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COMPOSITE ZERO VALENT IRON
NANOPARTICLES AND APPLICATIONS
THEREOF

This application is a U.S. National Phase of PCT/US2018/
052905, filed Sep. 26, 2018, which claims priority under 35
U.S.C. § 119(e) to U.S. Provisional Patent Application No.
62/563,403, filed Sep. 26, 2017, each of which is hereby
incorporated by reference in its entirety herein.

FIELD

The present invention relates to particulate compositions
and, in particular, to composites containing metallic or metal
oxide particles supported by a conductive substrate and
stabilized by an amphiphilic or hydrophilic component.

BACKGROUND

Eleven billion tons of contaminated industrial waste are
generated each year. Concurrently, the public and govern-
ment place a high priority on providing clean, uncontami-
nated water for consumption and quality of life. In addition,
there is continued interest to address contaminated soils,
sediments, and air quality, all of which can be affected by
water contaminants. Therefore, there is a large market for
water treatment and groundwater remediation with associ-
ated treatments or management of soil, sediments, and air
quality. The current United States remediation market alone
is estimated to be worth 60 billion dollars.

A variety of strategies exist to facilitate groundwater
cleanup. Some involve pumping water out of the aquifer and
treating it above ground, while other strategies, called in situ
technologies, focus on treating contaminants “as they lie” in
the subsurface. In situ technologies remediate groundwater
by introducing chemicals to the subsurface that degrade
contaminants or stimulate biological degradation of the
contaminants. Zero valent iron has been a focus of reme-
diation research because of the ability to reduce and degrade
a variety of organic contaminants and heavy metals. How-
ever, current zero valent iron technologies have issues and
limitations, including their stability and ability to move
within the aquifer matrix in the subsurface. Due to extremely
high reactivity, zero valent iron particles will quickly react
with a wide variety of compounds in groundwater, forming
larger oxides that are less reactive and less mobile in the
matrix.

SUMMARY

In view of the foregoing disadvantages, composite par-
ticle compositions are described herein exhibiting resistance
to oxidation, improved reactivity, and increased mobility in
porous matrices. In one aspect, a composite particle com-
prises a substrate, composite metallic or metal oxide nan-
oparticles supported by the substrate and an amphiphilic or
hydrophilic component associated with the substrate,
wherein the composite metallic or metal oxide nanoparticles
comprise of iron and may include at least one additional
transition metal. In some embodiments, the iron of the
composite metallic nanoparticles is zero valent iron. More-
over, the substrate can be electrically conductive, thereby
facilitating reductive degradation of various water contami-
nants contacting the composite particle.

In another aspect, methods of water remediation are
described herein. A method of water remediation comprises
contacting a water source comprising one or more contami-
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2

nants with a remediation composition, the remediation com-
position comprising composite particles, the composite par-
ticles comprising a substrate, composite metallic or metal
oxide nanoparticles supported by the substrate and an
amphiphilic or hydrophilic component associated with the
substrate, wherein the composite metallic or metal oxide
nanoparticles comprise iron and may include at least one
additional transition metal.

In a further aspect, methods of making composite par-
ticles are described. A method of making composite particles
comprises providing composite metallic or metal oxide
nanoparticles in a continuous liquid phase and depositing the
composite nanoparticles on substrate particles. As described
herein, the composite metallic or metal oxide nanoparticles
comprise iron and may include at least one additional
transition metal. An amphiphilic or hydrophilic component
is associated with the substrate particles and/or with the
composite nanoparticles. In some embodiments, the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic component forms a partial or complete
coating for the composite particles.

These and other embodiments are further described in the
following detailed description.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a composite particle according to some
embodiments described herein.

FIG. 2 illustrates a method of producing composite nan-
oparticles according to some embodiments.

FIG. 3 illustrates composite particle mobility in a porous
matrix through which water is flowed according to some
embodiments.

FIG. 4 illustrates composite particle mobility in a porous
matrix through which water is flowed according to some
embodiments.

FIGS. 5A-5C are Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM)
images of a Carbon 1 substrate at different resolutions.

FIGS. 6A-6C are SEM images of a Carbon 2 substrate at
different resolutions.

FIGS. 7A-7C are SEM images of a Carbon 3 substrate at
different resolutions.

FIGS. 8A-8C are SEM images of a Carbon 4 substrate at
different resolutions.

FIGS. 9A-9C are SEM images of a Carbon 5 substrate at
different resolutions.

FIGS. 10A-10C are SEM images of the Carbon 1 sub-
strate of FIG. 5 having metallic nanoparticles at different
resolutions.

FIGS. 11A-11C are SEM images of the Carbon 2 substrate
of FIG. 6 having metallic nanoparticles at different resolu-
tions.

FIGS. 12A-12C are SEM images of the Carbon 3 sub-
strate of FIG. 7 having metallic nanoparticles at different
resolutions.

FIGS. 13A-13C are SEM images of the Carbon 4 sub-
strate of FIG. 8 having metallic nanoparticles at different
resolutions.

FIGS. 14A-14C are SEM images of the Carbon 5 sub-
strate of FIG. 9 having metallic nanoparticles at different
resolutions.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments described herein can be understood more
readily by reference to the following detailed description
and examples and their previous and following descriptions.
Elements, apparatus and methods described herein, how-
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ever, are not limited to the specific embodiments presented
in the detailed description and examples. It should be
recognized that these embodiments are merely illustrative of
the principles of the present invention. Numerous modifi-
cations and adaptations will be readily apparent to those of
skill in the art without departing from the spirit and scope of
the invention.

In one aspect, composite particles are described herein. A
composite particle comprises a substrate, composite metallic
or metal oxide nanoparticles supported by the substrate and
an amphiphilic or hydrophilic component associated with
the substrate, wherein the composite metallic nanoparticles
comprise iron and may include at least one additional
transition metal. Turning now to specific components, iron
of the composite metallic nanoparticles, in some embodi-
ments, exhibits an oxidation state of zero, otherwise
described as zero valent iron. The at least one additional
transition metal of the composite metallic nanoparticles can
be selected according to several considerations including,
but not limited to, enhancing the oxidation resistance of the
iron. In some embodiments, the at least one additional
transition metal is selected from Group VIIIB of the Periodic
Table. For example, the at least one additional transition
metal can be nickel. Alternatively, two or more Group VIIIB
metals can be present in the composite metallic nanopar-
ticles. In some embodiments, nickel and palladium are
present along with iron in the composite metallic nanopar-
ticles. The ratio of nickel to palladium in the composite
metallic nanoparticles can be selected according to consid-
erations including enhancements to iron oxidation resis-
tance, control of metal leaching, control of nanoparticle
stability, and cost. As described further herein, the composite
metallic or metal oxide nanoparticles can exhibit various
morphologies, including core-shell or alloy architectures. In
some embodiments, the composite metallic nanoparticles
comprise an iron core and shell formed of the at least one
additional transition metal. In some embodiments, the shell
can be an oxide.

The substrate can comprise any material consistent with
water remediation objectives described herein. In some
embodiments, the substrate is electrically conductive. In
being electrically conductive, the substrate can pass elec-
trons to or from the metallic nanoparticles for reduction of
contaminants. In this way, the contaminants are not neces-
sarily required to directly contact the composite metallic
nanoparticles for reductive degradation. The substrate can
also be porous, providing ample surface area for the com-
posite metallic nanoparticles and accommodating a high
number of contact sites for the contaminants. In some
embodiments, the substrate comprises electrically conduc-
tive carbon, such as carbon black. In some embodiments, an
average particle size of the substrate ranges from 30 nano-
meters (nm) to 50 micrometers (um). Average particle size
of the substrate can also have a value selected from Table I.

TABLE I

Average Substrate Particle Size

50 nm to 20 ym
100 nm to 1 pm
250 nm to 750 nm
300 nm to 600 nm
1 ym to 30 ym
500 nm to 20 pm
5 pm to 50 pm
10 pm to 50 pm
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The substrate may also exhibit surface area ranging from
100 m*/g to 2,000 m*/g. In some embodiments, surface area
of the substrate ranges from 200 to 500 m*/g or 1,000 to
1,700 m*/g. Substrate surface area is determined according
to BET methods described below. Additionally, the substrate
can exhibit pore volume of 0.1 to 5 cc/g, in some embodi-
ments. The substrate, for example, can have a pore volume
of 0.2 to 3 cc/g.

The amphiphilic or hydrophilic component can comprise
any species operable to stabilize the composite particle
and/or enhance mobility of the composite particle in a
porous matrix through which water flows. In some embodi-
ments, the amphiphilic or hydrophilic component comprises
one or more amphiphilic or hydrophilic polymeric species.
Suitable amphiphilic polymeric species can be selected to
have hydrophobic moieties for interaction with the substrate
and hydrophilic moieties for dispersing the composite par-
ticles in aqueous compositions. For example, amphiphilic or
hydrophilic polymer species can include polyvinylpyrroli-
done (PVP) or a derivative thereof. Accordingly, the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic component can enhance composite
particle mobility in aquifer matrices and inhibit or preclude
composite particle aggregation. The amphiphilic or hydro-
philic component can be associated with the substrate
through one or more types of interactions, including hydro-
phobic and/or hydrophilic interactions.

FIG. 1 illustrates a composite particle according to some
embodiments described herein. As illustrated in FIG. 1, the
composite metallic nanoparticles are supported by the
porous and electrically conductive substrate. The composite
metallic nanoparticles comprise a zero valent iron core and
nickel shell. The amphiphilic or hydrophilic polymer com-
ponent associated with the substrate is also illustrated.

In another aspect, methods of water remediation are
described herein. A method of water remediation comprises
contacting a water source comprising one or more contami-
nants with a remediation composition, the remediation com-
position comprising composite particles, the composite par-
ticles comprising a substrate, composite metallic or metal
oxide nanoparticles supported by the substrate and an
amphiphilic or hydrophilic component associated with the
substrate, wherein the composite metallic nanoparticles
comprise iron and may include at least one additional
transition metal. The composite particles can have any
construction described above. The method further comprises
reductively degrading the one or more contaminants with the
composite particles. Referring once again to FIG. 1, heavy
metals and organic compounds are reductively degraded by
contact with the composite particles. In the non-limiting
embodiment of FIG. 1, chromium (VI) is reduced to chro-
mium (III) and trichloroethylene (TCE) is reduced to eth-
ylene and chloride. The water contaminants are not required
to directly contact the composite metallic nanoparticles on
the substrate to effectuate reductive degradation. In being
electrically conductive, the substrate can pass electrons from
the composite metallic nanoparticles for reduction of water
contaminants.

In a further aspect, methods of making composite par-
ticles are described. A method of making composite particles
comprises providing composite metallic nanoparticles in a
continuous liquid phase and depositing the composite metal-
lic nanoparticles on substrate particles. As described herein,
the composite metallic nanoparticles comprise iron and at
least one additional transition metal. An amphiphilic or
hydrophilic component is associated with the substrate par-
ticles. The amphiphilic or hydrophilic component can form
a partial or complete coating for the composite particles.
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In some embodiments, providing the composite metallic
nanoparticles comprises adding iron salt and salt of the at
least one additional transition metal to polar solvent, pro-
ducing cations of iron and cations of the additional transition
metal. One or more stabilizers are added to the polar solvent,
and the cations are reduced with reductant to form the
composite metallic nanoparticles. The stabilizer(s) can con-
trol growth and size of the composite metallic nanoparticles.
In some embodiments, a stabilizer comprises one or more
amphiphilic or hydrophilic polymeric species such as poly-
vinylpyrrolidone (PVP), a phosphonic acid such as amino
tris(methylene phosphonic acid) (ATMP), or a derivative
thereof. Moreover, depositing the composite metallic nan-
oparticles on the substrate particles can comprise adding the
substrate particles to a suspension of the composite metallic
nanoparticles and incubating the resultant mixture for a
desired time period. Additionally, associating an amphi-
philic or hydrophilic component with the substrate particles
can comprise adding the amphiphilic or hydrophilic com-
ponent to the suspension of the composite metallic nanopar-
ticles and substrate particles. FIG. 2 illustrates a method of
producing composite nanoparticles according to some
embodiments.

Composite particles having the construction illustrated in
FIG. 1 and formed according to the method of FIG. 2 were
tested for reductive degradation of trichloroethylene (TCE).
Table II provides results of the testing. As provided in Table
11, the composite particles exhibited the highest TCE deg-
radation relative to other particle compositions. Various
carbon substrates were employed and exhibited a direct
effect on TCE removal efficiency.

TABLE 11

TCE Reductive Degradation

TCE Removal (C/Co)

2 hours 24 hours
Blank (TCE) 1 0.94
Metallic Nanoparticles alone 091 0.74
Composite on Carbon 1 0.26 0.15
Composite on Carbon 2 0.43 0.13
Composite on Carbon 3 0.52 0.25
Composite on Carbon 4 0.54 0.33
Composite on Carbon 5 0.51 0.16

Composite particles illustrated in FIG. 1 and formed
according to the method of FIG. 2 were also tested for
passage through porous media. Studies using a hollow glass
column packed with saturated (with water) sand were con-
ducted to model the porous media of the aquifer. The sand
column was attached to a peristaltic pump which created a
flow of water through the sand. Composite particle suspen-
sions were loaded on top of the column, and the amount of
composite particles flowing out of the sand column repre-
sented the composite particles’ ability to move through the
porous media. The relative concentration of composite par-
ticle suspension in the effluent out of the column compared
to the concentration of composite particle suspension loaded
onto the column was measured as a function of volume of
water passed through the column. As illustrated in FIG. 3,
the addition of PVP amphiphilic or hydrophilic component
increased composite particle mobility in the sand. Compos-
ite particles comprising PVP amphiphilic or hydrophilic
component also moved better than both iron/nickel particles
on activated carbon and iron/nickel particles alone, as illus-
trated in FIG. 4.
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Five different carbon substrates, Carbon 1, Carbon 2,
Carbon 3, Carbon 4, and Carbon 5, were prepared as
representative embodiments of a composite described
herein. Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM) (Nova Nano-
lab 200, 15 kV) images at different resolutions were
obtained for Carbon 1 (FIGS. 5A-5C), Carbon 2 (FIGS.
6A-6C), Carbon 3 (FIGS. 7A-7C), Carbon 4 (FIGS. 8A-8C),
and Carbon 5 (FIGS. 9A-9C) substrates without metallic
nanoparticles.

The five different carbon substrates shown in FIGS. 5-9
were coated with a metallic nanoparticle described herein, to
give composite metallic nanoparticles coated on the repre-
sentative carbon substrates. SEM images at different reso-
lutions were acquired, and the presence of the metallic
nanoparticles on the carbon surface is readily observable
from SEM images. SEM (Nova Nanolab 200, 15 kV) images
of composite metallic nanoparticles on Carbon 1, composite
metallic nanoparticles on Carbon 2, composite metallic
nanoparticles on Carbon 3, composite metallic nanoparticles
on Carbon 4, and composite metallic nanoparticles on Car-
bon 5 are shown in FIGS. 10A-10C, FIGS. 11A-11C, FIGS.
12A-12C, FIGS. 13A-13C, and FIGS. 14A-14C, respec-
tively.

Surface areas of each carbon substrate were measured on
a Quantachrome Autosorb-IQ gas sorption analyzer via
nitrogen adsorption isotherms. Adsorption tests were run at
77 K. All the carbon samples were degassed at 60, 80, 100,
and 120° C. for 1 hour then ramped to the maximum
temperature 150 for overnight degassing. Brunauer-Emmett-
Teller (BET) equation was used to determine the surface
area of the carbon samples. A total pore volume was
calculated using Non-Local Density Functional Theory
(NLDFT) and V tag on the Tabular Data portion. The data
are collected in Table III.

TABLE III

BET Surface area and DFT total pore volume for carbon samples.

BET Surface area DFT Pore Volume

Sample (m?/g) cc/g
Carbon 1 1288.282 0.526
Carbon 2 1565.008 2.872
Carbon 3 3.216 0.005
Carbon 4 269.061 0.302
Carbon 5 261.731 0.340
Various embodiments of the invention have been

described in fulfillment of the various objects of the inven-
tion. It should be recognized that these embodiments are
merely illustrative of the principles of the present invention.
Numerous modifications and adaptations thereof will be
readily apparent to those skilled in the art without departing
from the spirit and scope of the invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. A composite particle comprising:

an electrically conductive substrate;

composite metallic or metal oxide nanoparticles sup-
ported by the substrate, the composite metallic nan-
oparticles comprising iron and at least one additional
transition metal; and

an amphiphilic or hydrophilic component associated with
the substrate, wherein the amphiphilic or hydrophilic
component comprises one or more amphiphilic or
hydrophilic polymeric species.
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2. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the substrate
has an average primary particle size in three dimensions of
30 nanometers to 50 micrometers.

3. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the substrate
is porous.

4. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the substrate
comprises electrically conductive carbon-containing mate-
rial.

5. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein some
portion of the iron in the composite exhibits an oxidation
state of 0.

6. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the nan-
oparticles are stabilized by a phosphonic acid-based stabi-
lizing agent.

7. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the at least
one additional transition metal is selected Group VIIIB of
the Periodic Table.

8. The composite particle of claim 7, wherein the addi-
tional transition metal is nickel.

9. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the metallic
nanoparticles have core-shell or alloy architecture.

10. The composite particle of claim 9, wherein the core
comprises the iron and the shell comprises the at least one
additional transition metal.

11. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic component comprises one or more
amphiphilic or hydrophilic polymeric species.

12. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic polymeric species comprise polyvi-
nylpyrrolidone or a derivative thereof.

13. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic polymeric species further comprises a
phosphonic acid stabilizing agent or a derivative thereof.

14. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the amphi-
philic or hydrophilic component forms a coating of the
composite particle.
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15. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the one or
more amphiphilic or hydrophilic polymeric species reside
between the substrate and composite metallic or metal oxide
nanoparticles.

16. The composite particle of claim 1, wherein the nan-
oparticles consist of metal oxide nanoparticles.

17. A method of water remediation comprising:

contacting a water source comprising one or more con-

taminants with a remediation composition, the reme-
diation composition comprising composite particles,
the composite particles comprising a substrate com-
prising electrically conductive carbon-containing mate-
rial, composite metallic or metal oxide nanoparticles
supported by the substrate, and an amphiphilic or
hydrophilic component associated with the substrate,
wherein the composite metallic nanoparticles com-
prises iron and at least one additional transition metal,
and the amphiphilic or hydrophilic component com-
prises one or more amphiphilic or hydrophilic poly-
meric species.

18. The method of claim 17 further comprising reduc-
tively transforming the one or more contaminants with the
composite particles.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein the one or more
contaminants comprise heavy metals, nitroaromatic com-
pounds, petroleum byproducts, chlorinated solvents, other
halogenated compounds, or various combinations thereof.

20. The method of claim 17, wherein the one or more
contaminants are reduced by the composite metallic nan-
oparticles.

21. The method of claim 17, wherein the one or more
contaminants are reduced by the substrate.

* * * * *
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