using
natural and environmentally friendly techniques (Bora and Dutta,
2014). There are two types of metal-containing nanoparticles,
monometallic and bimetallic nanoparticles, which include only a
single metal atom, or bimetallic nanoparticles, respectively, which
are made of two different metals. The bimetallic nanoparticles
have gained more importance due to the two metal atoms present
in their structure as it has been found that bi-metallization consid-
erably enhances the catalytic properties of nanoparticles, which is
not possible in the case of monometallic catalysts (Sharma et al.,
2016). Some commonly used adsorbents mostly include oxides of
various metals such as iron (Fe), silicon (Si), tungsten (W), man-
ganese (Mn), titanium (Ti), copper (Cu), etc. Metal oxides have
the advantage of being low cost and have the ability to functional-
ize their adsorption capacity and selectivity to treat various pollu-
tants (Bora and Dutta, 2014). Various studies have shown the
efficacy of bimetallic nanoparticles for the removal of various con-
taminants such as heavy metals and organic pollutants from aque-
ous media. Some commonly used bimetallic nanoparticles include
gold-based, platinum based, iron-based, and palladium-based and
nicked-based bimetallic nanoparticles (Sharma et al., 2019). Fur-
thermore, nanosorbents based on ‘Fe’ have been studied for the
removal of pollutants. ‘Fe’ has the added advantage of easy removal
from aqueous media due to its magnetic properties.
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A significant amount of work for water treatment has been
reported for bimetallic nanoparticles, especially for iron and cop-
per (Fe/Cu) bimetallic nanoparticles (O’Connell et al., 2008). Iron
and copper (Fe-Cu) bimetallic nanoparticles have been reported
to treat multiple pollutants from industrial wastewater such as
heavy metals like chromium (Jiang et al, 2018) and arsenic
(Babaee et al., 2017), nitrates (Guo et al., 2018), dyes such as mala-
chite green (Zhang et al., 2018) from wastewater. Chitosan stabi-
lized Fe-Cu nanoparticles were used by Jiang et al. (Jiang et al.,
2018) for remediation of hexavalent chromium from wastewater
and it was reported that this combination achieved 96% chromium
removal efficiency from ultrapure water, 90% from river water, and
85% from tannery water. Similarly, Babaee et al. (2018) studied the
removal of arsenic (III) and arsenic (V) from aqueous media by uti-
lizing Fe-Cu nanoparticles. 21.32 mg/g sorption capacity was
reported for As (V) while the maximum sorption capacity for As
(1) was reported to be 19.68 mg/g.

Bimetallic nanoparticles have also been reported to treat waters
contaminated with nitrates and phenols. Asgari and Ramavandi
studied the removal of phenols by using pumice-supported
bimetallic particles. It was reported that 97.3% removal of phenols
by pumice bimetals was reported at pH 8 and a 30 min contact time
(Asgari and Ramavandi, 2012). In another study, Trujillo-Reyes et al.
(2010) studied the removal of indigo blue dye using bimetallic
nanoparticles of Fe-Cu and composites of C-Fe-Cu alloy. It was
reported that Fe-Cu nanoparticles effectively removed indigo blue
dye from wastewater in 12 mins while the MCL-NP removed the
dye in about 15 mins and CAC-NP removed the dye in 15 mins.
Muradova et al. (2016) studied the removal of nitrate using zerova-
lent iron nanoparticles and iron copper bimetallic nanoparticles
which were developed using the NaBH, reduction method under
ambient pressure and at room temperature. Complete nitrate
removal was observed after 60 mins. In another study, Shubair
et al. (2018) reported the removal of nitrates from aqueous media
using zero-valent iron and bimetallic nanoparticles composed of
copper-coated iron nanoparticles. It was reported that optimum
removal was possible when a 10 cm layer of zero-valent iron parti-
cles and sand was used with nitrate removal efficiency at 97% while
for bimetallic particles, 5 cm sand column packed with particles
was used which removed 100% of the nitrate particles.

However in all the above cited studies it can be said that iron
copper bimetallic nanoparticles employed were prepared using
chemical approach. Since our groups has been involved in the
green synthesis of various nanoparticles and their applications
(Khan et al., 2020a; Khanz et al., 2014; Khan et al., 2020b; Shaik
et al., 2016; Shaik et al., 2017). In continuation of our previous
studies, in the current study we aimed to synthesize bimetallic
nanoparticles of Fe/Cu using an environmentally benign approach
and their application for the treatment of phenols and reduction
of COD from industrial wastewater (Fig. 1).

2. Material and methods
2.1. Chemicals

The chemicals used in this study include iron chloride (FeCls-
-6H,0), iron sulphate (FeSO4-H,0), sodium hydroxide (NaOH), cop-
per chloride (CuCly-7H;0), ascorbic acid (CsHgOg) and N, purged
distilled water which was formed by passing N, gas from distilled
water for 10 mins at a flow rate of 25 mL/s. This N, water was used
as a solvent for all solutions during synthesis. Wastewater was col-
lected from the paper and pulp industry for phenol analysis and
the study of COD wastewater was collected from the drain of the
industrial zone of Lahore.
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Fig. 1. Steps of synthesis of Fe/Cu nanoparticles from citrate coated Fe;04 nanoparticles.

2.2. Synthesis of Fe/Cu nanoparticles

2.2.1. Synthesis of Fe304 nanoparticles

0.1 M hydrochloric acid solution was prepared in 100 mL of N,
purged water. To this solution, 0.1 M iron sulphate and 0.2 M iron
chloride salts were added in an Erlenmeyer flask. Special care was
taken to minimize oxygen exposure. 70 mL of 2 M NaOH was
added dropwise to the solution. Dark-colored precipitates of Fe
nanoparticles were developed due to precipitation. The reaction
mixture was stirred for 40 mins at room temperature. These devel-
oped particles were centrifuged for 10 mins to separate the parti-
cles from the solution. The supernatant was discarded and
nanoparticles were washed with ethanol: water (30:70) and cen-
trifuged at 4000 rpm for 15 mins. The process was repeated three
times after which the nanoparticles were dried in an oven at 105 °C
for 20 mins. The nanoparticles were cooled in a desiccator, crushed,
and stored in an eppendorf tube till further use.

2.2.2. Citrate coating on Fes04 nanoparticles

Approximately 600 mg of Fe;04 nanoparticles were suspended
in 50 mL of N, water. The pH of this solution was reduced to 6.8
using a dilute citric acid solution. The reaction was constantly stir-
red for 80°C for 2-3 h. Upon cooling to room temperature, citric
acid stabilized magnetite nanoparticles were formed.

2.2.3. Synthesis of Fe/Cu nanoparticles

The above solution, containing 600 mg of citrate coated Fe304
nanoparticles were sonicated for 45 mins. In this solution,
0.0176 M Copper Chloride solution was added dropwise, the solu-
tion was stirred for 10 mins and the temperature was maintained
between 60 and 70°C. After 10 mins, 0.027 M Ascorbic Acid solu-
tion was added dropwise and allowed to stir for 20 mins. The solu-
tion changed to white color due to the formation of white-colored
Fe/Cu nanoparticles. The particles were centrifuged at 4000 rpm
for 20 mins and washed with ethanol three times. The particles
were then oven-dried at 75 °C for 15 mins and cooled in a desicca-
tor after which they were crushed and stored in an eppendorf till
further use.

2.3. Characterization of synthesized nanoparticles

UV-visible analysis of as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles was
carried out using lambda 35 instrument, Perkin Elmer, Waltham,
MA, USA. Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectra of Fe/Cu
nanoparticles were recorded on a 1000 FTIR instrument, Perkin-
Elmer, Waltham, MA, USA. The formation of the as-prepared Fe/
Cu nanoparticles and their crystallinity was confirmed by using
the powder diffraction technique (D2 phaser, Bruker, Germany).
The morphology of the as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles was
investigated using Scanning electron microscopy (JED-2200, JEOL,
Japan). Thermogravimetric analysis was carried out using Perkin-
Elmer Thermogravimetric Analyzer 7, Waltham, MA, USA.

2.4. Reduction of COD and phenol removal experiments

Adsorption experiments were carried out to determine the abil-
ity of the as-synthesized particles to reduce COD and removal of
phenols from industrial wastewaters. Batch experiments were con-
ducted using different dosages of adsorbent (0.05 g, 0.1 g, 0.25 g,
0.5 g, and 1 g) and contact time (30 mins, 60 mins, 90 mins, and
120 mins) and pH (4, 6, 8, and 10). To study the effect of initial con-
centration different dilutions of wastewater with COD values i.e.
693.3, 1067.2, 2668, 3465 mg/L, and for phenol samples with dif-
ferent dilution 1.98 mg/L, 2.86 mg/L, 4.6 mg/L, and 6.5 mg/L were
used. Phenols in wastewater were analyzed using photometric
analysis while the reduction in COD, using strong oxidizing agents
and a COD meter.

3. Results and discussion

Bimetallic nanoparticles are the combination of two different
metals and exhibit enhanced properties due to the coupling of dif-
ferent materials. As mentioned earlier, the properties and catalytic
phenomenon of bimetallic nanoparticles can be changed by vary-
ing concentrations of any constituent element (Kulkarni and
Kaware, 2013; Michalowicz and Duda, 2007; Swiatkowska-
Warkocka, 2021). Synthesis of bimetallic nanoparticles from metal
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salts can be done either (i) coreduction or (ii) successive reduction
of two metal salts.

Successive reduction is usually carried out to fabricate core-
shell structured bimetallic nanoparticles. The formation of core-
shell structure also depends upon the metal salts used and the
reducing/stabilizing agent used in the preparation (Nadagouda
and Varma, 2007). In this attempted study first, citrate-coated
Fe;04 nanoparticles were synthesized and added to a second salt
solution i.e., copper chloride to which ascorbic acid was added.
Addition to second metal salt solution and subsequent reduction
with excess stabilizing ascorbic acid the formation of the core-
shell structure is anticipated.

3.1. Characterization of Fe/Cu nanoparticles

3.1.1. UV-Visible and FT-IR analysis

UV-Visible spectrometry analysis was carried out for the as-
synthesized metallic particles. The spectrum shows three main
peaks for the adsorbent material at 355 nm, and 525 nm as shown
in Fig. 2(a). These peaks lie in the visible region of the spectrum
and results are in confirmation with other studies (Logpriya
et al,, 2018; Umer et al., 2014). FT-IR analysis for Fe/Cu nanoparti-
cles is given in Fig. 2(b). The effectiveness of the capping of ascorbic
acid on the surface of the Fe/Cu nanoparticles is confirmed by FT-IR
analysis. The multiple peaks were recorded in the range of 4000-
400 cm™! and can be seen in Fig. 2(b). The absorption peaks at
3501.5 and 3356.2 cm™! correspond to different ~-OH groups and
the peak at 1600.5 cm™~! stretching vibrations of C-C double bond.
The peak at 920.6 cm™~! was due to the stretching of the C-O bond-
ing group. The peaks at 880.4 cm™! 617.22 cm!, 551.64 cm ™,
536.21 cm™! were assigned to C-H and the peak at 551 cm™'
was due to the Fe-O bond. Significant variance in the peak posi-
tions of several bands of the ascorbic acid gives direct evidence
for the covalent bonding of the biomolecule on the surface of the
Fe/Cu nanoparticles.

3.1.2. SEM analysis

The surface morphology of the as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparti-
cles was investigated using SEM analysis (Fig. 3). It was observed
that the particles were agglomerated and exists as a clusters of par-
ticles. However, the clusters are found to be made up of spherical
particles pon further magnification. There are many factors such
as surface charge, surface stability and ionic strength of the solu-
tion that can influence the particle size. Adsorbing other charged
ions and coating polymers on the surface of nanoparticles can sup-
press agglomeration and provide stability to nanoparticle disper-
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sions. Moreover, probe and bath sonication can be utilized in
dispersing nanoparticles agglomerates to reduce their size (Jiang
et al., 2009). The SEM analysis showed that particles size ranges
<100 nm and ranges between 140 and 160 nm.

3.1.3. XRD and TGA analysis

The diffraction pattern of the as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparti-
cles was examined via XRD analysis (Fig. 4(a)). The XRD patterns
displayed mixed-phase reflections, the reflections marked with
(1) representative of crystalline Fe/Cu nanoparticles (FeCu,) [ICSD
03-065-7002].(Ch et al., 2019; Minic and Maricic, 2010) Moreover,
there are several other additional reflections were observed as
shown in Fig. 4(a). The reflections marked with (*) could be attrib-
uted to the presence of Fe30,4 [ICSD 03-065-7002] which appears to
the major product in the compound formed, while the ones
marked with (V) could be attributed to the presence of CuO
(Zhang et al., 2014). The diffraction patterns marked with (e) and
(m) could be attributed to the existence of different phases of cop-
per ferrite (CuFe,04) (JCPDS card 77-0010) (Gomes et al., 2006;
Othman et al., 2019). The results obtained by XRD analysis clearly
indicate the existence of mixed phases of the as-synthesized
nanocomposite. The TGA analysis of Fe/Cu nanoparticles revealed
a two-step phases thermal degradation pattern for Fe/Cu nanopar-
ticles (Fig. 4(b)). The first degradation step displays, at 50 to 200 °C
was noticed that might be from the removal of moisture content.
At around 250 to 550 °C, the second degradation is noticed, which
might be associated to the decomposition of light volatile com-
pounds of the ascorbic acid existing on the surface of the Fe/Cu
nanoparticles as a capping agent. These results endorses the signif-
icant role of ascorbic acid in reducing, and capping/stabilizing the
as synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles. Hence it can be concluded that
the as-snthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles is stable upto 550 °C.

3.2. COD reduction studies

3.2.1. Effect of adsorbent dose and time

In case of Chemical Oxygen Demand (COD) reduction experi-
ments, it was observed that the percentage reduction of COD
increased with an increase in adsorbent dose as well with increas-
ing contact time. The reduction of COD efficiency increased from
15.38% to 60.07% for 0.05 g/L of adsorbent with an increase of time
from 30 min to 120 min as shown in Fig. 5. At absorbent dose of
1 g/L removal a 54.2% reduction of COD was achieved after time
30 min and this further increased after 120 mins i.e. 89.1%. The
increase in the adsorbent dose results in increases in the reduction
of COD due to the increase in the availability of adsorption sites for
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Fig. 2. (a) UV-Visible spectrum of Fe/Cu nanoparticles and (b) FT-IR spectrum of Fe/Cu nanoparticles.
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Fig. 3. SEM analysis of Fe/Cu nanoparticles at different scale bars.
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Fig. 5. The percentage reduction of COD with respect to adsorbent dose and contact
time.

the adsorbates. Furthermore, an increase in the reduction of COD
was observed when contact time was increased to 60 mins. The
reduction efficiency was observed to be maximum and in a state
of equilibrium at contact time of 90 mins for all selected doses of
Fe/Cu nanoparticles as shown in Fig. 5. The rate of reduction of

COD was not considerably high after 90 mins of contat time as
there was no steep rise in the reduction percentage was observed.
This reduction trend with contact time can be explained by the
interaction of adsorbate and adsorbent. Once the uptake of pollu-
tants causing spike in COD values by available sites on the adsor-
bent has reached it maximum value, the reduction efficiency
tends to reduce as the equilibrium stage has been achieved. It
means that the active sites on the nanoparticles which take part
in the adsorption process have become saturated.

Similarly, removal efficiencies were reported by a study in
which Fe/Cu were prepared by coating copper on the surface of
zero-valent iron nanoparticles (Yuan et al., 2014). It was reported
that 59.8% removal of COD was achieved after 5 mins contact of
Fe/Cu nanoparticles at dose of 40 g/L. While in the same study
zero-valent iron nanoparticles showed a very low removal effi-
ciency of 13.4% after 5 mins of treatment. Thus, the study proved
that the surface coating of copper on iron improved the removal
efficiency of the nanoparticles. In another study, copper was doped
on ZnO nanoparticles which were then embedded on carbon nan-
otubes (CNT) having a multi-wall structure using a facile nontoxic
sol method (Ahmad et al., 2014). Cu doped ZnO CNT was used to
treat textile wastewater under irradiation. It was observed that
the removal was as high as 98.2% for the Cu coped ZnO CNTs,
which was attributed to high charge separation of CNTs that
enhanced the composites ability to remove pollutants from
wastewater along with an increase in surface area. In another
study, Chang et al. reported the use of cuprous oxide (Cu,0)
nanoparticles supported on Al,03 for the reduction of COD from
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industrial wastewaters (Chang et al., 2009). A 71.8% and 93.5%
reduction of COD was reportedly observed, when the Cu,0/Al,03
prepared by two different synthetic approaches were employed.

3.2.2. Effect of initial concentration and pH

The effect of initial concentration of COD on percentage reduc-
tion efficiency of Fe/Cu nanoparticles was also studied using 0.5 g
adsorbent, while the contact time was 60 min. It was observed that
percentage reduction decreased with the increase in initial COD
values as in Fig. 6(a). A 92% removal was observed at initial COD
of 694 mg/L, however this value decreased to 78% when the initial
concentration of COD was 3465 mg/L. The decrease in COD redcu-
tion with the increase in initial COD values shows that the active
sites of adsorbent particles are consumed at a higher rate when
the initail of COD value was high. Furthermore, the influence of
hydrogen ion concentration on the reduction of COD was also stud-
ied, which is one of the most important parameters in adsorptive
removal of pollutants as it influences other processes including
metal speciation in wastewater (Ida and Eva, 2021). Reduction of
COD by nanoparticles was carried out at pH ranging between 4-
10. The contact time was set at 60 mins and the nanoparticle dose
used was 0.5 g. It was observed that the percentage reduction of
COD decreases with an increase in pH i.e. the best removal of
83.33% was observed at pH 4 while the reduction efficiency
decreased to 36.64% when the pH was increased to 10 (Fig. 6(b)).
The reason for this decrease in the removal efficiency can be attrib-
uted to strong electrostatic forces of attraction.

The adsorption sites on nanoparticles include oxides of Fe, Cu
and nanoparticles of Fe/Cu as observed in the FTIR and XRD analy-
sis. Fe/Cu nanoparticles can have a net positive charge which will
attract all negative pollutant ions from the solution for adsorption.
However this net positive charge can be further increased at a low
pH due to hydrogen ions, which resulted in good removal of COD.
At higher pH values, there is an excess of hydroxide ions which
causes a reduction in the COD values. The results obtained in this
study are in accordance with the study reported by Ahmad et al.
wherein a maximum reduction of COD of 94.59% was at pH 4
(Ahmad et al., 2013).

3.3. Removal of phenols by batch experiments
3.3.1. Effect of adsorbent dose and time

The effect of amount of adsorbent particles on the removal of
phenol was studied with respect to the time duration for which
the nanoparticles came in contact with the wastewater at room

temperature with neutral pH of wastewater (Fig. 7(a)). Adsorption
of phenol was observed for 4 different doses of Fe/Cu nanoparticles
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i.e.0.05¢g 0.1¢g 025¢g, 0.5gand 1 g while time interval was 30
mins, 60 mins, 90 mins and 120 mins as seen in Fig. 7(a). The con-
centration of phenol in wastewater was maintained at 3.8 mg/L
(pH =5.2+£0.2).

At dose 0.01 g only 4.6 % removal was achieved after 30 min and
this removal was increased to 14.6% even after 120 min. The
removal efficiency for 1 g nanoparticles, showed 40.5% removal
after 30 mins, 59.5% removal after 60 mins, 74.67% removal after
90 mins and 79.5% removal at 120 mins of contact time. Best
results were observed for 1 g adsorbent material, which was the
maximum for this study, showed maximum removal efficiency.
The increase in the adsorbent dose results in the increase in the
removal efficiencies can be attributed to the presence of large
number of adsorption sites at large doses, a trend similar to that
observed for COD.

The influence of time on phenol removal was studied by Luo
et al. (2015). Fe-Cu bimetallic nanoparticles were attached on
ZSM-5 zeolite and were used to remove phenol from wastewater.
It was observed that the optimum contact time was 40 mins for
Fe-Cu nanoparticles suspended on mesoporous ZSM-5 zeolite
which gave approximately 95% phenol removal with 0.02 mg
nanoparticles. Similar removal trend was observed for phenol
removal in the current study where increase in contact time
resulted in increase in removal efficiency as it provided a greater
contact with adsorption sites, till an equilibrium was reached
and the increase in removal efficiency gradually became
insignificant.

3.3.2. Effect of initial concentration and pH

The effect of initial concentration of phenol on percentage
removal are shown in Fig. 7(b). Percentage removal was observed
to increase with the increase in phenol concentration. The removal
increased from 53.53% at 1.98 mg/L initial concentration to 83.84%
at 6.5 mg/L initial concentration. Phenol adsorption has also been
reported to increase with increase in initial concentration, when
treated with bentonite. Increase in the concentration of phenol
increase the mass transfer driving force between the adsorbent
and adsorbate, which increases the rate at which phenol transfers
from the solution to the particle surface (Banat et al., 2000). The pH
values selected were 4, 6, 8, and 10 which were adjusted using
NaOH and HCI (initial conc. of phenol was 1.48 mg/L) and the
result obtained are shown in Fig. 7(c). It was observed that the per-
centage removal of phenol decreases with an increase in pH with
the best removal of 76.69% observed at pH 4 while the removal
efficiency decreased to 41.89 % at pH 10. Phenol is a weak acid,
and at lower pH values it can be easily removed. However at higher
pH, the adsorption process is influenced due to the presence of
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Fig. 6. (a) Initial COD concentration vs. percentage reduction efficicncey and (b) pH vs. percentage reduction efficiecny of COD (Dose = 0.5 g, Time = 60 mins).
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Fig. 7. (a) Percentage removal of phenols with respect to adsorbent dose and contact time (b) effect of initial concentration of phenol on percentage removal (Dose = 0.5 g,

Time = 60 mins) and (c) Effect of pH on percentage removal.

repulsive forces which increase due to the presence of hydroxide
ions in the solution. As a result, at higher pH values, phenol
removal efficiency decreases. Similar removal phenomena has
been reported by Halhouli et al. (1997) which studied the adsorp-
tion of phenol using activated carbon. In another study, TiO, cata-
lyst was doped with Cu/Fe supported on zeolite and used to study
the removal of a phenol compound diclofenac. It was reported that
the highest removal efficiency was at pH 4 with the percentage
removal being as high as 97.8% (Castafieda-Juérez et al., 2019).

3.4. Adsorption isotherms

The adsorption isotherm can be used to investigate the relation-
ship between the amount of adsorbate and adsorbent in the aque-
ous phase at equilibrium state.

According to Langmuir model “monolayer sorption occurs on
the solid surface with identical homogeneous sites” (Langmuir,
1918). It also suggests that no further adsorption takes place once
the active sites are covered with adsorbate.

The saturated monolayer isotherm are calculated by the follow-
ing equation:

Ce 1 Ce

Ce 1 Ce 1
qe quL m ( )

where

ge = mg of adsorbate per g of adsorbent at equilibrium (equilib-
rium uptake)

gm = mg of solute adsorbed per g of adsorbent

K; = Langmuir constant (liter of adsorbent per mg of adsorbate
L/mg)

Ce = equilibrium concentration of adsorbate in solution (mg/L).

The adsorption data of COD reduction by Fe/Cu NPs were fitted
according to the linear form of the Langmuir adsorption
(R? = 0.9507) (Fig. 8(a)).

Freundlich isotherm is an empirical model assuming that the
distribution of the heat on the adsorbent surface is nonuniform,
namely heterogeneous adsorption (Freundlich and Heller, 1939).
The equation is stated as follows:

The Freundlich isotherm model relates to adsorption on hetero-
geneous surfaces with the interaction between the adsorbed mole-
cules. The well-known linear expression for the Freundlich model
is given as:

logq, = logK; + % logC. (2)

where
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Fig. 8. (a) Langmuir and (b) Freundlich model for COD reduction by Fe/Cu NPs.

ge = mg of adsorbate per g of adsorbent at equilibrium (mg/g)
Ky = Freundlich constant

1/n = Heterogeneity factor which is related to adsorption inten-
sity (n is always greater than one)

Ce = concentration of adsorbate in solution (mg/L)

The values of n and Ky obtained from the slope and intercept of
the plot of log g, against log C. and values are given in Table 1.

The adsorption data of COD reduction by Fe/Cu NPs were fitted
according to the linear form of the Freundlich adsorption
(R? = 0.992) (Fig. 8(b)).

The plot of Ce/qe versus Ce for phenol (Fig. 9(a)) was found to be
linear with a negative slope, indicating that the adsorption behav-
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Table 1
Isothermal parameters for COD and Phenol adsorption on Fe/Cu NPs at different initial
concentrations.

COD Phenol
Langmuir isotherm
qm (mg/g) 434.1 —-0.95
Ky (L/mg) 0.003 ~0.090
R? 0.950 0.981
Freundlich isotherm
n 1.31 0.86
Kf (mg/g) 20.3 4.2
R? 0.992 0.995

10 -

y=-1.0554x +11.078
R2=0.9818

h & N o
1
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Fig. 9. (a) Langmuir and (b) Freundlich model for Phenol removal by Fe/Cu NPs.

ior of the tested adsorbent does not follow the Langmuir isotherm.
A linear plot (Fig. 9(b)) was obtained in the case of Freundlich iso-
therm. Based on R? value (0.995) the linear form of the Freundlich
isotherm appears to produce a reasonable and applicable model on
the ongoing adsorption process for phenol. Different constant val-
ues are given in Table 1

The n value indicates the degree of nonlinearity between solu-
tion concentration and adsorption as follows: If n = 1, then adsorp-
tion is linear;

if n < 1 then adsorption is a chemical process

if n > 1, then adsorption is a physical process. In this study the n
value for phenol was found to be 0.864, Table 1.

4. Conclusions
In this present study, iron and copper precursor salts were used

to synthesize Fe/Cu nanoparticles using ascorbic acid in a two-step
synthesis approach. The as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles were

Journal of King Saud University — Science 34 (2022) 101927

characterized by different characterization techniques such as
UV-visible spectroscopy, X-ray powder diffraction, FTIR, thermal
gravimetric analysis, and scanning electron microscopy. The aver-
age size of the as-synthesized nanoparticles was between 140 nm
and 160 nm. The Fe/Cu nanoparticles were then successfully used
to treat industrial wastewaters possessing high chemical oxygen
demand (COD) values and containing phenols, the results obtained
revealed that the as-synthesized Fe/Cu nanoparticles possess a
83.33% and 76.91% efficiency for COD reduction and phenol
removal, respectively. The optimum pH was found to be 4, while
the adsorbent dose is 1 g, and contact time of 60 min, correspond-
ingly. It was also noticed that the initial concentration of phenol
and initial COD values played an vital role on the efficiency of Fe/
Cu nanoparticles. Hence it can be concluded that the Fe/Cu
nanoparticles are effective adsorbent material for the removal of
phenol and reduction of COD from industrial wastewaters. Further
studies into the optimization of the Fe/Cu molar ratio for further
enhanced activity is warranted.
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