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A B S T R A C T

Urinary tract infections (UTIs) are the second most prevalent infectious disease with E. coli being
the most common etiological agent behind these infections, affecting more than 150 million
people globally each year. In recent decades, the emergence of multi-drug resistant (MDR)
pathogens has rapidly escalated. To combat antimicrobial resistance (AMR), it is important to
synthesize new biologically effective alternatives like ionic liquids (ILs) to control the bacterial
infection and their spread. Ionic liquids are poorly coordinated organic salts characterized by
melting points typically below 100 ◦C. The ability of ILs to form anionic and cationic interactions
contributes to their versatile chemical, physical and biological attributes. In the present study, a
total of 9 previously chemically synthesized and characterized ILs were used. For exploration of
their antibacterial potential against the urinary tract infections (UTIs) caused by MDR Uropa-
thogenic E. coli (UPEC) strains, in vitro and in vivo evaluation of ILs were performed. ILs showed
pronounced zone of inhibition (ZOI), minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC) and minimum
bactericidal concentration (MBC) values of 29.5 mm, 3.81 μM and 5.08 μM by agar disk diffusion
and broth micro-dilution methods, respectively. Scanning electron microscopy results depicted
substantial morphological changes in UPEC biofilm formation ascertaining antibiofilm potential
of tested ILs. Moreover, ILs showed exceptional antioxidant potential depicted by DPPH assay
along with low cytotoxic effect toward mammalian cell lines (NB4), red blood cells and whole
blood. Furthermore, the gene expression analysis results justified the antibacterial potential of ILs
showing down-regulation of fimH, uvrY and up-regulation of csrA gene in UPEC after ILs treat-
ment. In vivo dermal sensitivity assessment also established their non-cytotoxic behavior. In silico
analysis validated these results, with the majority of the compounds exhibiting moderate to good
absorption.Due to remarkable antibacterial and antioxidant potential and negligible cytoxicity, it
could be inferred that ILs could serve as novel antimicrobial alternative agents in the treatment of
UTIs.
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1. Introduction

Urinary tract infections (UTIs) are the second most prevalent infectious condition affecting more than 150 million people
worldwide each year [1]. It is most common infectious disease after respiratory tract infections [2,3]. In the United States, roughly 11.3
million community-acquired UTIs each year, costing $1.6 billion annually [4,5]. Gram-negative bacilli are the most prevalent cause of
UTI, with E. coli accounting for more than 80 % of all acute urinary tract infections [6]. Recently, an increase in antibiotic resistance in
bacteria causing UTIs has been reported and the selection of a highly efficient and effective antibiotic is the foundation for treating
UTIs [7].

Moreover, the increasing resistance of pathogens against standard antimicrobial treatments is a major health concern worldwide.
World Health Organization (WHO) has declared that “antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is one of the top global public health threats
facing humanity” and in order to achieve sustainable development goals, AMR requires urgent multisectorial action [8]. Due to misuse
and overuse of antimicrobials, pathogenic bacteria have built resistance against the antibiotics. According to WHO estimate, bacterial
infections resistant to antibiotics account for atleast 700,000 deaths annually [9]. Moreover, WHO also warns that by 2050, if no action
is taken against antibiotic-resistant bacteria, 10 million people will die every year [10]. To overcome the threat of AMR, it is important
to hunt for alternative antimicrobial strategies and drug delivery systems to eradicate the resistant bugs and to cure UTI ailments.

The ionic liquids (ILs) have gained attention of researchers for a wide variety of applications in pharmaceutical industry for drug
delivery systems as well for targeting different diseases in recent years. ILs also termed as ‘’Solutions for success’’ are salts having
melting point of up to 100 ◦C with extremely low volatility and high thermal stability [11,12]. Their unique characteristics have made
them suitable for different biomedical applications including drug transport enhancers [13] and drug carriers [14,15], in extraction of
different proteins [16], drug additives, disease diagnosis and therapy [17,18].

ILs are categorized into four different generations based on the molecular makeup and physicochemical characteristics of their
molecules. ILs designed on the basis of predicted biological properties belong to the third generation of ILs which also includes
pharmaceuticals [19]. Initially, the use of ILs in biosciences was challenging due to high inherent toxicity, but more recently it has been
demonstrated that some hydrophobic ILs have lower inherent toxicity and consequently less of an adverse effect on human health and
the environment [20].

Ionic liquids possess a wide range of applications in the pharmaceutical industry. The most significant areas of application include
the use of ILs as biologically active compounds as drugs or potential drug products, the synthesis of active substances as catalysts, or in
any biotechnological product, the improvement of the solubility of active substances by combinations of IL with known drugs, carriers
of medicinal substances, and the optimization of the bioavailability of medicinal products [21–23].

The present study is aimed to explore the antibacterial and therapeutic potential of imidazolium and pyridinium based Ionic liquids
against MDR uropathogenic E. coli causing UTIs. This has been achieved by performing antibiofilm assay, antioxidant and various
safety profiling assays and these compounds have proved to be an important step in this direction. A skin sensitization model was
established to demonstrate the antimicrobial efficacy of ILs in vivo ( Fig. 1).

2. Materials and methods

The brief sketch of overall methodology adopted is represented in Fig. 2.

2.1. Sample collection and UPEC isolation

The clinical isolates of multidrug resistant uropathogenic E. coli (UPEC) strains obtained from different hospitals of Rawalpindi and
Islamabad were used in study. For this, urine samples were collected from different diagnostic labs of Rawalpindi and Islamabad. Urine
samples were procured via the mid-stream collection technique in sterile containers to avoid contamination. Samples were stored at
4 ◦C refrigerators until microbes were isolated.

Fig. 1. Possible Mechanism of Action of ILs on E. coli bacterial cells.
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These isolates have been confirmed as UPEC by growth in human urine and for their confirmation as E. coli. PCR was employed to
detect the uidA gene, an important housekeeping gene in E. coli, using boiled DNA extracts obtained from the isolates. Following
isolation, each UPEC sample was tested for their susceptibility pattern to multiple antibiotics using the Kirby-Bauer disc diffusion
method. Among tested strains ten most multidrug resistant UPEC strains were selected for this study.

2.2. Ionic liquids

The ionic liquid compounds including 1-octyl Pyridinium Bromide [C8Py]Br, 1,3-dioctyl Imidazolium Bromide [C88Im]Br, 1-octyl
Pyrazinium Bromide [C8Pyr]Br, 1-methyl-3-octyl Imidazolium Bromide [C8mim]Br, Dioctyl Succinamic Acid DOSA, 1-octyl Pyr-
azinium Dioctyl Succinamic acid [C8Pyr]DOSA, 1-octyl Pyridinium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid [C8Py]DOSA, 1-methyl-3-octyl Imida-
zolium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid [C8mim]DOSA, 1,3-dioctyl Imidazolium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid [C88im]DOSA previously
synthesized [24] in School of Natural Sciences, NUST, have been used in this study (Table S1). All the ionic liquids were dense liquids
at room temperature.

2.3. Solubility

The solubility of all of the Ionic liquids in different solvents with variable polarity index was performed according to the method
outlined in Vogel’s Textbook of Practical Organic Chemistry [25]. ‘High solubility’ applies to ILs (0.1 g), which were fully dissolved in
1mL of the solvent, ‘medium solubility’means that ILs were dissolved in 2 or 3 mL of the solvent, ‘low solubility’ applies to ILs, that did
not dissolve in 3 mL of the solvent. All the solubility measures were carried out in 20 mL glass vials and thermostatted water bath
MEMMERT WNB 7 at 25 ◦C.

2.4. Antimicrobial potential of ionic liquids

Antimicrobial tests (antibiogram and ionic liquid testing) for the microorganisms study were carried out using the Disk Diffusion
method as previously described [26]. A small amount of each microbial culture was diluted in sterile 0.9 % sodium chloride solution
until the turbidity was equivalent to the 0.5 McFarland standard. These suspensions were further diluted 1:10 in medium MHA and

Fig. 2. Overall workflow of methodology followed in the study.
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then spread on sterile petri plates. Sterile micro-compresses were applied on the agar surface in the petri plates, and after that 10 μl of
each sample was added into the micro-compresses. Commercially available antibiotic discs were used as positive controls. All the
plates were incubated at 37 ◦C for 24 h.

2.5. Minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC) of ILs

The MIC and MBC of synthesized ILs were determined by a 96-well plate broth micro-dilution assay, a technique adapted from the
methodology described by European Committee for Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing (EUCAST). Minimum inhibitory concentra-
tion was determined using both broth dilution method and agar methods [27]. Twofold dilution of ILs in LBB were prepared keeping
the concentration range at 1000, 500, 250, 125, 62.5 to 0.003 μM horizontally in 96-well plates followed by the addition of 10 μL of
bacterial suspension whose working concentration was adjusted to 105–106 CFU/mL. LBB with and without bacterial inoculum served
as the growth control (GC) and sterile control (SC), respectively. Samples were incubated for 24h at 37 ◦C. After incubation, the optical
density at 600/620 nm was recorded by iMark microplate reader (Bio-Rad) for each plate. All tests were performed in triplicate for
each experiment for MIC determination. The MIC was considered to be the lowest concentration of ILs with which no visible microbial
growth was observed during the experiment. All controls and test concentrations were prepared in triplicates.

2.6. Minimum bactericidal concentration (MBC) of ILs

Following the determination of the MIC for each ionic liquid against each UPEC strain, the MBC was evaluated by spot inoculation
of cultures fromwells with no growth observed. It was calculated by transferring 20 μL of the suspension from the wells that showed no
evidence of growth to MHA plates. The MHA plates were then incubated for 24 h in a stationary incubator at 37 ◦C and tested for 99.9
% killing. The MBC was defined as the lowest concentration of the investigated ILs that supported no microbial growth [28,29].

2.7. Biofilm inhibition potential of ILs by crystal violet Biofilm assay

The anti-biofilm properties of the ILs against fully developed biofilms were assessed following a 24h incubation period of the
microorganisms without any active agents. The bacterial inoculumwas cultivated onMHA at a temperature of 37 ◦C for 24 h. Bacterial
colonies were suspended in PBS, and standardized to a turbidity level of 0.5 McFarland units using a spectrophotometer. Next, 20 μL of
bacterial suspensions and 160 μL of fresh tryptic Soy Broth (TSB) were introduced into each well of 96-well microtiter plates. Following
another 24h incubation period, 20 μL of ILs were introduced into the wells containing mature bacterial biofilms. The plates were
further placed for overnight incubation 37 ◦C. The culture media was discarded, and the wells were washed three times with 200 μL of
PBS each time. After air-drying the microplates, 200 μL of methanol was added into the wells for 15min. Subsequently, the microplates
were allowed to dry after removing methanol. A 200 μL solution of crystal violet (0.1 %) was added to the wells for 5 min. Then, the
wells were washed three times with 200 μL of normal saline. Following this, the microplates were allowed to dry. The wells were then
filled with 200 μL of absolute ethanol followed by the incubation for 15 min. Spectrophotometric measurements at 570 nm were
conducted using a microplate spectrophotometer [30].

2.8. Antioxidant potential of ILs by DPPH assay

The antioxidant activity of the ionic liquids 1–9 was measured by radical scavenging ability of 1, 1-diphenyl-2-picrylhydrazyl
(DPPH) radical. The color of DPPH would change from purple to yellow when it gets reduced by accepting an electron from the
antioxidant compound. The change in color would cause a drop in the absorption value, which is inversely proportional to the amount
of the antioxidant component used.

The method developed by Brand-Williams [31] provided the basis for DPPH’s free radical scavenging activity. Different samples of
ILs 1–9 with 7 different concentrations (2500 μM, 1250 μM, 625 μM, 312.5 μM, 156.25 μM, 78.12 μM and 39.06 μM) were prepared in
methanol. 0.025g of DPPH was dissolved in 100 mL of methanol to achieve 6 × 10− 5 mol/L methanol DPPH solution. 0.1 mL of ionic
liquid solution of each concentration in methanol was added to 3.9 mL of a 6 × 10− 5 mol/L methanol DPPH solution. The DPPH
solution chilled at 4 ◦C was used. The mixture was vortexed and left for 1 h in the dark at room temperature. A blank sample was also
prepared by adding 0.1 mL of methanol in 3.9 mL of DPPH solution. After 60 min, a 100 μL aliquot of each sample was added to a
96-well microtiter plate. DPPH radicals have the highest absorption at 515 nm, which decreases when DPPH is reduced by an anti-
oxidant compound because of which the absorbance of the samples was analyzed at 515 nm against a blank sample using a 96 well
microplate reader [32]. Trolox was exploited as a standard positive control. The experiment was conducted in triplicate.

2.9. Cytotoxicity evaluation and safety profiling of ILs

2.9.1. Hemolysis assay
To investigate the potential for ILs to elicit hemolysis, ILs 1–9 were spectrophotometrically tested for their ability to induce he-

moglobin release from fresh human red blood cells (RBCs) according to the method described by Vieira [33]. Peripheral blood from a
healthy human donor was collected in a sterile Vacutest tube, containing 5.24 mg of K3EDTA. To separate the serum from the
erythrocytes, the blood was centrifuged for 10 min at 1000×g at 25 ◦C. The supernatant was removed. Essentially, the fresh
de-fibrinated RBCs were washed thrice with equal volumes of phosphate buffer saline, pH 7.4 (PBS; 137 mMNaCl, 2.7 mM KCl, 10 mM
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Na2HPO4, 1.8 mM KH2PO4). The solution was centrifuged and supernatant was removed after every wash of PBS. After washing, RBCs
stock dispersion was prepared by mixing rinsed RBCs and PBS at the ratio of 3:11. Later, Equal volumes (1 mL) of the erythrocyte
suspension and ILs at different concentrations (10 μM, 5 μM, 2.5 μM and 1.25 μM) were added to 2 mL eppendorf and incubated at
37 ◦C for 1 h. Incubation was then followed by the centrifugation at 800×g for 10 min. Aliquots (100 μL) of the supernatant were
transferred to a fresh 96-well microtiter plate, and hemoglobin release quantified spectrophotometrically at 492 nm using Biorad
microplate reader. RBCs incubated in PBS alone were used as a negative control (0 % hemolysis) while erythrocytes treated with 0.1 %
Triton X-100 (100 % hemolysis) were taken as a positive control [29]. The assay of all samples and controls were performed in
triplicate. The hemolytic activity was quantified by a comparing the value of each individual sample to a positive control (0.1 % Triton
X-100), and to a negative control (erythrocytes in PBS).

2.9.2. Whole blood killing assay
Due to the characteristic resistance of UPEC to phagocytes such as neutrophils and monocytes, a survival assay was used to

investigate the effects of ILs on UPEC survival in the presence of human whole blood [34,35]. UPEC cells were inoculated at the
dilution 1:100 into 2 mL of nutrient broth in 15 mL tubes at 37 ◦C. During the initial inoculation, each of the ionic liquid (all at 0.01 %)
were added. UPEC cells without any treatment were taken as negative control and a positive control consisted of UPEC treatment
alone. DMSO control was also added. All the cells were further incubated for 16 h with shaking at 250 rpm. Then, 0.4 ml of freshly
drawn human whole blood was mixed with 0.1 ml of overnight UPEC cultures. The mixtures were incubated at 37 ◦C for 4 h in shaking
incubator at 250 rpm. The UPEC survival in human whole blood with and without ionic liquid treatment was measured by counting
CFUs [36].

2.9.3. Hemagglutination assay
Hemagglutination assay was carried out in accordance with method previously described [37]. For this, UPEC cells were inoculated

into 2 ml of nutrient broth (1:100dilution) in 15 ml tubes at 37 ◦C. At the beginning of inoculation, 0.01 % solution of each IL and
DMSO (the control) were added and cells were subsequently cultured for a further 24h in shaking incubator at 250 rpm. A positive
control consisted of UPEC treatment alone, whereas a negative control involved no UPEC treatment. Then the bacterial cultures (1 ml)
were diluted with an equivalent volume of PBS and mixed with 2 ml of washed 3 % human red blood cell solution in PBS. The mixtures
were briefly vortexed and left to stand at 25 ◦C for 2h. The red blood cells were then visualized for any hemagglutination acitivity [36].

2.9.4. Assessment of cytotoxicity by MTT assay
In this study, MTT assay was done to assess the cytotoxic potential of ILs on human cancer cell proliferation. The number of cells

was determined automatically with a Countess™ II FL Automated Cell Counter (Invitrogen by Thermo Fisher Scientific Inc., Waltham,
MA, USA). The counted cells were then seeded in a 96-well plate as inoculum of 1000 cells per well. NB-4 human cancer cell line was
used to measure cytotoxic potential of ILs. After 24 h, all test compounds were added, with final concentrations of 0.062 μM, 0.125 μM,
0.25 μM, 0.5 μM, 1 μM. After the ILs treatment, the cell culture medium was gently removed. After 72 h of incubating cells with test
compounds, 15 μl of MTT dye (5mg/ml of concentration) was added to each well and incubated at 37 ◦C for 2–4h until the formation of
purple formazan crystals. The MTT solution was carefully removed without disturbing the cells. 50 μl of DMSO (MTT solvent) was
added to fully dissolve the formazan crystals. The plates were then placed onto the shaker for 10 min until the formazan crystals were
dissolved completely. Each step was performed in triplicates. The absorbance was determined at an optical density at 570 nm using
microplate spectrophotometer. Cells treated with 0.1 % DMSO were used as a control to calculate the percent viability of cells [38].

2.10. Effect of ILs on the expression of fimH, uvrY and csrA in MDR UPEC

The effect of ILs on the expression of fimH, uvrY and csrA in MDR UPEC was analyzed by RT-qPCR.

2.10.1. Bacterial RNA extraction for gene expression studies
For untreated bacterial culture, a portion of bacterial colony taken from EMB plate was inoculated in 15 ml of LB broth and placed

for incubation at 37 ◦C for 24h. For bacterial sample treated with ILs, 0.1 mg/ml of each ILs was added to the broth culture. The
overnight cultures were centrifuged at 6000 rpm for 10 min. Supernatant was removed and bacterial pallet was dissolved in 200–250
μl of TE buffer containing lysozyme at the concentration of 1 mg/ml for Gram negative bacteria. Following a 15 min incubation period
over ice, 1–1.2 ml of trizol reagent was then added. Immediately 25–30 μl of glacial acetic acid was added, mixed and incubated for
15–20min over ice. In the next step, 0.2 ml chilled chloroformwas added and vortex vigorously for 5 min on and off. The samples were
centrifuged at 13,000 rpm for 20 min at 4 ◦C. Aqueous upper phase was transferred in a fresh eppendorf tube with caution. Then, 500
μL of chilled isopropanol was added, inverted several times and incubated at − 20 ◦C for 20 min. Next, the samples were centrifuged at
14,000 rpm for 10 min at 4 ◦C. Supernatant was discarded and the RNA pallet was rinsed in 1 ml of chilled 80 % ethanol. Later, ethanol
was removed by inverting the eppendorf and the RNA was allowed to air dry for 5 min. The RNA pellet was dissolved in 30 μl of
nuclease free water. RNA was quantified using Nanodrop.

2.10.2. Complementary DNA synthesis
1 μl of quantified RNA (1000 ng) sample and 1 μl of OligoDT primer were added to a PCR tube and incubated at 70 ◦C for 5 min. 1 μl

of RNase inhibitor and 4 μl of Reverse Transcriptase buffer was added followed by the incubation at 37 ◦C for 5 min. Amixture of 1 μl of
RTase (reverse transcriptase) and 2 μl of 10 mM dNTPs was added. The samples were incubated for a total of 60 min at 42 ◦C followed
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by 10 min at 70 ◦C.

2.10.3. Gene expression analysis
RT-qPCR was used with a fluorescence-based SYBR green to identify changes in fimH, uvrY and csrA gene expression in UPEC

without and with the treatment with ILs after 24h. The PCR conditions are shown in Table 1.16S rRNA gene was exploited as an
internal control (see Table 2).

2.11. Scanning electron microscopy of IL treated samples

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) was employed to detect any alterations in the bacterial cell and biofilm morphology of the
UPEC biofilms due to ILs, as previously stated [39,40]. Few colonies of UPEC were inoculated from EMB agar to TSB, and allowed to
grow overnight at 37 ◦C and 120 rpm. On the next day, the OD of the bacterial culture was adjusted to 1. For inoculations, 1:100
dilutions of the culture media at OD 1 were prepared in TSB. 450 μL of the inoculated TSB media was added in a 24-well micro-titer
plate having placed a 12-mm square cover glass. The 24h incubation allowed the biofilm to form.

After 24h, 50 μL of the ILs 1–9, all at the concentration of 250 mM, were added to the 24 h bacterial culture and incubated further
for 24h at 37 ◦C. As a positive control, the UPEC was cultured in TSB media without the treatment of ILs at 24h. Sterile control was also
done. Later, the microtiter plate was carefully washed with PBS twice to get rid of any non-adherent cells. The biofilm cells were fixed
with 2.5 % glutaraldehyde in PBS (50 mM, pH 7).

After fixation, the cover glass was rinsed with PBS again, and dehydrated through a graded ethanol series (30, 50, 70, 90, and 100%
v/v) [41]. For SEM, the samples were air dried, and coated with gold. For morphological characterization, a scanning electron mi-
croscope was used. 2500X, 5000X, 10,000X and 20,000×magnifications were used to take photographs of UPEC biofilms. Out of 9, 5
ILs having promising results in anti-biofilm assay were selected for SEM characterization.

2.12. Dermal sensitivity assessment of ionic liquids via in vivo rat model

The skin sensitivity study was carried out in accordance with the OECD Guideline method and used as per Wang method [42,43].
Albino rats were used after taking approval from research and ethics committee of National University of Sciences and Technology
(NUST). A day before the first induction, 22 albino rats were divided into three groups: a positive control group (n= 2), placebo group
(n = 2), and a ILs-treated group (n = 18). The positive control group received 0.1 % w/v 1-chloro-2,4-dinitrobenzene (CDNB) in 10 %
propylene glycol as a standard skin sensitizing agent. The ILs-treated group was treated with ILs 1–9. Placebo group was treated with
distilled water only.

On the day of induction, around 4 cm × 4 cm of hair from the dorsal area were removed. At 0 h, 1 ml of ILs, distilled water and
CDNB were evenly spread onto the shaved area of the skin. Responses to the treated sites were evaluated at 0, 4, 24 and 48 h for
erythema and edema.

Sensitization scores of 0–3 were used to measure the severity of all skin reactions, with 0 denoting no reaction, 1 denoting mild
redness, 2 denoting moderate and diffuse redness, and 3 denoting a strong skin reaction with erythema. Body weights of all albino rats
were also measured before the study to notice any change if occurred. Each rat was caged individually and left undisturbed for 24 h.

2.13. In silico prediction

The physicochemical, pharmacokinetic/ADME properties of the targeted ILs have been analyzed with the help of SwissADME web
interface by the Molecular Modeling Group of the Swiss Institute of Bioinformatics (http://www.swissadme.ch/). The 2D structure
models were sketched by the Marvin JS sketcher followed by conversion to the SMILES format. SwissADME predicts these attributes
using the SMILES format.

Table 1
Primers used for Real time RT-qPCR.

Gene Primers (5′-3′) Amplicon Size (bp) Nucleotides Reference

fimH F TTTGCGACAGACCAACAACT 115 20 Yang et al., 2016
R GACATCACGAGCAGAAGCAT 20

uvrY F TCAGACAAACTGGCAAATGG 102 20 Yang et al., 2016
R CTATTCAGGGCAGCGTTACA 20

csrA F CCTGGATACGCTGGTAGAT 143 19 Yang et al., 2016
R TCGTCGAGTTGGTGAGAC 18

16S rRNA F ACTCCTACGGGAGGCAGCA 469 19 This
StudyR GGACTACHVGGGTWTCTAAT 20
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3. Results

3.1. Solubility profiling of ILs in different solvents

The solubility analysis of ILs was performed for determination of solubility profile of ILs in different solvents.The solubility of all
ionic liquids in different solvents have been demonstrated in (Fig. 3). The affinity of the synthesized ILs toward various solvents of
varying polarity was determined at room temperature (25 ◦C). Majority of ILs exhibited high solubility in acetone, diethyl ether,
isopropanol, methanol, DMSO, chloroform, acetic acid and ethanol. Despite the low polarity of chloroform, the majority of ILs
exhibited significant affinity for it. Only [C88Im]Br and DOSA showed medium solubility in n-butane, otherwise all other ILs were
highly soluble in the solvent.

Most of ILs showed medium solubility in hexane whereas a wide range of solubility was exhibited by ethylene glycol. Ionic liquids
are considered to be extremely soluble but surprisingly not all ionic liquids are soluble in water.

3.2. UPEC susceptibility profiling towards ILs via disk diffusion method

The antimicrobial potential of all ionic liquids were elucidated against ten MDR UPEC strains by measuring their zones of inhi-
bition. ILs with combination of different anions and cations were designated to study their antibacterial activity against UPEC. The
illustration in (Fig. 4) depicts the zone of inhibition (ZOI) produced by small filter paper disks infused with these ILs on an agar plate
that had been previously swabbed with UPEC. These findings highlight the ILs’ ability to gradually release and disperse within the solid
medium, ultimately eliminating the bacterium. The maximum ZOI was exhibited by [C88Im]Br whereas minimum zone was observed
by [C8Pyr]Br.

3.3. MIC and MBC against UPEC strains

MIC andMBC are crucial measures used to determine the susceptibility or resistance of UPEC strains to an ILs in laboratory settings.
The accurate determination of MIC and MBC plays a vital role in selecting the most appropriate treatment strategy, ultimately
influencing the effectiveness of infection therapy. The lowest range of MIC from 15.25 to 7.63 μMwas shown by [C88Im]Br. This result
was followed by [C88im]DOSA, with MIC ranged from 30.51 to 3.81 μM among 10 UPEC strains (Fig. 5). The highest level of MIC
range was shown by [C8mim]Br up to 976.25 μM. Comparatively low MIC of ionic liquids to other antimicrobials indicate their higher
antimicrobial potential. Out of all tested liquids various ILs depicted equal MIC and MBC values deducing cidal activity of these ILs. ILs
exhibiting similar MIC and MBC values are denoted by blue bars and red bars depict MBC values of those ILs with variable MIC values
as shown in (Fig. 5).

Table 2
RT-qPCR reaction conditions.

Step Genes Temperature (◦C) Time Cycles

1- Denaturation ​ 95 10 min 1
2- Annealing fimH

uvrY
csrA

95 15 s 40
55.5
59
55.5

1 min

72 35 s
3- Dissociation Stage 95 15 s 1

50 30 s

Fig. 3. Solubility Profile of ILs at 25 ◦C. A- Acetone, B- Diethyl Ether, C- Methanol, D- 2-propanol, E− Ethanol, F- Chloroform, G- Acetic Acid, H- n-
Butanol, I- DMSO, J- Ethylene Glycol, K- Water and L- Hexane; ‘green’, high solubility (≥100 g L-1); ‘yellow’, medium solubility (between 100 and
33 g/L); ‘red’, low solubility (≤33 g/L).

S. Hafeez et al. Heliyon 10 (2024) e39829 

7 



3.4. Biofilm inhibition potential of ILs against UPEC strains

Biofilms are microbial communities that attach to surfaces and are enclosed within an extracellular matrix. Antibiofilm assays are
performed to evaluate the ability of ILs to prevent or disturb the formation and expansion of biofilms.

[C88Im]Br showed highest anti-biofilm potential of 93.44 % biofilm inhibition among UPEC strains. [C88im]DOSA also showed
with maximum % biofilm inhibition of 90.11 % against MDR UE73. [C8Py]Br and [C8mim]DOSA also showed good biofilm inhibitory
potential greater than 84.2 % and 82.6 % respectively (Fig. 6). The highest biofilm percentage inhibition of all the tested ILs has been
depicted in Table S2.

3.5. Morphological characterization of Biofilm treated with ILs

Scanning electron microscopy was used to investigate the impact of ILs on the architecture of the UPEC biofilm. It was noted that
the control sample of UPEC biofilm was composed of dense multicellular communities embedded in an extracellular matrix with
significant aggregation. In contrast, ILs treated UPEC had reduced adherence and aggregation ability after incubation with ILs. The
bacterial growth and number of cells also substantially declined. Furthermore, the morphological changes in the UPEC cells and
biofilm after exposure to ILs tested, was altered with changes in matrix architecture as well. The biofilm characterization of untreated
and IL treated UPEC biofilm has been shown in (Fig. 7). It was observed that, [C8mim]DOSA treated UPEC biofilm had the significant
reduction in the cell number of biofilm. At 20,000X only one cell can be seen instead of a dense and compact biofilm cells as compared
to the control sample. Even at 2500X, only a few cells can be noticed. The cells reduced in size and constrictions were seen on the
surface of bacterial cells. A decrease in extracellular matrix was also observed.

[C8mim]Br also resulted in reduced cell size and constrictions appeared in the middle of cells. The biofilm formation was also
prominently reduced with the declined number of cells and no extracellular matrix. [C8Py]Br reduced the number of UPEC cells after
the treatment, with pinched surfaces. The change in cell size was not prominent. Extracellular matrix was also not observed. [C88Im]
Br resulted in very scant but larger and longer UPEC biofilm cells. Some cells were present individually but some were aggregated by
extracellular matrix. [C8Pyr]DOSA significantly reduced the number of UPEC cells with no prominent morphological changes but a
little extracellular matrix was observed around the individual cell.

3.6. Radical scavenging activity of ILs

DPPH radical scavenging assay is the most accurate and rapid spectrophotometric approach for determining the antioxidant ca-
pacity of ILs. The results obtained showed that the ILs are apparently effective in scavenging free radicals and are good antioxidant
compounds. DPPH radical scavenging activities of ILs varied from 10.15 % to 22.05 %, ranging from the concentrations 2500
μM–39.06 μM, respectively (Fig. 8). It is clear from the results obtained that the structural conformation of a putative antioxidant
affects how well it interacts with DPPH. The tested ILs appear to be good antioxidant molecules and effective at scavenging free
radicals. Among all the tested ionic liquids, the maximum radical scavenging potential was exhibited by [C8Py]Br whereas [C88im]
DOSA showed relatively lower potential in comparison with all other ILs.

Fig. 4. Maximum Zones of Inhibition (ZOI) of tested ILs against selected MDR UPEC strains.
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3.7. Cytotoxicity evaluation and safety profiling of ILs

3.7.1. Hemolytic activity of ILs
Hematocrit volume in the blood maintains the blood viscosity which in turn controls key mechanisms like thrombogenicity and

hemostasis. Hemolysis refers to destruction of erythrocytes resulting in decreased hematocrit percentage leading to serious compli-
cations including disseminated intravascular coagulation (DIC) and sickle cell anaemia. Any material intended to be used within body
is therefore testing for its hemolysis inducing capacity is required. According to ASTM, Hemolysis below 5 % is considered as null and
up to 10 % is considered as safe or low.

As depicted in (Fig. 9), most of the ILs showed no hemolytic activity towards the red blood cells and the lowest hemolytic activity
was achieved for [C8mim]Br, [C8Pyr]DOSA and [C8mim]DOSA followed by [C8Py]DOSA, without significant variances amongst
them. [C8Pyr]Br, DOSA and [C88im]DOSA showed hemolysis at only 10 μM and 5 μM, which was still lower than 1 %. Furthermore,
based on the hemolytic activity of the different ILs, it becomes clear that [C8mim]Br, [C8Pyr]DOSA and [C8mim]DOSA of all ionic
liquids have the potential to be used as an antibacterial agent without affecting the integrity of red blood cells.

Nevertheless, hemolysis of ≤2.5 % was only achieved at extremely high IL concentrations of only a few ILs. These results can be
associated to the type of structures formed by these specific ILs. These structures may interact with the cellular membrane, causing its
disruption and leading to a higher hemolysis in comparison to the other ILs. However, it must be emphasized that all compounds have
comparatively low hemolytic activity at high concentrations, which is a favorable indicator for their application in pharmacological or
commercial uses without compromising public health.

Fig. 5. Minimum inhibitory concentration and Minimum bactericidal concentration of all tested ILs against UPEC strains.
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3.7.2. Determination of cytotoxic activity of ILs on human cancer cell lines
MTT assay was used to check the cytotoxic potential of ILs toward human NB4 cell lines (Fig. 10). depicts that none of all the tested

compounds exhibited significant cytotoxicity against human cell lines. Among all the tested compounds, DOSA showed lowest
cytotoxicity toward NB4 cells at all concentrations. At 0.0625 μM, DOSA showed only 0.01 % of cytotoxicity. Whereas, [C88Im]Br
showed comparatively high cytotoxicity among all tested ILs at all concentrations. At 0.0625 μM, [C88Im]Br showed 90.84 % cell
viability. [C88Im]Br showed highest transition in cytotoxicity level from concentration 0.0625–1 μM [C88im]DOSA also showed a
gradual decrease in cytotoxicity from high to low concentration. Regardless of the cell line used, the growth kinetics of all ILs treated
cells were different from those of untreated control cells. Overall, the obtained results in this study reflect the low cytotoxicity of the
studied ILs and the probability that, at their environmental concentration, they have no strong cytotoxic effect.

3.7.3. Assessment of ILs treated UPEC survival in blood
The UPEC survival in the human whole blood after the treatment with ILs was investigated by whole blood killing assay. The results

of whole blood killing assay were measured by counting CFUs. Interestingly, Only 2 ILs i.e. [C8Pyr]Br and [C8Py]DOSA showed
relative UPEC survival in blood after the treatment that is 5.5 % and 50 % respectively (Fig. 11). The results indicate that ILs had
attenuated UPEC’s ability to evade the host defense mechanisms. Notably, the addition of ILs at 0.01 % to human whole blood did not

Fig. 6. Percentage biofilm inhibition of MDR UPEC biofilms at different concentrations of selected ILs. [C88Im]Br showed maximum biofilm in-
hibition (93.44 %).
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Fig. 7. Biofilm Characterization of Untreated (a) and Ionic Liquid treated (b,c,d,e,f) UPEC Biofilm.
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diminish the blood’s inherent ability, including phagocytes and monocytes, to eliminate UPEC. This observation indicates that ILs, at
this concentration, were not harmful to human blood cells. Consequently, it can be deduced that ILs have the effect of reducing UPEC’s
virulence by constraining its ability to survive upon encountering human whole blood.

3.7.4. Hemagglutination ability of UPEC after treatment with ILs
One of the pathogenicity component of the UPEC strains is their ability to hemagglutinate. Therefore, we have investigated the

effects of ILs on UPEC- induced hemagglutination of human red blood cells. Following treatment with ILs, UPEC exhibited no hem-
agglutination activity in human red blood cells (RBCs). Hemagglutination inhibition of ILs have been depicted in Table S3. This finding
underscores the effectiveness of ILs in inhibiting UPEC’s ability to agglutinate RBCs, suggesting their potential as a promising strategy
for mitigating UPEC infections. These results highlight the significance of further exploration into the therapeutic applications of ionic
liquids in combating bacterial virulence factors and enhancing treatment options for UPEC-related conditions.

3.8. Gene expression analysis of virulent genes (fimH, uvrY and csrA)

To check the change in gene expression at the molecular level before and after the treatment of MDR UPECwith ILs, fimH, uvrY and
csrA virulent genes involved in the adhesion and biofilm formation of UPEC were used. Gene fimH enables UPEC to colonize human
epithelial cells during infection; whereas uvrY is an activator of biofilm formation and csrA is a repressor gene for biofilm formation
and dispersal. 16SrRNA was used as an internal control. Overall the adhesion ability of UPEC was reduced and confirmed by the down-
regulation of fimH gene. The relative gene expression % change of fimH ranged from − 38.78 to − 63.16 (Fig. 12). The relative gene
expression analysis of csrA gene showed highest frequency of overexpression in ILs treated MDR UPEC with % gene expression change

Fig. 8. Radical scavenging capacity of tested ILs.

Fig. 9. Hemolytic activity of ionic liquids against fresh human erythrocytes. Each value is expressed as the mean of three replicates.
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ranged (76.76–145.14) compared to wild type untreated UPEC isolate. Whereas, the relative percentage gene expression change was
analyzed of uvrY gene by down expression in ILs treated UPEC isolate with percentage gene expression levels ranged (− 22.80 to
− 47.46) compared to wild type untreated UPEC control isolate. The results suggested downregulation of fimH and uvrY genes.

3.9. Dermal sensitivity assessment of ionic liquids via in vivo rat model

The results of the dermal sensitivity test conducted on albino rats affirmed that 8 out of the 9 tested samples did not induce any
sensitization in the animals. To validate the skin sensitization experiments, a positive control group was employed, which exhibited
positive dermal sensitization responses. No sensitization was noticed among the albino rats exposed to the placebo control. No ery-
thema or edema was seen among the albino rats treated with ILs except the one treated with [C8mim]DOSA (Fig. 13). Only the rats
treated with [C8mim]DOSA showed moderate sensitivity towards the IL after 48h. This sensitivity falls into the sensitization grade of
III.

No group showed any clinical symptoms or changes in body weight throughout the experiment. Additionally, there were no

Fig. 10. Percentage Cell Viability after ILs treatment of NB4 Human Cell Line.

Fig. 11. Percentage Survival of UPEC in Blood after Incubation with ILs (**** = p value < 0.0001).
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noteworthy mean weight variations observed between the control and treatment groups. The sensitization scores, rates, grades, and
classifications of ILs and their placebo were assessed at 4, 24, and 48 h following dermal application have been summarized in Table 3.

3.10. In silico prediction

3.10.1. Physiochemical properties
The physiochemical properties have been computed by SwissADME tool and the results obtained are tabulated in Table 4. The

results deduced at the lead stage concluded that most of the tested ILs possess greater than 50 % bioavailabilty score. Similarly, the
value of the octanol/water partition coefficients (iLogP) allows to determine the hydrophobicity of ionic liquids. The octanol water
partition cofficient (iLogP) values for most tested ILs fall within the range of 0.00–8.45 indicating the hydrophobicity and lipophilic
character of lead compounds. Out of tested ILs, four had <5 iLogP value and showed no Lipinski rule of 5 violation making them
suitable candidates for oral delivery. The remaining had far greater lipophilic character which may likely aid their delivery across the
skin barrier.

3.10.2. Pharmacokinetic/ADME properties
The pharmacokinetic properties were computed by SwissADME tool and the obtained results are listed in Table 5. Most of the tested

ILs depicted maximum GI absorption with variable P-glycoprotein inhibition. Interestingly, only IL1 was capable of passing through
the blood brain barrier (BBB). It is noteworthy that most of the ILs presented with no inhibitory activity of Cytochrome P450 isozymes.
All ILs depicted good skin permeability [logKp], except two with − 2.78 and − 1.80 values due to their predicted hydrophilic character.

4. Discussion

Urinary Tract Infections (UTIs) are a prevalent medical condition that affects millions of individuals globally with UPEC, which

Fig. 12. Percentage Gene Expression Change of Virulent Genes (fimH, uvrY and csrA) in UPEC after treatment with ILs.
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Fig. 13. Dermal Sensitivity evaluation of ILs on the Skin of Albino rats after 4, 24 and 48 h.
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being the primary causative agent [44–46]. The challenge of antibiotic resistance among UPEC strains has emerged as a significant
obstacle in the treatment of UTIs. UPEC strains have exhibited resistance to various antibiotics by biofilm forming ability, further
complicating treatment strategies [47]. This underscores the need of alternative antimicrobial agents to combat UTIs most particularly
recurrent urinary tract infections [48]. The current study aimed to assess the antimicrobial and therapeutic potential of chemically
synthesized ILs against UPEC strains, which are predominantly involved in the etiology of UTIs in human. These ILs include octyl and
dioctyl ILs with imidazolium, pyridinium and pyrazinium as cation and bromide and DOSA as an anion. A total of 9 ILs i.e. [C8Py]Br,
[C88Im]Br, [C8Pyr]Br, [C8mim]Br, DOSA, [C8Pyr]DOSA, [C8Py]DOSA, [C8mim]DOSA and [C88im]DOSA were used.

Ionic liquids (ILs) offer a promising alternate to conventional antibiotics for the treatment of UTIs. ILs possess a diverse range of
antimicrobial mechanisms, including the ability to modulate bacterial cell morphology, disrupt cell membranes, impede biofilm
formation, interfere with DNA/RNA synthesis, inhibit enzyme activity, and disintegrate organic materials [30]. Recent research has
explored novel antimicrobial ILs with long alkyl chains, particularly pyridinium or imidazolium-based ionic liquids [49,50]. Moreover,
pyridine-based oxazolidinone derivatives have shown their growth inhibiting properties on a variety of MDR bacterial strains [51].

Table 3
Sensitization Score, Rate, Grade, and Classification of Challenge Reaction after 4, 24, and 48 h of ILs dermal application in Albino rats.

Test Materials Sensitization Rate (%) Sensitization Grade Sensitization Classification Reaction

Positive control (0.1%w/v CDNB in 10 % propylene glycol), n = 2 100 (2/2) V Extreme Intense
Negative control (placebo Distilled water), n = 10 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8Py]Br 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C88Im]Br 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8Pyr]Br 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8mim]Br 0 (0/2) I Weak No
DOSA 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8Pyr]DOSA 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8Py]DOSA 0 (0/2) I Weak No
[C8mim]DOSA 100 (2/2) III Moderate Yes
[C88im]DOSA 0 (0/2) I Weak No
ILs Treated group n = 18 2 (2/18) 16 = I Weak No

2 = III Moderate Yes

Table 4
Computed physicochemical and bioavailability parameters of ILs.

Ionic Liquids Molecular Weight (g/mol) iLogP Log S Lipinski Bioavailability Score

1-octyl Pyridinium Bromide 272 0.13 MS Yes 0.55
1,3-dioctyl Imidazolium Bromide 372.9 0.0 PS Yes 0.55
1-octyl Pyrazinium Bromide 273.21 − 2.78 MS Yes 0.55
1-methyl-3-octyl Imidazolium Bromide 275 0.13 MS Yes 0.55
Dioctyl Succinamic Acid 341 4.24 MS Yes 0.85
1-octyl Pyrazinium Dioctyl Succinamic acid 534.21 − 1.80 MS Yes 0.55
1-octyl Pyridinium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid 533 7.61 PS Yes 0.85
1-methyl-3-octyl Imidazolium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid 536 8.45 PS Yes 0.85
1,3-dioctyl Imidazolium Dioctyl Succinamic Acid 633 8.33 PS Yes 0.85

Table 5
Pharmacokinetic/ADME (absorption, distribution, metabolism and excretion) parameters of ILs.

Ionic Liquids GI
Abs

BBB
Permeation

P-Gp
substrate

CYP1A2
Inhibitor

CYP2C19
Inhibitor

CYP2C9
Inhibitor

CYP2D6
Inhibitor

CYP3A4
Inhibitor

Log Kp
cm/s

1-octyl Pyridinium
Bromide

High Yes No No No No No No − 4.05

1,3-dioctyl Imidazolium
Bromide

Low No No Yes No No No No − 2.6

1-octyl Pyrazinium
Bromide

Low No Yes No No No No No − 4.96

1-methyl-3-octyl
Imidazolium Bromide

High No No No No No No No − 4.31

Dioctyl Succinamic Acid High No No No No No No No − 4.13
1-octyl Pyrazinium Dioctyl

Succinamic acid
Low No Yes No No No No No − 2.47

1-octyl Pyridinium Dioctyl
Succinamic Acid

Low No Yes No No No No Yes − 1.97

1-methyl-3-octyl
Imidazolium Dioctyl
Succinamic Acid

Low No Yes No No No No No − 2.32
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Previously, the Gram positive bacteria were considered comparatively susceptible towards ILs with low MICs [20] as 1-alkyl-3-me-
thylimidazolium chloride ILs with 10 carbons had led to the potent biofilm eradication in Gram positive bacteria than Gram negative
bacteria [52]. By extending the alkyl chains in imidazolium and pyridinium based ILs, a biological effect can be achieved potentially
involving DNA intercalation [53]. Monomeric pyridinium and imidazolium based ILs have shown anti-inflammatory, and anticancer
activities. In contrast, piperidinium and pyrrolidinium salts generally exhibit lower bactericidal effect than imidazolium salts. Imi-
dazolium salts, such as 1-decyl-3-cinnamylimidazolium chloride, exhibit greater attraction to phospholipid bilayers due to their longer
alkyl chains, resulting in increased hydrophobicity [38]. Our study supports the previous research studies showing imidazolium based
ILs with highest antimicrobial potential. The results for ZOI, MIC, antibiofilm and SEM showed that imidazolium based ILs had the
highest antimicrobial activity as compared to pyridinium ILs, that is followed by pyrazinium based ILs.

The biological activity of ILs differs from organism to organism, depending upon factors such as their solubility and interaction with
the solvent. The solubility profiles of the synthesized ILs in various solvents provide valuable insights into their physicochemical
properties. Understanding their solubility characteristics is essential for tailoring their use in specific contexts and optimizing their
performance in various chemical processes. Imidazolium based ILs showed highest solubility followed by pyridinium and pyrazinium
based ILs. Comparatively Bromide anion showed higher solubility than ILs having DOSA anion.

The incorporation of variable anions allows for the customization of ILs to enhance their biocompatibility without compromising
their bactericidal properties. For instance, [DMIM][TFSI] has been found to induce lysis in bacterial cell, through a mechanism
involving membrane-disruption of cell membranes. In contrast, [EMIM][HSO4] has exhibited strong antimicrobial activity against
E. coli [38]. Notably, nitro-substituted dimeric imidazolium salts containing bromide counter anions have shown effective inhibition
against uropathogens The dimeric imidazolium salts penetration through the lipid layer of bacterial cell membranes by enhancing their
lipophilicity. These findings corroborate the observations in the research, where ILs with Bromide (IL 1–4) as an anion displayed
notably higher antimicrobial activity against UPEC strains compared to ILs with DOSA (IL 6–9) as an anion. The maximum zone of
inhibition was exhibited by imidazolium based ILs, followed by pyridinium and then pyrazinium based ILs.

The alkyl chain length in ILs influences their antimicrobial properties, with longer alkyl chains generally resulting in lower MIC
values. For instance, 1-n-alkyl-3-methylpyrrolidinium bromide, reduced the MIC against S. aureus and E. coli from 14,300 mg/L to 5.0
mg/L, and from 18,500 mg/L to 6.7 mg/L, respectively with chain length increase from 4 to 12 [54]. In the current research, octyl and
dioctyl ILs with imidazolium, pyridinium, and pyrazinium cations, in combination with bromide and DOSA anions, demonstrated that
ILs with two octyl chains exhibited higher antimicrobial activity compared to ILs with only one octyl chain. Within cation variation,
imidazolium ILs showed lowest MIC than pyridinium and pyrazinium based ILs.

The microbial biofilms poses a great risk in clinical trials and infectious diseases as these infectious biofilms are responsible for
continuous financial loss at the industrial scale. The alterations in bacterial morphology after exposure to ionic liquids (ILs) can be
determined by using scanning electron microscopy analysis. Typically, untreated bacterial strains displayed clear and, smooth sur-
faces, rounded projections, and intact cell walls. The impact of C3MIMCl and C12MIMCl on the bacterial membrane of S. aureus was
assessed to evaluate the antibacterial effects of ILs with varying cation side chain lengths. Interestingly, the findings indicated that
C12MIMCl has the potential to disrupt the membranes of S. aureus [55,56]. In this study, UPEC biofilms subjected to the tested ILs 1–9,
showed significant change in the number of cells, altered bacterial morphology and reduced extracellular matrix. Imidazolium caused
highest morphological changes with reduced number of cell, constricted cell surface and reduced extracellular matrix. Imidazolium
was followed by pyradinium and then pyridinium based ILs. The one octyl chain based ILs caused comparatively higher change in
morphological features of biofilm.

Ionic liquids have been recently recognized to exhibit significant antioxidant activity in scavenging free radicals and protecting
against oxidative stress. Their effectiveness in neutralizing reactive oxygen species (ROS) makes them valuable in combating oxidative
damage [25]. ILs have demonstrated the ability to inhibit lipid peroxidation, a process that damages cell membranes and contributes to
various diseases. The ILs used in the study showed greater antioxidant potential. Maximum of 22.05 % radical scavenging capacity was
showed by [C8py]Br at 2500 μM. The obtained results were comparable with commercially available antioxidant Trolox. Bromide
anion based ILs showed higher antioxidant potential than DOSA based ones. Overall, pyrazinium showed highest antioxidant potent
than pyridinium and imidazolium.

The evaluation of potential side effects is a crucial concern within the scope of the Registration, Evaluation, Authorization, and
Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) effort, particularly during the preclinical evaluation of pharmaceuticals [57,58]. Novel substances
intended for human and animal consumption require appropriate toxicological assessments [59]. Although being biocompatible and
potential biomedical antimicrobial agent, ILs may be toxic to somatic cells [60]. The low antimicrobial activity with high toxicity is
found in ammonium- and imidazolium-based ILs [61]. Some ILs are relatively not or less cytotoxic towards human and animal cells.
For example, 1-Ethyl-3-methylimidazolium hydrogen sulfate [EMIM][HSO4] was highly antimicrobial toward E. coli and found
suitable for biological applications due to its harmless nature towards mammalian cells [38]. In the current study, ILs showed
comparatively less cytotoxic potential as compared to ILs previously reported. The lowest cytotoxicity was showed by DOSA de-
rivatives. The ILs with one octyl chain showed lesser cytotoxicity as compared to ILs with two octyl chains. Anion also contributed to
the cytotoxicity with bromide being more cytotoxic than DOSA.

The high antimicrobial activity and relatively low hemolytic activity of ILs suggest their possible application as antimicrobials, such
as anti-biofilm agents [56]. It becomes clear from this study, that [C8mim]Br, [C8Pyr]DOSA and [C8mim]DOSA of all ionic liquids
have the antibacterial potential without cytotoxic effect towards red blood cells. The hemolytic behavior of ILs indicates that red blood
cell lysis only occurs at exceptionally high concentrations, confirming their biocompatible characteristics. When comparing the
biocompatibility of imidazolium and pyridinium-based ILs, they exhibited quite similar hemolytic activity. Notably, both of these
cations demonstrated slight hemolytic activity within acceptable range when paired with bromide anion as compared to DOSA anion.
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Nevertheless, based on the hemolysis profiles obtained, it is evident that pyrazinium based ILs exhibit higher hemolytic activity at
comparable concentrations to other imidazolium and pyridinium-based ILs. Overall, the hemolysis percentage of all the experimented
ILs was less than 2 %.

Previous studies revealed the involvement of BarA/UvrY/CsrA pathway in UPEC CFT073 biofilm formation. An experiment uti-
lizing RT-qPCR confirmed that allicin has the ability to decrease the expression of fimH and uvrY while increasing the expression of
csrA in CFT073 [62]. At the molecular level, an analysis of gene expression involving fimH, uvrY and csrA was conducted following the
treatment with ILs The outcomes demonstrated that the most substantial alterations in gene expression occurred in UPEC treated with
imidazolium-based ILs, followed by pyridinium-based ILs, and finally, pyrazinium-based ILs. Among the imidazolium-based ILs, those
containing bromide as an anion exhibited more pronounced changes in gene expression compared to imidazolium with DOSA as the
anion. Overall, the expression of fimH was downregulated, uvrY showed a decrease in expression, and csrA exhibited an increase in
expression.

Whenever any substance is considered for therapeutic use, it is advisable to follow a stepwise testing approach to gather scien-
tifically reliable information regarding substance irritation [63,64]. Most commonly human exposure to ILs occurs primarily via skin
contact and research findings suggest that some ILs may cause skin irritation or dermal toxicity particularly in keratinocytes [65–68].
Therefore, in vivo dermal sensitivity evaluation of ILs was carried out and results depicted that all ILs were found non cytotoxic toward
animal skin cells.

The influence of various physicochemical properties of the drug on the biomolecule is related to the drug’s ability to demonstrate a
pharmacological or therapeutic effect. The pharmacokinetic behaviour of a drug describes how the pharmacological agent behaves in
the body which determines the ADME (absorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion) features of the drug molecule [69,70]. The
pharmacokinetic behaviour of drug candidates is influenced by various physiochemical factors [71]. In the present study, several
physicochemical and pharmacokinetic parameters of the synthesized ILs have been computed in order to screen potential therapeutic
candidates. The tested ILs passed the Lipinski’s rule of five which make them potentially suitable candidates for extravascular and
intravascular delivery.

The bioavailability values in the ranging from 0 to 20 % depict poorly absorbed compounds, 20–70 % shows moderately absorbed
compounds and 70–100 % for well absorbed compounds. Out of the said ILs mostly fall in the range of well absorbed and few in
moderately absorbed compounds hence could serve as a potential oral drug candidates as they can be absorbed or assimilated from the
human intestine by minor formulation modifications [72]. Cytochrome P450 inhibitors are essential detoxifying enzymes that are
often located in the liver. These cytochrome P450 inhibitors inactivate many drugs, and can also activate some of them [73]. Most of
the ILs showed no inhibitory activity of Cytochrome P450 isoenzyme family, hence predicting normal compound metabolism erad-
icating potentially toxic outcomes at usual concentrations. All the obtained results provide additional insights into the antibacterial
effects of ILs and thereby facilitating the future development of efficacious antimicrobial agents.

5. Conclusion

The economic impact of UTIs, caused by MDR UPEC, is substantial, leading to increased healthcare costs and prolonged hospital
stays. ILs show promise in addressing this issue by serving as effective alternative agents in infection control. Their potential appli-
cations in pharmaceutical industry and medicine underscore the importance of further research to develop novel ILs with improved
antibiofilm activities, reduced environmental impact, and enhanced safety profiles. This research paves the way for innovative so-
lutions to combat infectious diseases and biofilm-related challenges. In conclusion, the research findings emphasize the significant
potential of ILs as versatile antimicrobial and antibiofilm agents. These ILs exhibit strong antibacterial and antioxidant activity while
demonstrating relatively lower cytotoxicity and safety towards mammalian cells. Moreover, in silico results endorsed the therapeutic
potential of these compounds owing to their good bioavailability score and high permeability across physiological barriers with limited
inhibition of CYP450 isoforms. Among the studied compounds, imidazolium-based ILs stands out as particularly promising due to their
favorable results. The variable cation, anion and alkyl chain length significantly affects the antibacterial, antioxidant and cytotoxic
properties of the ILs.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Sidrah Hafeez: Writing – original draft, Visualization, Methodology, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Zamar
Rasool: Visualization, Methodology, Data curation. Samia Hafeez: Methodology, Conceptualization. Rehan Zafar Paracha: Soft-
ware, Methodology, Formal analysis, Data curation.Muddassir Iqbal:Writing – review& editing, Formal analysis, Conceptualization.
Dilawar Khan: Writing – review & editing, Methodology. Fazal Adnan: Writing – review & editing, Supervision, Project adminis-
tration, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis, Conceptualization.

Data availability statement

Data included in article/supplementary material/referenced in article.

Ethics statement

This study was reviewed and approved by NUST Ethical review Board with the approval number: 05-2022-ASAB-01/10, dated June

S. Hafeez et al. Heliyon 10 (2024) e39829 

18 



30th, 2022.

Declaration of competing interest

Enclosed is the manuscript entitled “Imidazolium, Pyridinium and Pyrazinium based Ionic Liquids with Octyl side chains as
Potential Antibacterial Agents against Multidrug Resistant Uropathogenic E. coli” for publication in your prestigious journal.

With the submission of this manuscript I undertake that all the authors mentioned in this manuscript have no conflict of interest.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e39829.

References

[1] E.M. Mlugu, et al., Prevalence of urinary tract infection and antimicrobial resistance patterns of uropathogens with biofilm forming capacity among outpatients
in morogoro, Tanzania: a cross-sectional study, BMC Infect. Dis. 23 (1) (2023) 660.

[2] G. Mancuso, et al., Urinary tract infections: the current scenario and future prospects, Pathogens 12 (4) (2023) 623.
[3] D.J. Klumpp, et al., Uropathogenic Escherichia coli induces extrinsic and intrinsic cascades to initiate urothelial apoptosis, Infect. Immun. 74 (9) (2006)

5106–5113.
[4] E. McCann, et al., Contributing factors to the clinical and economic burden of patients with laboratory-confirmed carbapenem-nonsusceptible Gram-negative

respiratory infections, Infect. Drug Resist. (2020) 761–771.
[5] B. Foxman, et al., Urinary tract infection: self-reported incidence and associated costs, Ann. Epidemiol. 10 (8) (2000) 509–515.
[6] M. Shirvani, A. Keramati, M. Esmaeli, Evaluating the pattern of antibiotic resistance of urinary tract infection (UTI)-causing bacteria in the urine culture samples

of patients in the infectious ward of Imam Khomeini Hospital, Kermanshah, in Iran from 2016–2018, Afr. J. Urol. 29 (1) (2023) 32.
[7] K. Asadpour Rahimabadi, G. Hashemitabar, A. Mojtahedi, Antibiotic-resistance patterns in E. coli isolated from patients with urinary tract infection in Rasht,

Journal of Guilan University of Medical Sciences 24 (96) (2016) 22–29.
[8] C.J. Murray, et al., Global burden of bacterial antimicrobial resistance in 2019: a systematic analysis, The lancet 399 (10325) (2022) 629–655.
[9] Antibiotic Resistance Threats in the United States, CDC United States, 2019, pp. 1–150.
[10] D. Chinemerem Nwobodo, et al., Antibiotic resistance: the challenges and some emerging strategies for tackling a global menace, J. Clin. Lab. Anal. 36 (9)

(2022) e24655.
[11] M.K. Shukla, et al., Role and recent advancements of ionic liquids in drug delivery systems, Pharmaceutics 15 (2) (2023) 702.
[12] L. Guzmán, et al., Antimicrobial properties of novel ionic liquids derived from imidazolium cation with phenolic functional groups, Bioorg. Chem. 115 (2021)

105289.
[13] Y. Zhang, et al., Enhancement of transdermal delivery of artemisinin using microemulsion vehicle based on ionic liquid and lidocaine ibuprofen, Colloids Surf. B

Biointerfaces 189 (2020) 110886.
[14] B. Lu, et al., Stimuli-responsive poly (ionic liquid) nanoparticles for controlled drug delivery, J. Mater. Chem. B 8 (35) (2020) 7994–8001.
[15] R.M. Moshikur, et al., Recent advances in surface-active ionic liquid-assisted self-assembly systems for drug delivery, Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci. 56 (2021)

101515.
[16] Y. Xue, et al., Enhancing the catalytic performance of candida Antarctica lipase b by chemical modification with alkylated betaine ionic liquids, Front. Bioeng.

Biotechnol. 10 (2022) 850890.
[17] H. Albadawi, et al., Percutaneous liquid ablation agent for tumor treatment and drug delivery, Sci. Transl. Med. 13 (580) (2021) eabe3889.
[18] Y.-R. Gao, et al., Research progress of ionic liquids-based gels in energy storage, sensors and antibacterial, Green Chemical Engineering 2 (4) (2021) 368–383.
[19] N. Nikfarjam, et al., Antimicrobial ionic liquid-based materials for biomedical applications (adv. Funct. Mater. 42/2021), Adv. Funct. Mater. 31 (42) (2021)

2170312.
[20] R. Ferraz, et al., Antibacterial activity of Ionic Liquids based on ampicillin against resistant bacteria, Rsc Advances 4 (9) (2014) 4301–4307.
[21] S.N. Pedro, et al., The role of ionic liquids in the pharmaceutical field: an overview of relevant applications, Int. J. Mol. Sci. 21 (21) (2020) 8298.
[22] C.S. Buettner, et al., Surface-active ionic liquids: a review, J. Mol. Liq. 347 (2022) 118160.
[23] Ł. Pałkowski, et al., Antimicrobial and cytotoxic activity of novel imidazolium-based ionic liquids, Molecules 27 (6) (2022) 1974.
[24] S.H. Kazmi, et al., Synthesis, evaluation, and in silico studies of imidazolium and pyridinium-based ionic liquids with Dioctyl succinamic acid anion for

enhanced antibacterial applications, J. Mol. Liq. (2024) 124714.
[25] K. Czerniak, F. Walkiewicz, Synthesis and antioxidant properties of dicationic ionic liquids, New J. Chem. 41 (2) (2017) 530–539.
[26] R. Humphries, et al., Overview of changes to the clinical and laboratory standards institute performance standards for antimicrobial susceptibility testing, M100,

J. Clin. Microbiol. 59 (12) (2021), 10.1128/jcm. 00213-21.
[27] F.R. Cockerill, Methods for Dilution Antimicrobial Susceptibility Tests for Bacteria that Grow Aerobically: Approved Standard, 2012 (No Title).
[28] T. Rzemieniecki, et al., Synthesis, properties, and antimicrobial activity of 1-alkyl-4-hydroxy-1-methylpiperidinium ionic liquids with mandelate anion, ACS

Sustain. Chem. Eng. 7 (17) (2019) 15053–15063.
[29] A. Busetti, et al., Antimicrobial and antibiofilm activities of 1-alkylquinolinium bromide ionic liquids, Green Chem. 12 (3) (2010) 420–425.
[30] A.N. Duman, et al., Synthesis of new water-soluble ionic liquids and their antibacterial profile against gram-positive and gram-negative bacteria, Helliyon 5 (10)

(2019).
[31] W. Brand-Williams, M.-E. Cuvelier, C. Berset, Use of a free radical method to evaluate antioxidant activity, LWT–Food Sci. Technol. 28 (1) (1995) 25–30.
[32] S. Dudonne, et al., Comparative study of antioxidant properties and total phenolic content of 30 plant extracts of industrial interest using DPPH, ABTS, FRAP,

SOD, and ORAC assays, J. Agric. Food Chem. 57 (5) (2009) 1768–1774.
[33] N.S. Vieira, et al., Ecotoxicity and hemolytic activity of fluorinated ionic liquids, Sustainable Chemistry 2 (1) (2021) 115–126.
[34] E. van der Maten, et al., A versatile assay to determine bacterial and host factors contributing to opsonophagocytotic killing in hirudin-anticoagulated whole

blood, Sci. Rep. 7 (1) (2017) 42137.
[35] C.-I. Liu, et al., A cholesterol biosynthesis inhibitor blocks Staphylococcus aureus virulence, Science 319 (5868) (2008) 1391–1394.
[36] J.H. Lee, Y.G. Kim, J. Lee, Carvacrol-rich oregano oil and thymol-rich thyme red oil inhibit biofilm formation and the virulence of uropathogenic Escherichia

coli, J. Appl. Microbiol. 123 (6) (2017) 1420–1428.
[37] B.H. Minshew, et al., Association of hemolysin production, hemagglutination of human erythrocytes, and virulence for chicken embryos of extraintestinal

Escherichia coli isolates, Infect. Immun. 20 (1) (1978) 50–54.
[38] M.M. Fernandes, et al., Ionic liquids as biocompatible antibacterial agents: a case study on structure-related bioactivity on Escherichia coli, ACS Appl. Bio Mater.

5 (11) (2022) 5181–5189.

S. Hafeez et al. Heliyon 10 (2024) e39829 

19 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e39829
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref29
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref32
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref32
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref33
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref34
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref34
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref37
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref37
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2405-8440(24)15860-4/sref38


[39] J.H. Lee, M.H. Cho, J. Lee, 3-Indolylacetonitrile decreases Escherichia coli O157: H7 biofilm formation and Pseudomonas aeruginosa virulence, Environ.
Microbiol. 13 (1) (2011) 62–73.

[40] R. Tareb, et al., In vitro characterization of aggregation and adhesion properties of viable and heat-killed forms of two probiotic Lactobacillus strains and
interaction with foodborne zoonotic bacteria, especially Campylobacter jejuni, J. Med. Microbiol. 62 (4) (2013) 637–649.

[41] A. Siddique, et al., Lactobacillus reuteri and Enterococcus faecium from poultry gut reduce mucin adhesion and biofilm formation of cephalosporin and
fluoroquinolone-resistant Salmonella enterica, Animals 11 (12) (2021) 3435.

[42] D. Basketter, R. Darlenski, J. Fluhr, Skin irritation and sensitization: mechanisms and new approaches for risk assessment: 2. Skin sensitization, Skin Pharmacol.
Physiol. 21 (4) (2008) 191–202.

[43] J. Wang, et al., Evaluation of dermal irritation and skin sensitization due to vitacoxib, Toxicol Rep 4 (2017) 287–290.
[44] J.A. Silverman, et al., From physiology to pharmacy: developments in the pathogenesis and treatment of recurrent urinary tract infections, Curr. Urol. Rep. 14

(2013) 448–456.
[45] B.J. Barnett, D.S. Stephens, Urinary tract infection: an overview, Am. J. Med. Sci. 314 (4) (1997) 245–249.
[46] M.E. Terlizzi, G. Gribaudo, M.E. Maffei, UroPathogenic Escherichia coli (UPEC) infections: virulence factors, bladder responses, antibiotic, and non-antibiotic

antimicrobial strategies, Front. Microbiol. 8 (2017) 1566.
[47] S. Whelan, B. Lucey, K. Finn, Uropathogenic Escherichia coli (UPEC)-Associated urinary tract infections: the molecular basis for challenges to effective

treatment, Microorganisms 11 (9) (2023) 2169.
[48] P. Loubet, et al., Alternative therapeutic options to antibiotics for the treatment of urinary tract infections, Front. Microbiol. 11 (2020) 1509.
[49] Z. Zheng, et al., Structure–antibacterial activity relationships of imidazolium-type ionic liquid monomers, poly (ionic liquids) and poly (ionic liquid)

membranes: effect of alkyl chain length and cations, ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 8 (20) (2016) 12684–12692.
[50] W.L. Hough, et al., The third evolution of ionic liquids: active pharmaceutical ingredients, New J. Chem. 31 (8) (2007) 1429–1436.
[51] Q. Xin, et al., Design, synthesis, and structure–activity relationship studies of highly potent novel benzoxazinyl-oxazolidinone antibacterial agents, J. Med.

Chem. 54 (21) (2011) 7493–7502.
[52] L. Carson, et al., Antibiofilm activities of 1-alkyl-3-methylimidazolium chloride ionic liquids, Green Chem. 11 (4) (2009) 492–497.
[53] D. Hodyna, et al., Imidazolium ionic liquids as effective antiseptics and disinfectants against drug resistant S. aureus: in silico and in vitro studies, Comput. Biol.

Chem. 73 (2018) 127–138.
[54] J. Qin, et al., Synthesis of pyrrolidinium-type poly (ionic liquid) membranes for antibacterial applications, ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 9 (12) (2017)

10504–10511.
[55] Y. Hu, et al., The antibacterial activity and mechanism of imidazole chloride ionic liquids on Staphylococcus aureus, Front. Microbiol. 14 (2023) 1109972.
[56] W. Florio, et al., Comparative evaluation of antimicrobial activity of different types of ionic liquids, Mater. Sci. Eng. C 104 (2019) 109907.
[57] S.T. Parish, et al., An evaluation framework for new approach methodologies (NAMs) for human health safety assessment, Regul. Toxicol. Pharmacol. 112

(2020) 104592.
[58] C. Rovida, et al., Toxicity testing in the 21st century beyond environmental chemicals, ALTEX 32 (3) (2015) 171.
[59] U. Food, D. Administration, Good Review Practice: Clinical Review of Investigational New Drug Applications, FDA, Washington, DC, 2013.
[60] F. Joubert, et al., Preparation of an antibacterial poly (ionic liquid) graft copolymer of hydroxyethyl cellulose, Biomacromolecules 16 (12) (2015) 3970–3979.
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