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Abstract: Pharmaceuticals, as a contaminant of emergent concern, are being released uncontrollably
into the environment potentially causing hazardous effects to aquatic ecosystems and consequently
to human health. In the absence of well-established monitoring programs, one can only imagine
the full extent of this problem and so there is an urgent need for the development of extremely
sensitive, portable, and low-cost devices to perform analysis. Carbon-based nanomaterials are the
most used nanostructures in (bio)sensors construction attributed to their facile and well-characterized
production methods, commercial availability, reduced cost, high chemical stability, and low toxicity.
However, most importantly, their relatively good conductivity enabling appropriate electron transfer
rates—as well as their high surface area yielding attachment and extraordinary loading capacity
for biomolecules—have been relevant and desirable features, justifying the key role that they have
been playing, and will continue to play, in electrochemical (bio)sensor development. The present
review outlines the contribution of carbon nanomaterials (carbon nanotubes, graphene, fullerene,
carbon nanofibers, carbon black, carbon nanopowder, biochar nanoparticles, and graphite oxide),
used alone or combined with other (nano)materials, to the field of environmental (bio)sensing,
and more specifically, to pharmaceutical pollutants analysis in waters and aquatic species. The main
trends of this field of research are also addressed.

Keywords: sensors and biosensors; carbon nanomaterials; environment; aquatic fauna; waters

1. Introduction

The unintended presence of pharmaceuticals in the environment has been raising awareness
from the scientific community and regulatory authorities given the possible adverse effects on aquatic
ecosystems and human health. With the world population increasing, and predicted to reach 9.7 billion
by 2050 [1] in conjugation with the increase of life expectancy, the pressure caused by pollutants and
particularly pharmaceuticals on the environment is clearly expected also to rise. This seems to be
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avoidable or at least mitigated if preventive measures and efficient treatment procedures become
implemented soon. For instance, information and knowledge acquired through efficient monitoring
methods may have a crucial role in the environment preservation by contributing to establish regulation
on maximum levels and effective measures against this problem.

The occurrence of pharmaceuticals in the environment are mainly due to technological limitations
in wastewater treatment (WWT) related with anthropogenic activities [2–4]. Conventional wastewater
treatments, still widely implemented as main processes, cannot efficiently remove pharmaceuticals
from effluents [5–7]. Inefficiency of WWT in the total removal of pharmaceuticals is proved by different
recent studies that have detected pharmaceuticals in the range of ng L−1 to µg L−1 in water samples
collected nearby wastewater discharges or in effluents from medical care units and municipal treatment
plants [8–11]. Other pathways of aquatic contamination are related with the application of veterinary
drugs in aquaculture and agriculture [12–15].

Pharmaceuticals are designed to perform specific biological functions within an organism during
a period until excretion. Their inherent physicochemical properties makes them to be, at some extent,
persistent, liable to bioaccumulate in living tissues and toxic (designated as PBT substances) [3]. In this
perspective, the OSPAR commission [16], which is dedicated to the protection and conservation of
the North-East Atlantic Ocean and its resources, has identified about 25 pharmaceutical drugs and
hormones (17α-ethinylestradiol, 17β-estradiol, chloroquine, chlorpromazine, closantel, clotrimazole,
diethylstilbestrol, dimetacrine, estrone, flunarizine, fluoxetine, fluphenazine, mestranol, miconazole,
midazolam, mitotane, niflumic acid, niclofolan, fluphenazine, pimozide, prochlorperazine, penfluridol,
trifluoperazine, trifluperidol, timiperone) that could negatively affect marine ecosystems based on their
PBT characteristics. However, it is surprising that most of these pharmaceuticals are not considered in
pharmaceutical screening studies, probably explained by their low worldwide consumption.

Although not considered as persistent as other pollutants (such as organochlorine pesticides,
polychlorinated biphenyls, and dioxins) [17–19], pharmaceuticals’ continuous use and subsequent
discharge makes them ubiquitous in the environment and therefore termed as ‘pseudo-persistent’
compounds [3,4]. The bioavailability of pharmaceuticals makes them susceptible to ingestion
and absorption by the surrounding fauna, as demonstrated by several studies focused on biota
analyses [4,20–22], which is suggestive that bioaccumulation can occur. In a study conducted by
Howard and Muir [23], about 92 pharmaceuticals were estimated to be potentially bioaccumulative
from a database of 275 frequently found in the environment. Chronic exposure to pseudo persistent
pharmaceuticals, even at trace levels, can have a significant impact on non-target organisms.
The negative effects of endocrine disruptive compounds (EDC) on the reproductive characteristics
and behavior of organisms’ aquatic fauna are well documented. Synthetic hormones such as
17α-ethinylestradiol or diethylstilbestrol are examples of potent EDC [24], that are included as
well as other hormones in the EPA Contaminant Candidate List as priority for information and
regulation measures [25]. Non-steroidal anti-inflammatories [26,27] and antidepressants [28] are
other classes of drugs with evidence of disruptive capacity. Also the exposure to antibiotics that are
continuously released through wastewater discharges or as veterinary drugs in aquaculture activities
may affect natural microorganisms leading to bacterial resistance, posing at risk aquatic fauna and
consequently human health [29]. Another concern on ecotoxicity is the synergetic effect that multiple
drugs seem to exert in non-target organisms [30,31], however, information on possible effects of
mixtures is still scarce and with unpredictable results [2,32].

Environmental analysis of pharmaceuticals has been predominantly performed in aqueous matrices,
failing to give a more extended and comprehensive risk assessment [4]. Furthermore, these analyses
have been mostly performed through hyphenated methods, conjugating separation, and detection.
Chromatography and spectroscopic detection based on mass spectrometry or spectrophotometry have
been widely applied as analytical techniques of choice since they enable multi-residue analysis with
high selectivity and good sensitivity [33,34]. Yet, although being very reliable and efficient methods,
they are also bulky and expensive techniques requiring highly specialized personnel for their operation.
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Thus, there is an excellent scope for the application of sensor technology comprising a range of different
techniques including chemical sensors and biosensors. In pharmaceutical analysis, sensor technology
is mostly based on electrochemical and optical (fluorescence, colorimetric, surface plasmon resonance,
etc.) detection principles [35,36]. Particularly, electrochemical (bio)sensors constitute a versatile and
viable option, meeting sustainable practices by using reduced sample volumes and reagents [37,38].
This technology relies on modified electrode surfaces for transduction of redox reactions. The signal
generated by the transfer of electrons between the transducer and the analyte is amplified in the equipment
and finally displayed [39,40]. The possibility of designing portable and simple (bio)sensor devices at lower
costs enables in-situ applications, which is a major advantage and therefore a viable alternative to the more
conventional chromatographic methods in respect to environmental analysis. Moreover, a competitive
characteristic of electrochemical (bio)sensors is their potential to be miniaturized, with emphasis on
the contribution of nanotechnology in this process. Nanostructuration based on carbon materials takes
advantage of their unique properties enabling the construction of (bio)sensors with enhanced performance
with high surface-to-volume ratio (Scheme 1). Since this type of (bio)sensor is based on the processing
of an electrical signal, it seems evident the importance of conductive materials in the enhancement of
that signal. Although carbon nanomaterials have lower conductivity compared to metals, they present a
metallic or semiconductive behavior [41] (resistivities in the order of 10−4 Ω cm [42,43]) suitable to achieve
high electron transfer rates. Furthermore, the easy processing of a relatively abundant chemical element
(carbon) enables facile fabrication and commercial availability of carbon nanomaterials at acceptable cost.
These are significant advantages over other competitive nanomaterials (essentially metallic nanoparticles),
leading to their wide application in (bio)sensors technology [44–46]. However, the research available on
this subject is still very limited, especially regarding biota analysis [35,36,47,48].
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Scheme 1. Characteristics and advantages of nanostructured carbon-based electrochemical (bio)sensors
to quantify pharmaceuticals as emergent pollutants in different matrices.

In the present study, a literature review is carried-out concerning the use of electrochemical
(bio)sensors exclusively nanostructured with carbon-based materials (single and multi-walled
carbon nanotubes, graphene, fullerene, carbon nanofibers, carbon black, carbon nanopowder,
biochar nanoparticles, and graphite oxide) for emerging pharmaceutical pollutants detection in
waters and aquatic species. Here, we give insight on the characteristics of the different carbon
nanomaterials (and developed nanocomposites) used in the (bio)sensor assembly, addressing the
achieved electroanalytical performance as comparative criteria between the described (bio)sensors.
As far as we know, this is the first review exclusively focused on the application of electrochemical
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(bio)sensors for pharmaceuticals detection in the selected matrices. Moreover, this work clearly shows
the high contribution of nanomaterials towards the development of extremely sensitive (bio)sensors.

A total of 108 pharmaceutical drugs were considered in the literature search for the review.
The selective criterion was based in those frequently found in the environment accordingly to recent
chromatographic studies dedicated to pharmaceuticals monitoring in aquatic fauna [22,49–58] and
waters [8–11,59–62]. Additionally, the 25 pharmaceuticals included in the list of OSPAR Commission [16]
as well as the top 20 most consumed in Portugal [63] and USA [64] were also taken in consideration.

2. Nanostructured Carbon-Based (Bio)Sensors for Pharmaceutical Pollutants

2.1. Graphene

Graphene is a single-crystal layer of sp2-bonded carbon atoms (honeycomb-like 2D arrangement),
which represents the basic form to build all other carbon allotropes. (Bio)sensors based on this
nanomaterial demonstrate an impressive performance to monitor the diffusion and persistence of
pharmaceutical and their metabolites in diverse matrices [65–67] being therefore one of the most
described nanomaterials in the present review with a total of 21 developed (bio)sensors (Table 1).

As expected, antibiotic pharmaceuticals were widely studied by graphene-based (bio)sensors
due to their ubiquitous presence in the environment. In this sense, assuming possible contamination
by antibiotics in Chinese breeding sites and subsequent deleterious effects on consumers’ health,
Chen et al. [68] developed a fast and accurate electroanalytical method to assess the presence of
ciprofloxacin in shrimp and sea cucumber cultures. The quantification was performed by differential
pulse voltammetry (DPV), using a sensor based on graphene oxide (GO) dispersed in a hybrid
matrix of sodium polyacrylate-chloropalladic acid. The authors achieved a wide linear range and
sensitivity above those obtained with other electrochemical platforms structured with multi-walled
carbon nanotubes (MWCNT), MgFe2O4-MWCNT, β-cyclodextrin/L-arginine, poly(alizarin red),
and horseradish peroxidase. Silva and Cesarino [69] proposed a nanocomposite electrochemical
sensor for sulfamethazine detection based on gold nanoparticles (AuNPs) and reduced graphene
oxide (rGO) immobilized on glassy carbon electrode (GCE). Composite materials can be defined as a
combination of two or more materials which are physically distinct, dispersed in a controlled way
to achieve optimum properties and in which the properties are superior to those of the individual
components [70]. Furthermore, the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC) defines
nanocomposites as composite materials in which at least one of the phases has at least one dimension
of the order of nanometers [71]. Under DPV optimized conditions, the as-prepared GCE/rGO-AuNPs
electrode was successfully applied to quantify the referred antibiotic in synthetic effluent samples,
even in the presence of other potential organic interferences (estriol, carbaryl, and trimethoprim).
Only the carbaryl pesticide influenced the recovery tests (93.91–109%) because it oxidizes close to the
potential of the target molecule. Chen et al. [72] developed a promising alternative for point-of-care
monitoring of sulfamethoxazole, using rGO modified screen-printed electrodes (SPE) as analytical
tools. The main innovation of this proposal is the use of ascorbic acid as a GO reducing agent
and agglomeration inhibitor since this reagent weakens the stacking and van der Waals interactions
between graphene flakes. Associating SPE/rGO and DPV, the authors obtained stable and accurate
measurements, enabling a limit of detection (LOD) of 0.04 µmol L-1 sulfamethoxazole and high yields
for tests performed in lake water and tap water.
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Table 1. Graphene-based electrochemical (bio)sensors for emerging pharmaceutical pollutants in aquatic species and environmental samples.

Analyte (Bio)Sensor Detection Technique Linear Range (µmol L−1) Sensitivity LOD (µmol L−1) Real Sample Ref.

Antibiotics

ciprofloxacin GCE/Pd-PAAS-GO DPV 0.18–10.8 0.867 0.0045 shrimp
sea cucumber [68]

sulfamethazine GCE/rGO-AuNPs DPV 0.5–6.5 0.32 0.1 wastewater [69]
sulfamethoxazole SPE/rGO DPV 0.5–50 0.235 0.04 lake water [72]

tetracycline, chlortetracycline
doxycycline oxytetracycline SPE/rGO AdS-DPV 20–80 0.021 12 river water [73]

tetracycline GCE/graphene/L-cysteine DPV 8.0–140 0.027 0.12
tap water

river water
lake water

[74]

metronidazole GCE/PDDA-graphene/L-cystine CV 0.01–1
70–800

0.492
0.084 0.0023 lake water [75]

metronidazole GCE/AgNPs-graphene LSV 0.05–10
10–4500

0.169
0.040 0.028 lake water [76]

metronidazole GCE/graphene-polythionine DPV 0.05–70
70–500

0.233
0.061 0.001

tap water
river water
lake water

[77]

metronidazole GCE/graphene-PDDA/DNA LSV 0.05–100
400–9500

0.471
0.024 0.024 lake water [78]

metronidazole GCE/sulfonated graphene/AgNPs DPSV
0.10–20.0 1.80 0.05 shrimp [79]

chloramphenicol 0.02–20.0 1.94 0.01

Anti-Inflammatories

acetylsalicylic acid Pt/rGO-AuNPs DLSV 0.88–2.80 - 0.26 wastewater [80]

piroxicam GCE/ZnO-GO-glutathione DPV 0.1–100
100–500

0.206
0.030 0.0018 tap water [81]

diclofenac GCE/graphene-PDDA DPV 20–100
20–200

0.071 0.609
lake water [82]

acetaminophen 0.636 0.221
diclofenac FTO/graphene-CdS/AuNPs/aptamer PhotoAMP 0.001–0.15 4.32 0.00078 lake water [83]

Hormones

17β-estradiol GCE/rGO-MIP-Fe3O4 DPV 0.05–10 0.871 0.000819 water [84]
17β-estradiol GCE/rGO-CuTthP DPV 0.1–1.0 0.510 0.0053 river water [85]
17β-estradiol Au/MCH/graphene-aptamer DPV 7.0 × 10−8–1.0 × 10−5 - 5.0 × 10−8 tap water [86]

17β-estradiol GCE/graphene-PANI/ PAMAM-Au/
antigen/HRP-Ab-GO DPV 0.0272–0.272 - 0.0272 tap water [87]

17β-estradiol GCE/exfoliated graphene DPV
0.010–1.5 4.43 0.0049

lake water [88]
diethylstilbestrol 0.025–3.0 1.65 0.01087
diethylstilbestrol SPE/GQD LSV 0.05–7.5 0.236 0.0088 tap water [89]

17α-ethinylestradiol SPE/rGO/paper/SNPs/Ab SWV 1.69 × 10−6–6.10 × 10−4 - 3.37 × 10−7 river water
tap water [90]

Ab—antibody; AdS-DPV—adsorptive stripping differential pulse voltammetry; AgNPs—silver nanoparticles; AMP—amperometry; AuNPs—gold nanoparticles; CV—cyclic voltammetry;
CuTthP—Cu(II)-meso-tetra(thien-2-yl) porphyrin; DLSV—derivative linear scan voltabsorptometry; DPV—differential pulse voltammetry; DPSV—differential pulse stripping
voltammetry; FTO—fluorine doped tin oxide; GCE—glassy carbon electrode; GO—graphene oxide; GQD—graphene quantum dots; HRP—horseradish peroxidase; LSV—linear
sweep voltammetry; MCH—6-mercapto-1-hexanol; MIP—molecularly imprinted polymer; PAAS—polyacrylate; PAMAM—poly(amino-amine) dendrimers; PANI—polyaniline;
PDDA—poly(diallydimethylammonium chloride); rGO—reduced graphene oxide; SNPs—silica nanoparticles; SPE—screen-printed electrode.
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Thinking about disposable and portable devices for in situ analysis, Lorenzetti et al. [73] also used
SPE/rGO to determine the total content of tetracyclines (tetracycline, chlortetracycline, doxycycline,
and oxytetracycline) in river water by adsorptive stripping differential pulse voltammetry (AdS-DPV).
rGO enhanced the electroanalytical signal by increasing the active area of the device, but the method
has a short linear range (20–80 µmol L-1) and relatively low inter-electrode precision (RSD = 18%),
indicating that this proposal still needs to be refined to increase its applicability. Better results were
found by Sun et al. [74] when employing a GCE/graphene/L-cysteine platform to quantify tetracycline.
Both modifiers promoted electronic conduction, reducing the charge-transfer resistance assessed by
electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS). This synergistic effect contributed for the amplification
and catalysis of the electroanalytical signal, justifying the more attractive results in comparison to
the system mentioned earlier. By monitoring tetracycline oxidation on GCE/graphene/L-cysteine by
DPV, a linear range from 8.0 to 140 µmol L-1, LOD = 0.12 µmol L-1, and RSD = 4.03% for inter-sensor
precision tests were obtained. The proposed electroanalytical method was successfully applied in the
quantification of the analyte in tap water, river water, and lake water, attesting its efficiency.

Seeking an alternative for monitoring the antibiotic metronidazole in biological fluids and lake
water, Liu et al. [75] used a composite film derived from cysteic acid and poly(diallydimethylammonium
chloride)-functionalized graphene as electrode material for ultrasensitive determination of metronidazole.
The steps from graphene functionalization to sensor development are shown in Figure 1. This modifier
was indispensable to record a well-defined reduction peak that was used to determine this antibiotic
within different linear ranges (0.01–1 µmol L−1 and 70–800 µmol L−1), with a LOD of 2.3 nmol L−1.
Li et al. [76] produced petal-like graphene-silver nanoparticle (AgNPs) composites with highly exposed
active edge sites for the same purpose. Physicochemical characterization indicated that petal-like
graphene is an ideal nucleation material for AgNPs deposition through the modified silver mirror
reaction, without destroying its intrinsic structural properties. The quantification of metronidazole on
GCE/graphene/AgNPs was also performed within bimodal linear ranges, however achieving a ten times
higher LOD value. In turn, Yang et al. [77] managed to achieve the lowest LOD value (1 nmol L−1) for the
same drug using an electrochemical sensing platform based on three-dimensional graphene-like carbon
architecture and polythionine which was applied in several type of waters. Among other advantages,
the authors highlighted the 3D porous structure, large electroactive surface area, excellent electrical
conductivity, and electrocatalytic effect of the nanostructured modifier towards metronidazole reduction.
The selectivity of the electroanalytical method in the presence of different cations (Mg2+, Na+, and K+),
anions (SO4

2−, NO3
−, PO4

3−, and CH3COO−) and organic compounds (glucose, acetaminophen,
p-nitrophenol, p-aminophenol, o-aminophenol, imidazole, benzimidazole, and 2-methylimidazole)
reiterated its viability. Despite the many positive points found in the electrochemical sensors mentioned
above, the simultaneous electroanalytical determination of antibiotics remains an important barrier
to overcome. In this context, a promising platform (GCE/sulfonated graphene/AgNPs) to determine
chloramphenicol and metronidazole in parallel was reported by Zhai et al. [79]. Application tests
performed with shrimp samples showed that the proposed sensor achieved recoveries comparable to
the chromatographic standard method. Clearly, the first option (sensor) is more attractive in terms of
speed, cost, operationality, and waste generation.

Graphene-based electrochemical (bio)sensors are also especially useful for electroanalysis of
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs. Such compounds are often sold over-the-counter, facilitating
the practice of self-medication by consumers and consequently increasing their release into the
environment. Regarding this type of compounds, Prado et al. [80] reported a spectroelectrochemical
study focused on monitoring acetylsalicylic acid, using a platinum electrode modified with rGO-AuNPs
as working sensor (Pt/rGO-AuNPs). The hybrid modifier improved the sensitivity of the device,
allowing determination of low analyte concentrations even in the presence of potential electroactive
interferences, such as ascorbic and uric acid. The method was successfully applied to analyze the
drug in wastewater through a simple, fast and direct protocol. Dhanalakshmi et al. [81] engineered a
glutathione grafted GO-ZnO nanocomposite that enhanced piroxicam sensing. The modifier’s nano-size
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arrangement provided a remarkable amplification and electrocatalysis of the analyte oxidation signal
since this material facilitates the charge-transfer processes by increasing the active area of the device.
Using GCE/ZnO-GO-glutathione under optimized voltammetric conditions, it was possible to quantify
piroxicam at nanomolar concentrations in water samples with good recoveries. These results were
cross-checked by high-performance liquid chromatography. Okoth et al. [82] developed a sensor for
simultaneous determination of diclofenac and acetaminophen using poly(diallyldimethylammonium
chloride)-functionalized GCE/graphene. During drug analysis, the authors realized that graphene
enhanced the electrooxidation peak currents, while the positively charged polyelectrolyte provided
well-separated peak potentials. The proposed electrochemical sensor achieved high sensitivities for
both drugs, being suitable for their analysis in lake water.Nanomaterials 2020, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 29 
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electrochemical sensor-(A) exfoliated graphene oxide, (B) poly(diallydimethylammonium
chloride)-functionalized graphene obtained by a microwave-heating procedure, (C) functionalized
graphene modified GCE, and (D) immobilization of L-cystine on functionalized graphene modified
GCE by electrochemical grafting (reproduced from [75], with permission from Elsevier, 2012).

Also, synthetic and natural hormones are widely spread in the environment and therefore
object of considerable study from graphene-based (bio)sensors. Looking for alternative technologies
to monitor 17β-estradiol in aqueous matrices, Li et al. [84] identified an impressive sensitivity
(LOD = 0.819 nmol L-1) when working with Fe3O4 nanobeads-rGO/GCE as a novel molecularly
imprinted (MIP) sensor. A general scheme from the nanocomposite production to the recording of the
sensor signal is shown in Figure 2. Naturally, the double-layer capacitance changes as deposition of
modifiers is performed, but the system became more resistive after immobilizing the non-conducting
MIP membrane on the transducer surface. In contrast, the abundant imprinted cavities allowed the
selective 17β-estradiol diffusion through this membrane and preserved an expressive electrochemical
response in the presence of Fe3O4 nanobeads-rGO nanocomposite. Moraes et al. [85] also proposed a
sensitive sensor for 17β-estradiol based on Cu(II)-meso-tetra(thien-2-yl)porphyrin supported over the
rGO surface. Though the LOD value was about 6-times higher than the previous study, MIP-based
sensors have significant hysteresis since the template is irreversibly bond to the imprinted sites and
cannot be desorbed without additional treatment.
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Still commenting on the negative impacts of non-steroidal hormones, a worldwide concern on
development of sensors for diethylstilbestrol in the most diverse matrices exists. This compound
has a stilbene-like estrogen structure and it was identified as the first scientifically proven
endocrine-disrupting drug, which reinforces the need for its monitoring. Gevaerd et al. [89] developed
a simple methodology for sensing of diethylstilbestrol using disposable graphene quantum dots
(GQD/SPE) platforms. This novel material has exceptional electrochemical and optical properties which
are advantageous for electrochemical biosensors as highlighted in a recent review [91]. The proposed
sensor achieved suitable sensitivity (LOD = 8.8 nmol L−1) and precision (RSD < 5.0% for repeatability
tests) to quantify the analyte in tap water spiked samples, enabling good recoveries. Hu et al. [88]
used graphene prepared via one-step exfoliation in N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone as active material to
determine diethylstilbestrol and 17β-estradiol simultaneously with similar LOD values compared
with the previous sensor. On the surface of liquid-phase exfoliated graphene/GCE, an independent
and greatly-increased oxidation wave was observed for each compound, showing the importance
of the nanostructured modifier in the sensor configuration. The obtained analytical performance to
detect diethylstilbestrol and 17β-estradiol in lake water samples were satisfactory, also presenting
excellent recoveries (99.0–104.4%). However, the authors pointed out that the graphene-modified GCE
was unqualified for successive measurements due to surface fouling and continuous suppression of
oxidation peaks, i.e., a new sensor was required for each measurement.

Biosensors based on immunological and deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) elements perform target
biorecognition with high affinity and specificity, usually achieving low LODs in the order of
pico- to femto- mol L−1. For example, a graphene-based aptasensor developed for 17β-estradiol
reached a notable LOD of 1 × 10−8 µmol L−1 being the lowest value of the graphene (bio)sensors
presented in Table 1. In this proposal, a gold electrode with a self-assembled monolayer of
6-mercapto-1-hexanol was further modified with a dispersion complex of graphene and 17β-estradiol
aptamer. Here, graphene serves as attachment platform for the aptamer and as well as signal
enhancer. Tap water samples were taken and spiked in order to validate the aptasensor [86].
In turn, the immunosensor for the same hormone developed by Li et al. [87] involved a more
cumbersome endeavor by using a graphene-polyaniline (PANI) complex, a ethylenediamine-core poly
(amidoamine)-gold nanoparticles (PAMAM-AuNPs) composite and horseradish peroxidase-graphene
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oxide-antibody (HRP-GO-Ab) conjugates, but obtained instead a fairly LOD value of 0.027 µmol
L−1. Proper validation was also performed in spiked tap water samples [87]. The presence of the
synthetic hormone 17α-ethinylestradiol in river and tap water was also studied by a graphene-based
immunosensor [90]. This method is based on a pre-concentration step occurring in a paper substrate
containing silica nanoparticles (SNPs) and the hormone antibody. The paper substrate is then placed
on top of a SPE modified with rGO where 17α-ethinylestradiol is detected after desorption with diluted
H2SO4. The immunocapture and pre-concentration procedures revealed an outstanding analytical
performance by achieving an outstanding LOD of 3.37 × 10−7 µmol L−1, which enabled positive
determinations of 17α-ethinylestradiol in all the real samples analyzed.

In a brief overview of Table 1 it can be easily observed that GCE transducers were selected in most
studies as a substrate for subsequent modifications as they are widely used in electrochemistry due to
their robustness, well characterized surface properties, and easy modification. Alternatives to their use
were based on Pt [80], Au [86], FTO [83], and on the miniaturized and versatile 3-in-1 screen-printed
electrodes [72,73,89,90]. Regarding the detection technique, DPV was frequently employed due to its
superior sensitivity, followed by LSV. Also, as a note, in most studies graphene was obtained through
graphite processing accordingly to a modified Hummer’s method despite being commercially available
as dispersion solution or powder, in oxidized or reduced form. This manufactured method consists in
the synthesis of graphene oxide through chemical oxidation of natural graphite by using NaNO3 and
KMnO4 in concentrated H2SO4 or by conjugating with different oxidizers in order to prevent toxic
by-products and increase yield [92].

It is worth mentioning that although graphene-based (bio)sensors demonstrate a set of advantages
for screening emerging pharmaceutical pollutants, there are other carbon nanostructures that also
present satisfactory results for the same purpose, either alone or in association with other materials, as
will be discussed in the next sections.

2.2. Carbon Nanotubes

Carbon nanotubes (CNT) in the form of individual (Single-walled carbon nanotubes, SWCNT)
or multiple concentric tubes (multi-walled carbon nanotubes, MWCNT) are well-established in
the (bio)sensor field as valuable nanomaterials given their relevant electronic and mechanical
properties [93–95]. Although there is not a strict consensus, the remarkable electrocatalytic behavior of
CNT can be associated with edge-plane like sites present in the open ends and in defect areas along
the surface or attributed to reactive groups or metallic impurities present in their structure [96–98].
Additionally, CNT surfaces are easily modified with different functional groups which facilitates the
attachment of biological entities to develop biosensors. Therefore, all these characteristics have been
extensively used in the development of electrochemical (bio)sensors [46,99–103].

About 26 works have employed CNT, solely or in combination with other non-carbon nanomaterials,
in the (bio)sensor assemblies that were applied for the detection of a total of 25 different pharmaceuticals
from 6 classes. The type of nanostructured modification, its characteristics, and analytical performance
are presented in Table 3. In general, the detection of pharmaceuticals was performed through diverse
electrochemical techniques with DPV being the most frequently used technique.

According to Table 3, the synthetic hormone 17α-ethinylestradiol, was the most studied drug
by CNT-based (bio)sensors. Regarding this hormone, the (bio)sensor with the highest sensitivity
(LOD of 3.4 × 10−8 µmol L−1) also coincided with the simplest one developed: a GCE modified with
Nafion®-dispersed MWCNT [104]. This method consisted in an extraction step performed previously to
detection, based on immunoaffinity principles where magnetic nanoparticles with attached antibodies
were incubated in the sample containing the hormone and then recovered by a magnet and released in
the electrochemical cell. During applicability tests, a concentration of 2 × 10−5 µmol L−1 was found in
unspiked river water [104]. Also, a low value of LOD (0.0033 µmol L−1) for this hormone was achieved
by the sensor presented recently by Nodehi et al. [105], which combined the synergetic effect of MWCNT,
metal oxide nanoparticles (Fe3O4), and AuNPs. This sensor was validated in spiked wastewater and
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natural water samples, but no traces of the hormone were found in unspiked samples. In the contribution
presented by Liu et al. [106], a GCE/MWCNT-Nafion® was further modified by electropolymerizing
a transition metalloporphyrin compound (Ni(II)tetrakis(4-sulfonatophenyl) porphyrin–NiTPPS) to
increase the electrocatalytic capacity of the sensor. Porphyrins and metalloporphyrins have been
applied in photochemical and electrochemical applications due to their catalytic properties [107].
The detection of the hormone was conducted by amperometry at +0.7 V in a flow injection system,
where a linear range from 0.2 to 60 µmol L−1 and a LOD of 0.12 µmol L−1 was obtained. Spiked samples
of lake, underground well, and tap water were used to validate the sensor [106]. In a similar chemical
modification, a cobalt based phthalocyanine (CoPc) was used for signal enhancement. Previously to
this deposition, GCE was first modified with three different carbon materials (graphite, MWCNT,
and rGO) and the performances were compared by cyclic voltammetry (CV). Although rGO and
MWCNT obtained a similar peak intensity, the later was chosen to modify the GCE since the peak
was better defined due to lower capacitive current. The GCE/MWCNT/CoPc was applied for the
detection of 17α-ethynilestradiol in river water, first unspiked (<LOD) and then spiked with known
amounts in order to validate the method [108]. Taking in consideration all the (bio)sensors developed
for 17α-ethinylestradiol, this last sensor displayed the least sensitivity (higher value of LOD) probably
due to a lower level of nanostructuration of the surface when compared to the other works.

As can be seen in Table 3, GCE was widely used as electrode of choice, with a few exceptions.
Systematically, their surface has been modified first with CNT, alone or as composites, to substantially
increase the surface area, maintaining at the same time the chemical stability of the (bio)sensor
and opening ways for subsequent modifications. One of the exceptions regards the analysis of
acetaminophen through a gold-based electrode [109]. More specifically, a commercial digital versatile
disc made of gold was cut and a nanocomposite mixture of MWCNT and copper nanoparticles
(CuNPs) was deposited on its surface. At optimized pH 9, the sensor operated linearly from 0.5 to
80 µmol L−1 and achieved a LOD of 0.01 µmol L−1 in spiked wastewater and river water samples.
It is important to emphasize the pertinence of this sensor for environmental analysis as its disposable
and low-cost characteristics make it suitable for in-situ analysis. Two other acetaminophen sensors
were developed, however, with lower performance [110,111]. In the first case, a carbon paste electrode
of MWCNT and mineral oil was used for the simultaneous detection of acetaminophen and three
other phenolic compounds (hydroquinone, catechol, and 4-nitrophenol) by DPV in the presence of a
cationic surfactant in order to promote electron transfer by lowering the detection overpotential and
increasing the peak currents. The sensor was then successfully tested in spiked tap water and domestic
wastewater samples achieving good recoveries [110]. The other sensor was based on a more effortful
strategy by modifying a GCE with tetraaminophenyl porphyrin (TAPP) functionalized MWCNT and
AuNPs for the simultaneous detection of acetaminophen and p-aminophenol. Although obtaining a
wide linear range, the sensitivity achieved was inferior compared with the two previous described
acetaminophen sensors. River water samples were directly analyzed for the drug content by DPV with
no traces being found however no traces of the drug were found [111]. Noteworthy and unusually,
a boron-doped diamond (BDD) electrode was also modified simply by depositing Nafion®-dispersed
MWCNT and employed as transducer. This sensor was applied for the detection of the antibiotic
drug, ciprofloxacin, obtaining a high sensitivity with a corresponded LOD of 0.005 µmol L−1 through
DPV. Wastewater samples were first evaluated for ciprofloxacin content (<LOD) and further used for
validation of the sensor [112]. In turn, the sensor developed by Garrido et al. [113] for ciprofloxacin
consisted in the modification of a GCE, first with electropolymerized aniline (PANI) and then with a
mixture of MWCNT and β-cyclodextrin. This combines faster electron transfer of MWCNT with the
chemical recognition of guest molecules offered by cyclodextrins [114]. The sensor attained a good
LOD value of 0.05 µmol L−1, though being 10 times higher than the previously described sensor [112].
This can be probably explained, in part, using CV for screening of the drug, which usually shows
lower sensitivity when compared with square-wave voltammetry (SWV) and DPV. Also in this study,
wastewater was used as real sample to further validate the sensor [113].
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Table 2. Carbon nanotubes-based electrochemical (bio)sensors for emerging pharmaceutical pollutants in aquatic species and environmental samples.

Analyte (Bio)Sensor Detection
Technique

Linear Range (µmol
L−1)

Sensitivity
(µA µmol−1 L)

LOD
(µmol L−1)

Real Sample Ref.

Anti-Inflammatories

acetaminophen Au/MWCNT-CuNPs DPV 0.5–80 2.79 0.01 Wastewater river water [109]
acetaminophen CPE (MWCNT) DPV 15–180 0.414 0.29 tap water wastewater [110]
acetaminophen GCE/MWCNT-CONH-TAPP/AuNPs DPV 4.5–500 0.038 0.44 river water [111]

diclofenac GCE/Cu(OH)2-IL-MWCNT DPV 0.18–119 0.015 0.04 sea water fish serum [115]

diclofenac GCE/MWCNT-AuNPs/antigen/
GO-g-C3N4-Ab ECL 0.000017–3.4 – 5.7 × 10−6 tap water, lake water,

wastewater [116]

diclofenac Au/AuNPs/MWCNT-GO DPV 0.4–80
100–1000

0.037
0.019 0.09 tap water [117]

ibuprofen GCE/Chit-IL-MWCNT/TPA/aptamer/MB DPV 0.00007–6 - 0.00002 wastewater [118]
salicylic acid CNT-epoxy composite SWV 200–1200 0.073 4 river water tap water [119]

Antibiotics

ciprofloxacin BDD/MWCNT-nafion DPV 0.005–0.05 0.05–10 41 2.08 0.005 wastewater [112]
ciprofloxacin GCE/PANI/βcyclodextrin-MWCNT CV 10–80 0.257 0.05 wastewater [113]
tetracycline

GCE/MWCNT-nafion AMP

2.5–100 - 0.12

fish farm water well water [120]oxytetracycline 2.5–100 - 0.09
chlortetracycline 1–100 - 0.31

doxycycline 1–100 - 0.44
oxytetracycline GCE/MWCNT-Chit/IL/AuNPs AMP 0.2–9 - 0.02 fish meat [121]
metronidazole GCE/MWCNT/MIP CV 0.001–1.2 - 0.00029 fish meat [122]
sulfanilamide

GCE/MWCNT-nafion AMP

0.6–58.1 1 0.058

river water tap water [123]

sulfadiazine 0.4–20 4.38 0.16
sulfaguanidine 0.5–46.7 3.55 0.14
sulfathiazole 0.4–19.6 12.27 0.118

sulfamerazine 0.4–11.4 2.65 0.076
sulfisoxazole 1.9–37.5 2.99 0.037

sulfamethoxazole CPE (MWCNT-SbNPs) DPV
0.1–0.7 0.57 0.024 natural water (dam) [124]

trimethoprim 0.1–0.7 0.37 0.031

sulfamethazine GCE/SWCNT-Chit/CTAB-AuNPs/
antigen/Ab1/Ab2-AgNPs-DFNS AMP 0.0016–0.15 - 0.00024 river water lake water

pond water [125]
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Table 3. Cont.

Analyte (Bio)Sensor Detection
Technique

Linear Range (µmol
L−1)

Sensitivity
(µA µmol−1 L)

LOD
(µmol L−1)

Real Sample Ref.

Hormones

17α-ethinylestradiol GCE/MWCNT-nafion/PolyNiTPPS AMP 0.2–60 0.12 0.12 well water tap water lake
water [106]

17α-ethinylestradiol GCE/MWCNT-Nafion SWV 6.8 × 10−8–2.4 × 10−4 - 3.4 × 10−8 river water tap water [104]
17α-ethinylestradiol GCE/SWCNT-Cdot/laccase DPV 0.05–7 0.75 0.004 tap water [126]
17α-ethinylestradiol GCE/MWCNT/CoPc SWV 2.5–90 0.179 2.2 river water [108]
17α-ethinylestradiol GCE/MWCNT/Fe3O4-Tannic_acid-AuNPs DPV 0.01–120 0.676 0.0033 Wastewater natural water [105]

diethylstilbestrol GCE/AuNPs/MWCNT-CoPc SWV 0.79–5.7 1.05 0.2 natural water (dam) [127]
17β-estradiol GCE/MOF(Al)-CNT/PB/MIP(PPy) DPV 1 × 10−8–1 × 10−3 21000 6.2 × 10−9 pond water [128]

Anticonvulsants

carbamazepine GCE/MWCNT LSV 0.13–1.6 2.59 0.04 wastewater [129]

Antiacids

omeprazole GCE/PDDA/Fe3O4-MWCNT LSV 0.05–9 3.28 0.015 wastewater [130]

β-Blockers

propranolol GCE/MWCNT-IL DPV – – – lake water [131]

Ab—antibody; AgNPs—silver nanoparticles; AMP—amperometry; Au—gold; AuNPS—gold nanoparticles; BDD—boron-doped diamond electrode; Cdot—carbon dot;
Chit—chitosan; CNT—carbon nanotubes; CONH-TAPP—tetraaminophenyl porphyrin; CoPc—cobalt phthalocyanine; CPE—carbon paste electrode; CTAB—cetyltrimethylammonium
bromide; CuNPs—copper nanoparticles; CV—cyclic voltammetry; DFNS—dendritic fibrous nanosilica; DPV—differential pulse voltammetry; ECL—electrochemiluminescence;
GCE—glassy carbon electrode; g-C3N4—graphite-like carbon nitride; GO—graphene oxide; IL—ionic liquid; LSV—linear sweep voltammetry; MB—methylene
blue; MIP—molecularly imprinted polymer; MOF—metal organic framework; MWCNT—multi-walled carbon nanotubes; PANI—polyaniline; PB—Prussian blue;
PDDA—poly(2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid); PolyNiTPPS—Ni(II)tetrakis(4-sulfonatophenyl) porphyrin; PPy—polypyrrole; SbNPs—antimony nanoparticles; SWCNT—single-walled
carbon nanotubes; SWV—square-wave voltammetry.
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Interestingly, from the 26 studies presented in Table 3, only two resorted to SWCNT for (bio)sensor
enhancement [125,126]. Since both MWCNT and SWCNT have similar electrocatalytic properties,
the later nanostructure is lesser used probably due to lower synthesis yield and higher production
costs [132]. In this respect, Canevari et al. [126] used an enzymatic biosensor for 17α-ethynilestradiol
determination. To promote direct electron transfer between the transducer surface (GCE) and the
copper atoms of laccase active site, a hybrid nanocomposite of SWCNT and carbon dots (Cdot) was used
taking advantage of the π-interactions between these two materials. The GCE/SWCNT-Cdot/laccase
exhibited a DPV peak at +0.1 V achieving an acceptable LOD of 0.004 µmol L−1. The stability of
the film containing the biological entity can be a critical parameter in biosensors. Particularly in
this case, the reproducibility achieved was about 3% for five different electrodes and moreover,
it was stable for 1 month in storage without signal loss. The biosensor was ultimately validated in
spiked tap water with recoveries of about 100%. Whereas, the SWCNT-based biosensor developed
by Yang et al. [125] relied in a competitive immunoassay intended for environmental screening of
the antibiotic drug sulfamethazine. In order to amplify the electrochemical signal, a first layer of
SWCNT (in the form of nanohorns) dispersed in chitosan (Chit) was deposited on a GCE surface
followed by a layer of cetyltrimethylammonium bromide-capped gold nanoparticles (CTAB-AuNPs).
Antigen, the drug, and the antibody were then sequentially deposited, and the surface was finally
modified with silver nanoparticle functionalized with dendritic fibrous nanosilica (AgNPs-DFNS).
With the increase of the drug concentration, less AgNPs were available in the biosensor surface leading
therefore to a proportional decrease in the H2O2 catalytic response. The immunosensor achieved a
low value of LOD corresponding to 2.4 × 10−4 µmol L−1 and it was finally validated in spiked river,
lake, and pond waters achieving satisfactory recoveries (79–118%), though the intra-assay variation
was up to 10% for this biosensor [125]. Other CNT-based sensors were developed for different
sulfonamide drugs [123,124]. For instance, six drugs belonging to this group of antibiotics—namely
sulfanilamide, sulfadiazine, sulfaguanidine, sulfathiazole, sulfamerazine, and sulfisoxazole—were
studied individually by a GCE/MWCNT-Nafion® sensor [123]. Amperometric detection of all drugs in
river and tap water samples was conducted in a flow system and revealed an overall good sensitivity,
with LOD ranging from 0.037 µmol L−1 (sulfisoxazole) to 0.160 µmol L−1 (sulfadiazine) [123]. In the
other proposal, the drugs sulfamethoxazole and trimethoprim (which are often associated in the same
pharmaceutical prescription) were simultaneously detected in natural water collected from a dam.
A carbon paste sensor was made, taking advantage of the synergistic effect of both MWCNT and
antimony nanoparticles (SbNPs), mixed with paraffin. Using DPV, the obtained LODs for both drugs
were in the same order of magnitude compared with the previous described sensor [124]. Although not
as competitive as biosensors in terms of analytical performance, these last presented sensors from
Bueno et al. [123] and Cesarino et al. [124] offers simplicity and rapidness in sensor assembly with
fairly good sensitivity, representing favorable features.

Regarding the type of the environmental samples analyzed, the majority of the (bio)sensors were
applied in water samples collected in rivers, lakes, wastewaters, and ponds. Nevertheless, two studies
have opted to analyze antibiotics in fish tissues since this class of pharmaceuticals is widely used in
aquaculture as veterinary drugs and therefore is susceptible to be found in these type of samples.
Naggles et al. [121] were able to detect the oxytetracycline antibiotic in trout fish. The sensor consisted
in different layers of conductive materials, namely, MWCNT dispersed in Chit, ionic liquid (IL),
and electrodeposited AuNPs (GCE/MWCNT-Chit/IL/AuNPs). Amperometric detection was revealed
to be more efficient compared with the adsorptive stripping SWV technique by achieving a lower LOD
(0.02 µmol L−1) and therefore it was used in the real fish trout samples [121]. The detection of positive
samples proved the applicability of this sensor and the possibility of contamination occurrence in
fish farms. Likewise, metronidazole was investigated in carp fish with a selective sensor that was
obtained by coupling the increased surface area and electrical properties offered by MWCNT, and the
recognition ability of MIP technology based on electropolymerized dopamine [122].
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The conjugation of MWCNT with other carbon nanomaterials, namely graphene, was considered
in two different studies for detection of the same drug, the widely used anti-inflammatory
diclofenac [116,117]. In one of the proposals [116], a electrochemiluminescent (ECL) immunosensor was
fabricated by first modifying a GCE with a synthesized MWCNT-AuNPs nanocomposite. After coating
with antigen, a second composite of graphene oxide and graphitized carbon nitride (GO-g-C3N4)
with attached diclofenac antibodies was deposited alongside different concentrations of diclofenac.
In this competitive immunoassay, diclofenac present in a solution compete with the coated antigen for
the limited sites of antibodies therefore changing the generated ECL signal. Thus, in the absence of
diclofenac the signal is higher (Figure 3). The authors attributed the high performance of this biosensor
to the effective immobilization of a large amount of coating antigen onto the MWCNTs-AuNPs and
due to the ECL intensity enhancement promoted by GO-g-C3N4. Three different waters—namely,
tap, lake and wastewater—were analyzed for diclofenac content. However, only in wastewater
samples was diclofenac detected above LOD with a mean concentration of 0.0033 µmol L−1 [116].
According to the literature, 3D network of nanocomposite based on MWCNTs-GO combined the high
charge density of GO with a high surface area of MWCNT providing a highest edge density per unit
area, promoted the enhancement of electron transfer process. Furthermore, metallic nanoparticles can
be used combined com carbon nanocomposites to further improve the electroanalytical properties.
In this context, the other carbon nanocomposite proposal consisted in a gold electrode modified with
a MWCNT/GO nanocomposite film and AuNPs electrochemically deposited [117]. At optimized
conditions, the diclofenac calibration curve, obtained by DPV measurements, revealed a wide linear
range and reached a LOD of 0.09 µmol L−1 [117], which is a comparably higher value than the previous
carbon composite immunosensor [116]. Tap water was analyzed as real sample with no traces of
diclofenac being found [117].
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It seems evident that the most sensitive (bio)sensors are based in highly specific recognition elements
such as MIP [122,128] or biological entities involving aptamers [118] and antibodies [104,116,125]. In this
way, the lowest LOD (6.2 × 10−9 µmol L−1) corresponded to a MIP sensor developed for 17β-estradiol
detection in environmental waters. In fact, a 17β-estradiol concentration of 4 × 10−8 µmol L−1 was
determined in unspiked pond water without pre-concentration or pre-treatment of the sample, revealing
environmental contamination at trace level. The MIP sensor was assembled by first modifying a GCE with
an aluminum-based metal–organic framework (MOF) containing in the dispersion media CNT to improve
MOFs electronic properties. Further modification was performed by electrodeposition of a Prussian blue
film and polypyrrole (PPy) as the imprinting polymer [128]. Specially in biosensors and MIP design,
the importance of CNT structures is evident in the ability to increase load capacity, biocompatibility,
and chemical stability, which seem more relevant features than electrochemical signal enhancement.

Overall, (bio)sensor construction relies on other materials in addition to CNT to enhance further
the analytical performance. Metal and metal oxides nanomaterials are often conjugated with CNT as
nanocomposites, being AuNPs the most relevant example. Also polymeric media such as Chit and
Nafion® have been used as effective dispersing agents, acting as well as entrapment matrices or barrier
to interferents [133,134]. ILs are another component that have been advantageously used with CNT,
widening the potential window and conferring higher conductivity [100]. Relatively to the origin of
carbon nanotubes used in (bio)sensors fabrication and contrary to what was assessed for graphene,
these were mainly commercially acquired from chemical companies rather than being produced by
the authors themselves probably due to their relatively low cost and high quality. There are different
methods for carbon nanotube synthesis, however chemical vapor deposition (CVD) is established as the
most efficient enabling higher yields and scalability. Simply, it consists in the decomposition of gaseous
hydrocarbons at elevated temperatures to form solid deposit into metallic catalysts. The nanotube
diameter can be controlled which permits their availability in different sizes and therefore with different
properties [94].

2.3. Carbon Black

Carbon black (CB) has been recently explored for manufacturing transducers for emergent
pollutant analysis due to some interesting advantages such as low cost, large surface area, good
conductivity, and stability and the ability to form homogeneous films. This carbonaceous material can
be obtained from the combustion of hydrocarbons and is composed of aggregates or agglomerates
of spherical particles where each particle owns a turbostratic structure of random packing graphite
layers [135], therefore having a more bulkier structure when compared with CNT or graphene. A total
of eight sensors were developed for determination of nine different pharmaceuticals belonging to the
classes of antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, antidiabetics, and hormones (Table 4). The class of antibiotics
were also well studied by CB-based sensors. For example, Sun et al. [136] related that montmorillonite
and acetylene black are effective electrocatalysts, thus improving the sensitivity of oxytetracycline
determination (LOD = 0.087 µmol L−1) in shrimp samples. This antibiotic is used in animal husbandry
and may cause the occurrence of residues in food-producing animals. The main reported highlights
were the large specific area and strong adsorptive ability. Delgado et al. [137] also fabricated a sensor
made with CB nanoballs and potato starch deposited onto a GCE to detect tetracycline in tap water
and river water. The authors reached suitable sensitivity which was attributed to the enhanced
conductivity and large area of the film. Guaraldo et al. [138] developed a sensor by modification of
a GCE with Printex L6 CB nanospheres and Cu (II)-phthalocyanine for trimethoprim determination
in river water (Figure 4). According to the authors, the electrocatalytic effect towards trimethoprim
detection was observed due to the synergistic effect between CB-CuPc. Besides, CuPh modification
resulted in strong adsorption to carbon black and trimethoprim due to π–π interactions. The analytical
results obtained were two wide linear range (0.4–1.1 µmol L−1 and 1.5–6.0 µmol L−1) and a LOD of
0.67 µmol L−1, presenting also good reproducibility and great film stability when stored for 30 days.
Deroco et al. [139] applied CB with a dihexadecylphosphate (DHP) in the manufacturing of a sensor
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for simultaneous detection of the antibiotic amoxicillin and the anti-inflammatory nimesulide in tap
and lake waters. The DHP-CB film resulted in the enhanced promotion of the electron transfer when
compared with the unmodified GCE according with the values of apparent heterogeneous electron
transfer rate constant. The detection limits for amoxicillin and nimesulide were 0.12 µmol L−1 and
0.016 µmol L−1, respectively.
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Figure 4. A trimethoprim antibiotic sensor composed of Printex L6 carbon black (CB) and copper (II)
phthalocyanine films (reproduced from [138], with permission from Elsevier, 2018).

In another study also proposed by the same research team (Deroco et al. [140]), the authors evaluated
the effect of three different CB types (Vulcan XC72R, Black Pearls 4750, and CB N220) on the electrochemical
behavior of levofloxacin (antibiotic) and acetaminophen (analgesic). The attained analytical signal on
the SPE/CB(BP) was slightly higher due to the large number of defects and the oxygen atoms in CB(BP),
which provides a larger number of active sites on the surface. SWV was used for simultaneous determination
of levofloxacin and acetaminophen in river water samples, showing satisfactory results in terms of
performance for both drugs. Concerning the analysis of these two compounds in river water, Wong et al. [141]
modified a GCE with CB, AgNPs and poly(3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene)-poly(styrenesulfonate) (PEDOT:PSS)
in order to attain a large surface area, high conductivity, and catalytic activity (Figure 5). The obtained
analytical parameters with GCE/AgNPs-CB-PEDOT:PSS were much more satisfactory compared to those
reported by Deroco et al. [140].
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Figure 5. Assembly scheme of a GCE/AgNPs-CB-PEDOT:PSS sensor used for simultaneous determination
of acetaminophen and levofloxacin (reproduced from [141], with permission from Elsevier, 2017).

Antidiabetic drugs have been also considered as emerging contaminants, being mainly found in
wastewaters. Machini et al. [142] utilized CB-dihexadecylphosphate to modify a GCE for metformin
determination (LOD = 0.63 µmol L−1) in wastewater samples. The authors used the metformin-Cu(II)
complex due to the catalytic action of Cu(II) ions towards the oxidation of metformin and the increase
of current signal and the improvement of electron transfer kinetics.

Non-steroidal estrogens have been applied in livestock production, as a result diethylstilbestrol
has been detected in natural water samples. A simple electrochemical device based on CB paste
electrode was used for diethylstilbestrol determination in fishery water samples [143]. The method
showed a LOD of 0.008 µmol L−1, revealing the lowest LOD obtained when compared with other
sensors presented in Table 4, with moderate recoveries of 84–94% for the spiked fishery waters.

As observable in Table 4, sensors conjugating biorecognition elements with CB have not been
developed so far probably owing to the more bulky graphitic structure of CB, possibly offering a lower
surface area which translates in a lower loading capacity and analytical performance when compared
to CNT and graphene.
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Table 4. Carbon black-based electrochemical (bio)sensors for emerging pharmaceutical pollutants in aquatic species and environmental samples.

Analyte Sensor Detection
Technique

Linear Range
(µmol L−1)

Sensitivity
(µA µmol−1 L)

LOD
(µmol L−1)

Real Sample Ref.

Antibiotics

oxytetracycline CPE (montmorillonite-acetylene
black) DPV 0.5–50 0.0281 0.087 fish

shrimp [136]

tetracycline GCE/CB-PS DPV 5–120 0.033 1.15 tap water
river water [137]

trimethoprim GCE/CB-CuPh SWV 0.4–1.1
1.5–6.0

5.82
0.79 0.67 river water [138]

Antibiotics and Anti-Inflammatories Simultaneously

amoxicillin
nimesulide GCE/CB-DHP SWV 1.0–18.8

0.3–5.0
0.030
0.56

0.12
0.016

lake water
tap water [139]

levofloxacin SPE/CB(BP) SWV
0.90–7 0.0 0.66 0.42

river water [140]
acetaminophen 4.0–80.0 0.31 2.6

levofloxacin GCE/AgNPs-CB-PEDOT:PSS SWV
0.67–12 1.9 0.012

river water [141]
acetaminophen 0.62–7.1 1.7 0.014

Antidiabetics

metformin GCE/CB–DHP DPV 2.0–10.0 640 0.63 wastewater [142]

Hormones

diethylstilbestrol CPE(CB) SWV 0.016–0.465 5.4 0.008 fishery water [143]

AgNPs—silver nanoparticles; CPE—carbon paste electrode; CuPh—copper (II) phthalocyanine; DHP—dihexadecylphosphate; DPV—differential pulse voltammetry; GCE—glassy carbon
electrode; PEDOT:PSS—poly(3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene)-poly(styrenesulfonate); PS—Potato starch; SPE—screen-printed electrode; SWV—square-wave voltammetry.
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2.4. Other Carbon-Based Nanomaterials

Other carbon nanomaterials—such as mesoporous carbon [144,145], carbon nanopowder [146],
biochar [147] and graphite oxide [148], fullerene and carbon nanofibers [149]—have also been utilized in
the design of (bio)sensors for emerging contaminants in waters (Table 5), however with less expression.
As well, antibiotics were the pharmaceutical class with more developed carbon nanostructured sensors.
In this context, an amoxicillin sensor was proposed by Pollap et al. [144] based on the modification
of a graphite electrode with a mixture of CMK-3-type ordered mesoporous carbon (OMC), Nafion®,
TiO2 sol, and AuNPs. OMC is a highly porous carbon material with pores standing between 2 and
50 nm in diameter, accordingly to IUPAC [150]. The high surface of CMK-3 promoted the easy
immobilization of AuNPs having both a positive impact on the electron transfer process with the
sensor reaching a LOD of 0.3 µmol L−1 through CV technique. This sensor was finally validated in
bottled mineral waters and river water, with the samples being spiked after no detection of residues of
the drug in the samples. Lahcen et al. [146] performed a broader study in respect to the comparison of
several carbon nanomaterials (CB, acetylene black, carbon nanopowder, graphite, MWCNT, and glassy
carbon powder) in the formulation of paste electrodes (CPE) for detection of various sulfonamides
antibiotic drugs (sulfamethoxazole, sulfadiazine, sulfacetamide, sulfadimethoxine, sulfathiazole,
sulfamethiazole, and sulfamerazine). The best analytical results in controlled conditions for detection
of sulfamethoxazole, as model analyte, were achieved by a CPE formulated with carbon nanopowder,
showing the highest sensitivity (0.045 µA µmol−1 L) and the lowest LOD (0.12 µmol L−1). The sensor
was then successful validated in drinking water obtained from a local market. A method employing
graphite oxide (GrO) as main nanostructured component was developed for simultaneous detection
of ofloxacin antibiotic and three other pharmaceutical drugs from different classes, namely levodopa
(anti-Parkinson), piroxicam (anti-inflammatory) and methocarbamol (analgesic). Four distinctive
peaks in the range of +0.4 V and +1.3 V (vs Ag/AgCl) were clearly obtained for the drugs by SWV
using a carbon paste sensor (CPE) made by mixing GrO, β-cyclodextrin, and mineral oil. The obtained
LODs ranged from 0.065 µmol L−1 (levodopa) to 0.398 µmol L−1 (methocarbamol). The method was
finally validated in spiked river water with recoveries percentage very close to 100% [148].

Bojdi et al. [145] also resorted to a mesoporous carbon material for sensor construction.
Specifically, a CPE based on the mixture of mercapto-mesoporous carbon with graphite powder and Nujol
oil was used for analysis of the gastric acid inhibitor drug, omeprazole, in spiked and unspiked (<LOD)
tap water samples. Calibrations curves obtained directly in the real sample by DPV revealed a linear
range between 0.00025 and 25 µmol L−1 and a LOD of 4 × 10−5 µmol L−1. The principal advantage of
mesoporous carbon is the high surface areas of modified-CPE compared to unmodified-CPE.

Dong et al. [147] prepared a sensor based on GCE modified electrode with biochar nanoparticles
(biocharNPs) with high conductivity for detection of 17β-estradiol in ground water samples.
The biocharNPs were obtained by slowly pyrolyzing sugarcane bagasse under nitrogen and posterior
collection of the small sized particles through centrifugation. The selected nanomaterial provided
ample surface area for highly efficient adsorption and enrichment of target 17β-estradiol and fast
electron transfer. The figures of merit acquired by DPV technique consisted in a linear concentration
range from 0.05 to 20 µmol L−1, LOD of 0.011 µmol L−1, and recoveries between 103% and 107%.
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Table 5. Other carbon nanomaterials used in electrochemical sensors for emerging pharmaceutical pollutants in waters.

Analyte (Bio)Sensor Detection
technique

Linear range
(µmol L−1)

Sensitivity
(µA µmol−1 L)

LOD
(µmol L−1)

Real Sample Ref.

Antibiotics

amoxicillin Graphite/TiO2-OMC-AuNPs-Nafion CV 0.5–2.5
2.5–133

1.42
0.832 0.3 bottled water

river water [144]

sulfamethoxazole CPE (CN) SWV 1.0–10
10–75

0.045
0.017 0.12 drinking water [146]

Antibiotic,central nervous system agent, anti-inflammatory and analgesic simultaneously

ofloxacin
levodopa
piroxicam

methocarbamol

CPE (βcyclodextrin-GrO) SWV

1.0–20
1.0–15
1.0–20
1.0–50

0.550
0.551
0.699
0.075

0.065
0.105
0.089
0.398

river water [148]

Antiacid

omeprazole CPE (mercapto-MC) DPV 0.00025–25 1.0 0.00004 tap water [145]

Hormones

17β–estradiol GCE/biocharNPs DPV 0.05–20 0.85 0.0113 ground water [147]

Anti-inflammatories

acetaminophen
ibuprofen SPCNFE DPV – – 0.2

2.9
tap water

wastewater [151]

diclofenac CPE (fullereneC60-CNF) SWV – 1.08 0.0009 tap water [149]

AuNPs—gold nanoparticles; biocharNPs—biochar nanoparticles; CN—carbon nanopowder; CNF—carbon nanofiber; CPE—carbon paste electrode; CV—cyclic voltammetry;
DPV—differential pulse voltammetry; GCE—glassy carbon electrode; GrO—graphite oxide; MC—mesoporpus carbon; OMC—ordered mesoporous carbon; SPCNFE—screen-printed
carbon nanofiber electrode; SWV—square-wave voltammetry.



Nanomaterials 2020, 10, 1268 21 of 31

In the proposal of Serrano et al. [151], a commercial screen-printed carbon electrode modified with
carbon nanofibers (SPCNFE) was selected for analysis of both anti-inflammatory drugs, acetaminophen
and ibuprofen, in water samples as this electrode analytically outperformed other screen-printed
electrodes (unmodified and modified with MWCNT and graphene). Both drugs (as well as caffeine) were
simultaneously detected by DPV exhibiting widely separated peaks (about +0.4 V for acetaminophen
and +1 V for ibuprofen). In acetate buffer at pH 5.5, the LOD corresponded to about 0.2 µmol L−1 for
acetaminophen and about 2.9 µmol L−1 for ibuprofen. Tap water samples were then used to properly
validate the method whereas a wastewater sample was taken from a hospital effluent and directly
analysed for drugs content but only acetaminophen was found at a concentration of 7.7 µmol L−1.

Motoc et al. [149] applied a CPE composed of fullerene C60 and carbon nanofibers (CNF), acting as a
pseudomicroelectrode array, to study diclofenac detection by different voltammetric and amperometric
analytical techniques. The most sensitive techniques for the drug revealed to be SWV and multiple
pulsed amperometry (MPA). The sensor was therefore further characterized by SWV directly in tap water
obtaining a linear range between 3.4 and 16.9 µmol L−1 and a sensitivity of 0.38 µA µmol−1 L.

3. Overall Comparison between Reported Nanostructured Carbon-Based (Bio)Sensors

The assessment and overall comparison of the electroanalytical performance between the
reported (bio)sensors is usually a difficult and challenging process given that several parameters
have influence and must be taken into account, such as: transducer and type of pre-treatment given,
assay conditions (pH, ionic strength, etc.), detection technique and its parameters (e.g., scan rate).
However, principally, the modification strategy and the adopted conjugation of materials have the
major impact. Concerning this review, the comparison between different types of carbon nanomaterial
should be carefully done for the same drug and with equivalent modification strategies in order to
prevent an inappropriate evaluation. In this context, diethylstilbestrol hormone was analyzed by
graphene-, MWCNT-, and CB-based sensors. Although LOD values were similar between the graphene
[GCE/exfoliated graphene [88] and SPE/GQD [89]) and CB (CPE(CB) [143]] sensors, the MWCNT sensor
(GCE/AuNPs/MWCNT-CoPc [127]) exhibited a 20-times higher value. Conversely, for tetracycline,
the CB sensor (GCE/CB-PS [137]) outperformed compared with graphene (GCE/graphene/L-cysteine [74])
and MWCNT (GCE/MWCNT-Nafion® [120]), which obtained exactly the same LOD value
(0.12 µmol L−1) whereas for trimethoprim the CB sensor (GCE/CB-CuPh [138]) presented also higher
value of LOD (about 20-times higher) compared with the MWCNT (CPE(MWCNT-SbNPs) [124]).
In turn, LOD of sensors for acetaminophen based on graphene (GCE/graphene-PDDA [82]), MWCNT
[CPE(MWCNT) [110] and GCE/MWCNT-CONH-TAPP/AuNPs [111]) and CNF (SPCNFE [151]) are in
line with each other, except for Au/MWCNT-CuNPs [109] that achieved an approximately 10-fold lower
value, while in both CB sensors (GCE/AgNPs-CB/PEDOT:PSS [141] and SPE/CB(BP) [140]) values vary
widely by 2 orders of magnitude. By analyzing the data, we can conclude therefore that there is not a clear
tendency for the impact of the type of carbon nanomaterial in the reached sensitivity. Still, in general,
the most sensitive methods comprised biological entities for highly specific biorecognition. For instance,
biosensors with immobilized antibodies (immunosensor) or DNA/RNA fragments (aptasensor) achieved
considerably lower values of LOD, reaching concentrations between 10−5 to 10−8 µmol L−1, either using
graphene [86,90], or CNTs [116,118] as signal enhancer and substrate for biomolecules attachment.
It is worth noting that only one work [126] resorted to enzymatic biorecognition of pharmaceuticals,
which shows a clear gap since many pharmaceutical drugs have phenolic derivatives that can act as
substrates of enzymes such as laccase, tyrosinase, or hydrogen peroxidase [152]. Still, the application
of biosensors (versus sensors) is very limited, which can be mostly attributed to the higher cost and
cumbersome fabrication methods. As a matter of fact, the use of biological entities to accomplish high
sensing performance can be dispensed as there are alternatives attaining similar results. One example
is the application of molecularly imprinted polymers. Though also fastidious, graphene- [84] and
MWCNT- [122,128] based sensors that employed this technology achieved good sensitivities on the
level of sub-nanomolar concentrations.
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In terms of instrumentation, a common denominator between the different types of carbon
nanostructured (bio)sensors presented herein is the widely use of GCE as transducer and substrate for
modification. Despite its robustness and reliability, this conventional electrode is more suitable for
laboratorial work rather for in-situ environmental applications due to its bulkier dimensions. In this
sense, screen-printed electrodes [72,73,89,90,140,151] and the film type electrodes of gold [109] and
FTO [83] present high area-to-volume ratio enabling miniaturization and portability and, therefore,
are more convenient for in loco analysis. In this miniaturization process, carbon nanomaterials can
be extremely useful and exceptionally reliable through the production, for example, of buckypaper
type electrodes. These are thin, lightweight, and flexible carbon mat fabricated by filtration of well
dispersed carbon nanomaterial [153–155] that can be applied advantageously in portable lab-on-a-chip
platforms and miniaturized devices [156,157] ideal for costless and in-situ environmental analysis.

Sustainability from the point of view of materials and methods used can be seen as an important
and competitive characteristic of electrochemical (bio)sensors compared to the more conventional
analytical methods (such as chromatographic and spectroscopic techniques). For instance, in the
preparation of (bio)sensors, the quantities employed in the transducer modification are usually
a few microliters and with concentrations in the order of 1 or 2 mg mL−1. Though frequently
employing organic solvents such as dimethylformamide for dispersion of carbon nanostructures and
other materials, the used volumes are insignificant when compared with the processing volumes of
chromatographic techniques and therefore (bio)sensor technology can be seen as more eco-friendly.
Specifically considering carbon nanostructures, possible toxic effects may be caused to the environment
or humans equally as other types of nanomaterials, however there is substantial evidence of microbial
and enzymatic biodegradability of carbon nanotubes and graphene [158] which is an advantage over
metallic nanoparticles and polymers also widely applied in (bio)sensor fabrication.

4. Conclusions and Future Trends

In this review, the crucial role that carbon nanomaterials have been playing in the design of
(bio)sensors for screening of emerging pharmaceutical pollutants, in waters and aquatic species,
was addressed.

A total of 62 studies concerning the use of carbon nanomaterials-based electrochemical (bio)sensors
were contemplated in this review, being specifically categorized as follows: 21 graphene-based,
26 CNT-based, 8 CB-based, and 7 other carbon nanomaterials-based (bio)sensors. In a different
perspective, 34 pharmaceutical drugs belonging to 9 different classes were analyzed by these (bio)sensors
in waters and aquatic species. As expected, antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, and hormones were the
classes more studied due to their high consumption and almost ubiquitous presence in the environment.
It is important to highlight that the vast majority of these studies (representing about 80% of the 62)
were conducted very recently (since 2015), which attests clearly the rising interest from the scientific
community on this subject and on the research opportunities that are emerging. Concerning the type
of samples analyzed, only a few (bio)sensors were applied for pharmaceuticals detection in animal
species. This seems relevant from a public health point of view since risk assessment is preferably
accomplished in aquatic animals rather than environmental waters. Furthermore, there is also a
concern from the fishery and aquaculture sector as well as from the general public regarding food
safety and public health since certain pharmaceutical drugs, such as hormones and anti-inflammatories,
cause deleterious effects (endocrine disruption) and may bioaccumulate in animal tissues. More studies
are needed in this respect and electrochemical (bio)sensors can contribute to risk assessment and thus
constitute a research opportunity soon.

During the last decade, significant advances based on the synergy between carbon-based
nanomaterials, recognition elements, and different transduction schemes have been promoting the
development of (bio)sensors that fulfil the required electroanalytical performance. The exceptional
progress in the nanomaterials field, particularly in controlling the physico-chemical properties during
synthesis, has led to outstanding improvements in the (bio)sensors design. Furthermore, the conjugation
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of various nanomaterials and compounds in (bio)sensor assembly may increase the (bio)sensing
performance; however, it can also lead to an increase in complexity and preparation time as well as in
fabrication cost and, therefore, assembly and modification strategies should be carefully equated.

It is also important to outline clear limitations of electrochemical (bio)sensors that need to be
tackled in the future. As known, simultaneous analysis with this technology is still restricted to a few
number of compounds as they are detected in a limited potential window with limited techniques
regarding signal definition. Specifically for pharmaceutical analysis, discrimination of compound
derivatives from the same drug classes is very challenging. When considering pharmaceuticals analysis
in complex environmental matrices (e.g., wastewaters), this becomes an even more serious issue since
numerous other pollutants can exist that can interfere or be detected at the same potential as target
compounds. This limitation is transversal to all types of electrochemical (bio)sensors, including the
ones based on carbon nanomaterials. Still, carbon nanomaterials can definitely contribute as a part of
the solution by increasing peak definition and hence, discrimination of compounds. The other part of
the solution is related with chemometric analysis. This powerful discriminatory technique is still not
extensively associated with electrochemical methods probably due to some inherent complexity and
therefore yet to be properly explored.

As previously outlined in this review, carbon nanomaterials have already contributed significantly
to miniaturization of electroanalytical devices and will definitely continue to be important in
this miniaturization process to serve the purpose and goal of in-situ environmental analysis.
Undeniably, carbon nanomaterials have proven to be valuable in many different applications
and, for sure, have laid the foundations to play a critical role in the future in (bio)sensing
systems development.
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