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Abstract: The development of new materials is needed to address the environmental challenges of
wastewater treatment. The phosphorylation of guar gum combined with its association to chitosan
allows preparing an efficient sorbent for the removal of U(VI) from slightly acidic solutions. The
incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles enhances solid/liquid. Functional groups are characterized
by FTIR spectroscopy while textural properties are qualified by N2 adsorption. The optimum pH
is close to 4 (deprotonation of amine and phosphonate groups). Uptake kinetics are fast (60 min
of contact), fitted by a pseudo-first order rate equation. Maximum sorption capacities are close to
1.28 and 1.16 mmol U g−1 (non-magnetic and magnetic, respectively), while the sorption isotherms
are fitted by Langmuir equation. Uranyl desorption (using 0.2 M HCl solutions) is achieved within
20–30 min; the sorbents can be recycled for at least five cycles (5–6% loss in sorption performance,
complete desorption). In multi-component solutions, the sorbents show marked preference for U(VI)
and Nd(III) over alkali-earth metals and Si(IV). The zone of exclusion method shows that magnetic
sorbent has antibacterial effects against both Gram+ and Gram- bacteria, contrary to non-magnetic
material (only Gram+ bacteria). The magnetic composite is highly promising as antimicrobial support
and for recovery of valuable metals.

Keywords: guar-gum phosphorylation; chitosan-based composite; magnetite nanoparticles; uranyl
sorption and desorption; sorption isotherms and uptake kinetics; selectivity; antibacterial activity

1. Introduction

The recovery of valuable metals and the removal of hazardous metal ions is an
important challenge for maintaining competitive supply of metals under environmentally
acceptable conditions. Conventional processes consist of metal precipitation [1], solvent
extraction [2–4], and membrane-based techniques [5,6], which may face some limitations
depending on the concentration levels, the complexity of the solutions, the target levels of
discharge, or the flow rates involved in industrial processes. Resins and sorbents are more
specifically preferred for the treatment of low-metal concentrations effluents.

Despite the large range of commercially available resins, there is still a need for
developing alternative sorbents for both the removal of hazardous metal ions and the
recovery of valuable metals. Uranium is an emblematic example of hazardous metals that
require removal from contaminated effluents and underground water; in addition, the
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demand on uranium for feeding the nuclear power industry is another motivation for
designing such new materials. Biosorption has attracted a great deal of attention over the
last decades for the removal of metal ions from water [7–9]. Mimicking the conventional
industrial resins that were designed with specific functional groups, biosorption aims to
use bio-based materials (biomass, biopolymers) naturally bearing analogue functional
groups (as those bear by industrial resins), chemically modified by grafting specific reactive
groups, or composites based on biopolymers [10,11].

In the case of uranium, a wide variety of reactive groups has been identified for their
affinity for the metal not only based on high sorption capacities but also on selectivity (for
recovery from highly saline solutions):

(a) Amidoxime groups immobilized on synthetic resins [12–14], metal-organic frame-
works [15], or bio-based composites [16,17]

(b) Sulfonic acid-bearing materials [18–20],
(c) Quaternary ammonium-based sorbents [21–23],
(d) Iminodiacetic acid-bearing groups [24].

However, during the last decades, a great effort has been focused on the develop-
ment of phosphorus-based resins and sorbents for enhancing the recovery of uranium
from aqueous solutions, industrial effluents, and seawater [25–30]. Several studies have
pointed out the beneficial effect of the bi-functionality of phosphorus-based resins for U(VI)
uptake [31–38]. More specifically, aminophosphonate-bearing resins showed high affinity
for uranium [39–42]. This rationale has driven the research developed in the present work.
The concept is based on the use of a biopolymer-based support for designing a composite
amino-bearing sorbent and its phosphorylation. Herein, the composite consists of the
phosphorylation of guar gum (an abundant galactomannan polysaccharide, β-1,4-linked
mannose residues to which galactose residues are 1,6-linked to form short sidechains),
prior to its linkage with chitosan (deacetylated form of chitin, the main constituent of
the exoskeleton of crustaceans, insect cuticule, and fungal wall). The phosphorylation
is based on the reaction of hydroxyl groups on guar gum with phosphoric acid in the
presence of urea (following a method described for the phosphorylation of alginate, [43]).
The grafting of chitosan to phosphorylated guar gum offers the presence of both amino
and phosphonate groups. Chitosan has shown a high affinity for the sorption of metal ions
through chelation of metal cations in near-neutral solutions and electrostatic attraction/ion
exchange mechanisms in acidic solutions for the binding of metal anions [44–48]. Guar
gum has also retained a great attention in the last decades for synthesizing metal-binding
composite hydrogels [49–54].

Frequently the sorption performance of these biopolymer-based hydrogels is limited
by mass transfer properties, especially after uncontrolled drying (freeze-drying or drying
under supercritical CO2 conditions allow overcoming these limitations). It is thus nec-
essary decreasing the size of the particles to enhance uptake kinetics, at the expense of
difficulties in practically processing the sorption operations (more specifically proceeding
the solid/liquid separation after sorbent saturation). This problem can be overcome by
incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles for improving the ready separation of spent
sorbent from treated solution [16,48,55–59] using external magnetic field.

In another field, the uncontrolled use of antibiotics led to biochemicals and genetic
changes of bacterial strains (antibiotic-resistant) [60]; therefore, there is a clear necessity
to develop new antibiotics and/or alternative strategies to prevent and cure microbial
contaminations. Nanoobjects have recently shown promising bactericidal activity [61,62].

The study compares U(VI) sorption properties for functionalized composites (phos-
phorylated gum guar deposited on chitosan, both as non-magnetic and magnetic particles,
PGG@C and PGG@MC, respectively) with the sorption performance of the precursors (i.e.,
chitosan (Chit); guar gum (GG), with or without incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles).
After characterization of the sorbents by FTIR spectroscopy, textural (BET) and morpho-
logical (TEM, SEM, and SEM-EDX) characterizations, thermogravimetric analysis (TGA),
their sorption properties for U(VI) binding are investigated through the study of pH effect,
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uptake kinetics, sorption isotherms, selectivity (sorption from multi-component solutions),
metal desorption and sorbent recycling. In order to evaluate the feasibility of using these
materials for industrial application, the sorbents are tested on real metal-bearing solutions:
the effect of the complexity of the solutions can be measured on the sorption performance.
In parallel to this application, complementary preliminary tests are performed for evaluate
the antimicrobial effect of these materials (PGG@C and PGG@MC) against Gram+ bacteria
(i.e., Staphylococcus aureus and Bacillus subtilis). Indeed, phosphonate derivatives have been
reported to have direct (or assisting) antimicrobial activity [63]; in addition, to the positive
effect of magnetic/chitosan nanoparticles [61,64].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

All chemicals used in this study were analytical grade. Epichlorohydrin (EPI), ferrous
sulfate (FeSO4·7H2O), chitosan (Chit, degree of acetylation, DA: <25%), ammonium ferric
(III) sulfate dodecahydrate ((NH4)Fe(SO4)2·12H2O), sodium hydroxide, phosphoric acid,
Muller-Hinton agar (microbiological growth medium), and dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO)
were purchased from Sigma Aldrich (Merck KGAa, Darmstadt, Germany). Uranyl nitrate
hexahydrate (UO2(NO3)2·6H2O) was obtained from Spi Supplies (West Chester, PA, USA).
Dimethylformamide (DMF) and acetone were purchased from Chron Chemicals (Qionglai,
China). Guar gum (GG) was obtained from Alpha Chemika (Mumbai, Maharashtra, India).
Urea was supplied by Chem Lab (Zedelgem, Belgium). Other chemicals are Prolabo
products (VWR, Avantor, France) and they were used as received.

2.2. Synthesis Procedures
2.2.1. Synthesis of Magnetite Nanoparticles

The so-called Massart method was used for the synthesis of Fe3O4 nanoparticles [65].
The hydrothermal co-precipitation procedure consists of mixing Fe(II) and Fe(III) salts (i.e.,
FeSO4·7H2O, 5.0 g and hydrated ammonium ferric sulfate (NH4)Fe(SO4)2·12H2O, 17.35 g)
in 50 mL of demineralized water under vigorous stirring at 40–50 ◦C for one hour. Sodium
hydroxide (5 M) was used for adjusting the pH to 10–12 and promoting the precipitation
of the nanoparticles. The reaction was prolonged for five hours at 45 ◦C, under constant
agitation. The precipitate was washed with Milli-Q water till neutralization of the rinsing
bath; the nanoparticles were magnetically separated, washed with acetone before being
dried at 50 ◦C for ten hours.

2.2.2. Phosphorylation of Guar Gum

Guar gum (1 g) was dissolved in DMF (55 mL before adding urea (15 g) under
continuous agitation and until of the reagents were completely dissolved. The mixture was
heated (under reflux) at 110 ± 5 ◦C for one hour. After cooling, phosphoric acid (13 mL,
85% w/w) mixed with DMF (20 mL), was dropped into the previous mixture and the
temperature was risen to 150 ◦C for three hours. The precipitate was collected by vacuum
filtration, washed with absolute ethanol before being air-dried to produce phosphorylated
guar gum (PGG) as a dense white precipitation; the conversion yield reached 95%, in terms
of mass balance, the amount of precipitate was close to 17 g (See Panel A in Scheme 1).
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Scheme 1. Pathways for the synthesis of sorbents (PGG@C and PGG@MC) ((A) PGG synthesis; (B) PGG@C synthesis; (C)
PGG@MC synthesis).

2.2.3. Synthesis of PGG-Chitosan Based Composites

A chitosan solution was prepared by dissolving the biopolymer (1 g) in an aqueous
acetic acid solution (50 mL, 5% w/w). After complete dissolving, the PGG powder produced
at the previous step was dropped into the solution and the mixture was heated under
continuous stirring at 50 ◦C for one hour. Epichlorohydrin (2 mL) diluted in dioxane (5 mL)
was dropped into the mixture and the pH was adjusted to 9 using NaOH solution (5 M)
before heating the mixture to 60 ◦C for three hours. A pale brown precipitate (PGG@C, 5.1 g)
is collected by filtration, washed with ethanol and finally dried (See Panel B in Scheme 1).
The same procedure was used for preparing the magnetic composite (PGG@MC, see Panel
C in Scheme 1), except that magnetite nanoparticles (3 g) were added simultaneously to
PGG (in the first step of this procedure). The sorbent was collected as a black precipitate
(8.5 g).

2.2.4. Synthesis of Chit and MChit Composite

The biopolymer (chitosan, 1 g) was dissolved in aqueous acetic acid solution (30 mL,
5%, w/w). For the preparation of MChit, magnetite nanoparticles (3 g) were added to the
chitosan solution under continuous stirring. The pH of the solution was controlled to 9
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using NaOH (5 M), before maintaining the suspension under reflux for 1 h. The same
method was applied to chitosan solution (without magnetite). The precipitates (pale yellow
for Chit and black for MChit) were recovered by vacuum filtration (or magnetic separation),
rinsed with water to remove unreacted reagents. The wet precipitates were dispersed
into an alkaline solution (30 mL, pH 10) containing epichlorohydrin (2 mL); the mixture
was maintained under agitation for 2 h at 50 ◦C. The precipitates were filtrated (Chit) or
magnetically collected (MChit) before washing with water and ethanol and final air-drying
at 50 ◦C for 10 h.

2.3. Characterization of Materials

The size and morphology of the sorbent were analyzed by transmission electron
microscopy (TEM, JEOL 1010, JEOL Ltd., Tokyo, Japan). Morphological and chemical
analysis studies were carried out using a scanning electron microscope coupled with
an energy dispersive X-ray analyzer (XL30-ESEM, Philips, FEI, Thermo Fisher Scientific,
Hillsboro, OR, USA). Fourier-transform infrared spectra were collected using a Mobile
IR-Portable FT-IR (Bruker Optics, Billerica, MA, USA). The crystallinity of magnetite was
characterized by X-ray diffraction patterns using an X-ray diffractometer X’Pert Pro (Philips,
Eindhoven, The Netherlands). The textural analysis of materials was carried out on a high-
speed surface area analyzer (Nova-e Series, Model 25, Quantachrome, Kingsville, TX, USA).
The thermal degradation of the materials was studied using a TGA thermogravimetric
analyzer (TGA 8000 Perkin Elmer, Villebon-sur-Yvette, France). X-ray diffraction patterns
were acquired on a Malvern Panalytical Empyrean system (Malvern Instruments, Malvern,
UK) equipped with an XPert MPD diffractometer, Generator: 30 mA and 40 kV for generator
setting and CuKα radiation.

2.4. Sorption Procedures

The sorption tests were performed in batch systems. A fixed volume of solution (V, L),
containing a fixed metal concentration (C0, mmol L−1) at pH0 (initial pH value) was mixed
with a given amount of sorbent (m, g) for t hours at room temperature (21 ± 1 ◦C). For
kinetics, samples were collected, filtrated (and/or magnetically separated) at fixed contact
times. The experimental conditions were adjusted in function of the specific experiments
(the detailed experimental conditions are reported in the caption of the figures). The
standard conditions correspond to C0: 100 mg U L−1 (~0.42 mmol U L−1); pH0: 4; sorbent
dosage (m/V): 0.833 g L−1; time 24 h. The pH was not adjusted during the sorption step
but the equilibrium pH (pHeq) was monitored at the end of the experiment. For sorption
isotherms, the initial concentration varied between 0.042 and 2.05 mmol U L−1. Desorption
was operated using 0.2 M HCl solutions; desorption kinetics were tested on metal-loaded
sorbents collected from uptake kinetics, using the same procedure (SD: 2.52 g L−1; time:
2 h). For recycling tests, the same procedures were used with water rinsing steps between
sorption and desorption operations. Selectivity tests were performed with equimolar
multi-component solutions (C0: 0.5 mmol L−1), according to the same methodologies.

The analysis of residual metal concentrations (Ceq, mmol U L−1) was performed using
the so-called Arsenazo III colorimetric method at λ: 655 nm for uranium [66] and 654 nm
for rare earth elements [67]. In the case of mixtures, uranium concentration was analyzed
by the oxidimetric titration method against ammonium vanadate [68,69]. Absorbance was
measured using a Shimadzu 160A (Shimadzu Corporation, Kyoto, Japan). The analysis
of other metals was performed by atomic absorption spectrometry (Unicam 969, Thermo
Electron Corporation, Waltham, MA, USA). The sorption capacity (q, mmol U g−1) was
calculated using the mass balance equation: q = (C0 − Ceq) × V/m.

The modeling of uptake kinetics and sorption isotherms were performed using the
conventional equations reported in Table S1a,b, respectively. The parameters were calcu-
lated using non-linear regression analysis (provided by Mathematica® software, Wolfram
Research, Champaign, IL, USA).
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2.5. Antimicrobial Tests

The antibacterial activity of prepared composite (PGG@C and PGG@MC) was assessed
using the agar well diffusion method against Bacillus subtilis ATCC6633, Staphylococcus
aureus ATCC6538 as Gram+ bacteria, and Escherichia coli ATCC8739, Pseudomonas aeruginosa
ATCC9022 as Gram− bacteria. Each bacterial species was individually streaked on Muller
Hinton agar plate (ready prepared, Oxoid, Thermo Fisher Scentific, UK) using sterilized
cotton swaps. Wells (0.8 mm in diameters) were prepared onto the inoculated plated
before being filled with 100 µL of suspension (400 µg/1.0 mL DMSO). The plates were
kept in the refrigerator (i.e., 4 ◦C) for 1 h, followed by incubation at 37 ◦C for 24 h. The
results were recorded as the diameter of the zone of inhibition (ZOI) formed around each
well by mm [70]. DMSO was running with the experiment as negative control. The ZOI
was expressed as the mean ± standard deviation of three independent replicates. Data
were subjected to analysis of variance (ANOVA) by the statistical package SPSS v17 (IBM,
Armonk, NY, USA). The mean difference comparison between the treatments was analyzed
by the Tukey HSD test at p < 0.05.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Characterization of Materials
3.1.1. Morphological Analysis-SEM and TEM

The size of magnetite nanoparticles (magnetite NPs, dark objects) immobilized in the
functionalized biopolymer matrix (light-colored) can be observed in Figure 1: dispersed
particles predominate (with sizes ranging between ~5 nm and ~8 nm); although some
aggregates or assemblies may be also observed. The distribution of the NPs is not ho-
mogeneous some zones of the composite are less densely filled. The same analysis was
performed after a sorption/desorption cycle. The TEM observation does not show apparent
changes in both the size and the distribution of the NPs in the composite after use.
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Figure S1 shows the morphology of sorbent particles (PGG@C and PGG@MC). The
PGG@C particles are irregular in both size (from ~5 µm to 50–60 µm for the largest,
consistently with the sieving of milled material at 63 µm) and shape (roughly cubic to
ovoid objects, with irregular surfaces). On the opposite hand, the PGG@MC shows smaller
objects (powdered structure) probably due to the effect of magnetite NPs.
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3.1.2. Textural Analysis-BET

The measurements of specific surface area (SBET, m2 g−1) and porous volume (Vp,
cm3 g−1) for PGG@C and PGG@MC clearly show the beneficial effect of the incorporation
of magnetite NPs on the textural properties of the sorbent. Indeed, the textural parameters
increase by one order of magnitude in the presence of magnetite NPs: SBET increases from
5.06 m2 g−1 for PGG@C to 80 m2 g−1 for PGG@MC, while the porous volume reaches
26.4 cm3 g−1 for PGG@MC (against only 1.66 cm3 g−1 for PGG@C).

3.1.3. Structural Analysis-XRD

The presence of magnetite is attested by the magnetic separation of PGG@MC:
Figure S2 shows the efficiency of a magnetic bar to separate sorbent microparticles from
the solution. This figure also shows the XRD diffraction pattern of the sorbent, which is
characterized by six peaks reported at 2θ = 30.33, 35.65, 43.27, 57.50, 63.08 and 74.41 degrees.
These signals correspond to magnetite (JCPDS: 01-075-0449) [71,72]. However, the pattern
is also very close to the pattern obtained for maghemite (JCPDS: 01-089-5892); this structure
is favored, especially for nano-objects by the oxidation of the magnetite.

Though the 2θ-angles (and their relative intensities) for the sorbent are closer from
the characteristics of magnetite, it is not possible rejecting that, at least, a fraction of the
magnetic NPs could be oxidized and converted into maghemite [72]. The d-spacing values
are also reported. For the most intense peak (at 2θ = 35.65 position), the d-spacing is
2.51830 Å. The application of the Scherrer equation allows approaching the average value
of crystallite size [71], close to 8.7 nm, which is consistent with the order of magnitude of
the NPs determined by TEM (Figure 1).

3.1.4. Thermogravimetric Analysis-TGA

The thermal degradation profiles are compared for PGG, PGG@C and PGG@MC in
Figure 2a (and Figure S3). The TGA of PGG is characterized by four steps:

(a) Below 151 ◦C, the weight loss reaches 6%, corresponding to water release and
volatile matters.

(b) Between 151 ◦C and 288.1 ◦C, the thermal degradation (about 60.5%) begins with
probable dissociation of the linkages between phosphonate groups and GG. Singha
et al. [50] reported the main degradation of GG between 230 ◦C and 320 ◦C (with a 49%
weight loss), while the grafting of other functional groups extended the temperature
range up to 400 ◦C.

(c) Between 288.1 ◦C and ~600 ◦C, the degradation continues progressively and almost
linearly (weight loss ~38%). This step in the process corresponds to the formation of
the char resulting from backbone degradation.

(d) Between ~600 ◦C and ~720 ◦C, a steeper step is observed corresponding to 28% weight
loss, associated with char degradation.

It is interesting to note that despite the presence of phosphorus-based groups, which
are well known for their fire-protecting properties, the composite loses about 98% of
its weight at 800 ◦C: ashes represent less than 2%. This degradation profile is notably
progressive with limited waves compared with the materials associated with chitosan
(PGG@C and PGG@MC). Much higher residues at 800–900 ◦C also characterize the profiles
of chitosan-based composites: 11.8% for PGG@C and up to 34.3% for PGG@MC. This
difference between the two composites is directly correlated to the presence of stable
magnetite, which proportion in the final product is close to 23%. This value is lower than
the expected fraction of magnetite in the composite (based on the synthesis procedure: all
other parameters maintained constant, the introduction of magnetite led to an increase
in the amount of composite from 5.1 g to 8.5 g (for PGG@C and PGG@MC, respectively);
this means a fraction of ~36%. The grafting of PGG on chitosan (PGG@C) increases the
final stability of the composite, although (a) the degradation profile is shifted toward lower
temperatures and (b) the transitions are more marked.
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Figure 2. Characterization of PGG, PGG@C and PGG@MC materials: (a) TGA curves, (b) FTIR spectra.

In the case of PGG@C, several waves can be observed apart the initial water and
volatile compounds release (below 193 ◦C–17.2% weight loss). The second phase corre-
sponds to the temperature range between 193 ◦C and 500 ◦C (loss ~50%, which is followed
by a steep weight loss, about ~10%); this may be associated with the degradation of
linkages, carbohydrate backbones, and amine degradation from chitosan. The weight
loss stabilizes up to ~630 ◦C, followed by a new degradation step up to 710 ◦C (about
9% weight loss): this is the final degradation of the char formed at temperature below
500–550 ◦C. The total weight loss reaches 88.15%. On the opposite hand, the incorporation
of magnetite nanoparticles increases the thermal stability of the composite expressed both
in terms of onset temperatures but also in the final residue (close to 34.3% at 900 ◦C),
logically attributed to residual magnetite (after ultimate degradation of the organic char).
For PGG@MC, the release of water and volatile organics represent about 10% at 145 ◦C,
the weight loss progressively increases up to 283 ◦C (weight loss: ~5%), before detecting
two degradation steps up to 485 ◦C (weight loss: ~31%) and up to 720 ◦C (weight loss:
~16%; char degradation). The little complementary weight loss (~4%) occurring at higher
temperature may be associated to changes in magnetite phase. The total weight loss stands
to 65.7%.

These differences between the three materials are confirmed by the DrTG curves
(Figure S3). Several weak peaks are observed on PGG profile but the highest peak is
detected at 651.6 ◦C. In the case of PGG@C, the highest peak appears at 508.0 ◦C, while
a broad and poorly resolved band reaches a local extreme at 318.0 ◦C. The amplitude
is increased with chitosan and even more with the magnetic composite. In the case of
PGG@MC, the sharp maximum is detected at 473.9 ◦C, while a smaller broad band is
identified at 253.3 ◦C. The grafting of PGG to chitosan affects the thermal degradation
of the polymer composite, while the incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles decreases
the temperature for intermediary degradation steps but globally increases the stability of
the composite.

3.1.5. Chemical Characterization–FTIR Spectroscopy

Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy can be used for characterizing the functional
groups present on the sorbents (Figure 2b and Figure S4), but also for identifying those
of the functional groups that are involved in metal binding (for supporting the interpre-
tation of sorption mechanisms (Figure 3 and Figure S5). At the highest wavenumbers
(Wn, in the range 3600–3200 cm−1), important differences are reported between PGG and
chitosan-supported materials. In the range 3200–3300 cm−1, the OH stretching vibration
is identified by a strong peak in PGG (GG naturally bears many hydroxyl groups), its
relative intensity decreases with chitosan-supported material (because of the decrease in
the relative proportion of OH-bearing GG). In the case of chitosan-bearing materials, a new
peak appears at 3481 cm−1, which can be clearly assigned to NH stretching vibration. The
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zone 2950–2800 cm−1 corresponds to –CH stretching vibrations, with a marked predomi-
nance of the symmetric stretching vibration –CH2 for PGG (compared with other materials
that show significant contributions of asymmetric stretching vibration at 2935 cm−1). A
sharp peak band (well defined at 1645 cm−1) is appearing on the spectrum of PGG@C;
this is usually assigned to amine (primary and/or secondary) stretching vibration [73],
possibly overlapped with amide group (C=O stretching vibration, from the contribution of
non-deacetylated chitosan) [74]. For PGG@MC a broader band is observed which may be
explained by the convolution with the peak appearing at around 1707 cm−1 on PGG@C;
this peak corresponds to C=O stretching in esters (correlated to the effect of epichlorohy-
drin crosslinking). The PGG spectrum is presenting a very broad and poorly resolved
band centered around 1640 cm−1, which may include contributions of ring stretching at
1648–1642 cm−1 [75], –OH stretching (from phosphonate groups), water (as occurring for
the regioselective phosphorylation of alginate, mediated by urea, [76]). The well-defined
peak at 1645 cm−1 on PGG@C is also clearly identified on the spectrum of MChit, as a tracer
of chitosan (and more generally carbohydrate). This convolution does not allow fine identi-
fication of the respective functional groups. Another peak is identified around 1465 cm−1

(identified on PGG@C as a single peak, on PGG as part of a double-peak at 1437 cm−1, and
in PGG@MC as part of a broader peak, at 1480–1420 cm−1); this peak may be assigned
to primary or secondary –OH bending vibration, overlapped with CH2 vibration in the
case of PGG. In PGG spectrum, the peak at 1437 cm−1 includes CH2 deformation and
bending vibrations [75]; this signal overlapped with the signal at 1465 cm−1 in PGG@MC
probably due to the contribution of magnetite. For wavenumbers lower than 1300 cm−1,
the differences between the three materials are more marked.
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Figure 3. FTIR spectra of PGG@C (a) and PGG@MC (b), after U(VI) sorption and after 5 cycles of recycling (focus on Wn.
Range: 1900–500 cm−1—Full Wn. Range see Figure S5).

In the case of PGG, four peaks are identified:

(a) 1268 cm−1: P=O stretching in phosphonate.
(b) 1070 cm−1: primary –OH stretching vibration, with contribution of P-OH stretching

vibration.
(c) 864 cm−1 (broad band): galactose and mannose rink (with possible contributions

of (1–4) linkages at ~930 cm−1, and P-O stretching vibration at Wn > 900 cm−1 and
P-O-C deformation vibration at Wn < 850 cm−1).

(d) 541 cm−1: P-O-C stretching vibration.

The synthesis of PGG@C and PGG@MC is strongly changing the FTIR profile due
to the appearance of the fingerprint of chitosan carbohydrate ring that overlaps with the
spectrum of GG. On PGG@C, strong peaks appear at 1209 cm−1, 1057 cm−1, 986 cm−1, and
870 cm−1, these peaks correspond to C-O stretching vibration in chitosan backbone [74].
This strong multiple-contribution overlaps with the peaks representative of GG and phos-
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phonate moieties (and their relevant signals). The peak at 792 cm−1 is assigned to OH
bending vibration. In the case of PGG@MC the typical peak observed at 582 cm−1 is a clear
marker of magnetite [72,77]. This peak appears at 577 cm−1 for MChit and 565 cm−1 for
MGG. The successive changes of FTIR spectra confirm the efficient phosphorylation of GG
(PGG), the association with chitosan (PGG@C) and the incorporation of magnetite NPs
(PGG@MC).

3.1.6. Surface Charge–pHPZC

Figure S6 shows the application of the pH-drift method for the determination of the
pHPZC values for PGG@C and PGG@MC, which are close to 5.60 and 4.84, respectively.
This means that in acidic solutions the sorbents will be protonated with possible repulsion
effects on the sorption of metal cations. The global positive charge progressively decreases
with increasing the pH turning negative above the respective pHPZC values. The sorbent is
mainly constituted of chitosan, guar gum and phosphonate groups, which have specific
acid-base properties. Hence, Sorlier et al. [78] reported that the pKa values of the amine
groups on chitosan depends on the degree of acetylation (DA) and the degree of neutral-
ization of the biopolymer; however, for the most conventional commercial sample (with
DA below 20%), the pKa, at full neutralization, stands between 6.3 and 6.4. On the other
side, Pal et al. [79] reported the isoelectric point of GG close to 2.2: GG in acidic conditions
may be considered neutral, while in mild acid conditions the biopolymer turns negatively
charged. The first ionization constant of phosphonic acids depends on the side chain bound
to phosphorus; however, for short chains the pKa values are close to 2.4 [80]. It means that
GG and phosphonate groups have similar acid behavior, while chitosan is bringing base
properties (associated with amine groups). The different compounds and their interactions
modulate the pHPZC values of the two sorbents. The shape of the curves shows some
breaks in the slopes that could precisely be related to the acid base contributions of the
acid and base moieties (for example, around pH0 6–6.5). Singha et al. [50] reported the
influence of the composition of guar gum-based terpolymer on their pHPZC values. These
values were close to 5.85–6.07 in the case of the grafting of GG with acrylamide sodium
propanoate (through solution polymerization of acrylamide (AM) and sodium acrylate
(SA)) [81]. It is noteworthy that despite the coating of magnetite nanoparticles with the
composite, the magnetic compartment affected the acid-base properties; provoking the
slight shift of pHPZC toward lower values (5.60→4.84). This shift is unexpected since the
pHPZC value of magnetite was reported in the range 6.8 [82] to 7.7 [83].

3.2. Sorption Performances–Synthetic Solutions
3.2.1. Sorption Mechanisms Correlated with FTIR Analysis

The effect of U(VI) sorption on PGG@C FTIR spectrum is illustrated by Figure 3 and
Figure S5. The figure also shows the FTIR spectrum of the sorbent after five recycling steps
(meaning after the fifth sorption/desorption cycle). The width of the peak at 1645 cm−1 is
enlarged after metal sorption, indicating that the chemical environment of amine groups is
affected by U(VI) binding. It is noteworthy that the desorption of the metal (after the fifth
cycle) does not fully restore the sharp peak initially observed at 1645 cm−1; this may be
also due to the protonation of amine groups (after acidic desorption). The sharp peak at
1465 cm−1 is only strongly reduced while other peaks are appearing at 1452 cm−1 (shift
of the initial peak) and at 1374 cm−1. The peak at 1209 cm−1, which was assigned to P=O
asymmetric stretching vibration almost disappears; meaning that phosphonate groups
contribute to U(VI) sorption. The series of peaks representative of chitosan carbohydrate
backbone (1180–920 cm−1) is globally respected; although less resolved. However, the peak
at 1057 cm−1 is split with appearance of a peak at 1029 cm−1 (which could be attributed
to a chemical environment similar to P-OR esters). This band was also observed on the
FTIR of uranyl nitrate (associated with sharp peaks at 940 cm−1 and 800 cm−1) [84]. The
wavenumber of U-O stretching is affected by the complexation with phosphate in the range
950–916 cm−1 depending on the composition of the extraction media [85]. The convolution
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of signals in this area and the broadening of the band may explain the disappearance
(by superposition) of the peak at 986 cm−1. The peaks at 870 cm−1 and 792 cm−1 (OH
bending vibrations overlapped with C-O stretching of chitosan backbone) are also strongly
reduced after metal sorption and the acid desorption does not allow restoring these peaks
on FTIR spectra. With U(VI) binding, a significant shoulder can be detected at 907 cm−1;
concomitantly with the peak at 1029 cm−1; this peak (shifted from 940 cm−1) may be
considered a tracer of uranyl binding. The intensity of the peaks at 653 cm−1 and 523 cm−1

(tracers of phosphonate group) are significantly reduced and shifted toward lower (i.e.,
628 cm−1) and higher (i.e., 563 cm−1) values, respectively. These observations mean that
amine groups, hydroxyl groups, and phosphonate groups are involved in uranyl binding.
It is noteworthy that for many of these bands the reuse and desorption of uranyl does
not restore the FTIR spectrum. However, the comparison of sorption and desorption
efficiencies investigated over five cycles shows a remarkable stability in performances (see
below); this means that the apparent chemical changes are not breaking at all in terms of
metal binding. The analysis of the FTIR spectra for PGG@MC (before, after U(VI) binding
and after fives cycles of sorption and desorption) are roughly confirming the same trends,
pending the specific modifications of the spectra associated with the interactions of the
matrix with magnetite nanoparticles (less–resolved spectrum in the fingerprint area of
chitosan carbohydrate ring. The most significant changes are observed on the vibrations
associated to amine groups (in the region around 1637 cm−1), OH bending groups (i.e.,
around 1431 cm−1), phosphonate-based vibrations (shifts 1036 cm−1 to 1063 cm−1), and
obviously the appearance of the peak at 931 cm−1 (representative of uranyl U-O stretching
in UO2

2+) [85].

3.2.2. PH Effect

The pH influences the overall charge of the sorbent (protonation/deprotonation of
reactive groups), but also the speciation of metal ions in the solution (Figure S7). Therefore,
this parameter strongly controls the sorption performance. Figure 4 shows the progressive
increase of U(VI) sorption capacity with incrementing the equilibrium pH (pHeq), especially
between pH 1 and pH 4; above pH 4.2 the sorption capacity stabilizes for conventional
materials; the stabilization begins around pH 3.7 for phosphorylated sorbents. The sorption
was not tested at pH0 above 5 because of the occurrence of precipitation phenomena
(preceded by the formation of polynuclear species and colloidal species). This figure also
illustrates the beneficial effect of the phosphorylation of the materials. Indeed, for Chit and
GG (and their magnetic composites) the sorption capacity (under selected experimental
conditions) increases from ~0.02 mmol U g−1 to 0.06–0.1 mmol U g−1 from pH0 1 to 4.5.
On the opposite hand, the phosphorylated materials show sorption capacities increasing
from ~0.07 mmol U g−1 to 0.43–0.49 mmol U g−1. The functionalized composites showed
sorption capacities increased by 4 to 5 times; this is a clear justification of the strategy
adopted for designing the sorbent. The incorporation of magnetite leads to a decrease in
sorption capacity by ~13%. This decrease can be partially explained by the decrease in
the effective amount of reactive groups; indeed, TGA tests showed that about 23% of the
mass of the sorbent is constituted of magnetite with lower reactivity for U(VI) than the
phosphorylated polymer.

The quasi-linear increase in the sorption capacity with the pH (below pHeq 4, which is
below the pHPZC of both PGG@C and PGG@MC) is directly correlated with the progres-
sive deprotonation of reactive groups at the surface of the sorbent. Figure S7 shows the
large predominance of free UO2

2+ species at pH below 4; with progressive appearance
of hydrolyzed and polynuclear species at pH 3.5. All the species present in solution are
cationic causing electrostatic repulsion with protonated reactive groups; increasing the pH
progressively reduces this repulsion: the sorption capacity increases. The stabilization at
pH superior to 3.7 for PGG@C and PGG@MC may be correlated with the appearance of
polynuclear species. In the case of uranyl sorption on fungal biomass, the most reactive
groups are amine groups of chitosan-based constituent of the cell wall; Guibal et al. [86]
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showed the preference of these amine groups for polynuclear uranyl species. In the present
case, the amine groups of chitosan may contribute to uranyl binding; however, phospho-
nate appear to be more reactive and to have marked preference for free-uranyl species
because of the effects of steric hindrance and differential affinity.
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48 h; v: 200 rpm; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C).

The sorption process is frequently associated with pH changes that may be caused
by proton binding or release on the sorbent and/or U(VI) equilibrium displacement due
to metal binding. Figure S8 shows the pH variation occurring during metal sorption. At
pH below 3.5, the equilibrium pH tends to slightly increase (by less than 0.5 pH unit) for
all the sorbents. Above pH 3.5, the pH is almost not affected by metal sorption in the
case of Chit, MChit, GG and MGG while for phosphorylated sorbents the pH tends to
decrease by 0.5 pH unit. The formation and partial binding of hydrolyzed species (which
shifts uranyl speciation) may explain this pH decrease. The distribution ratio (D = qeq/Ceq,
L g−1) increases with equilibrium pH (Figure S9); its log10 plot may be used, in ion-
exchange processes, for evaluating the stoichiometric exchange ratio between metal ions
and protons through the determination of the slope. In the case of PGG@C and PGG@MC,
the slope is closed to +0.5, meaning that two protons may be exchanged with one uranyl
ion (Figure S9). In the case of Chit and MChit, the slope is close to +0.23–0.24, while for GG
and MGG the slope tends to +0.17 (not shown). The phosphonate reactive groups involve
different modes of interaction with uranyl than the raw biopolymers.

3.2.3. Uptake Kinetics
Mechanical Agitation

Under selected experimental conditions, the uptake kinetics is relatively fast: about
50 min for raw Chit and GG polymers and 30 min for phosphorylated materials (Figure 5).
It is noteworthy that the incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles allows reducing the
equilibrium time to 40 min for raw polymers and 20 min for PGG@MC. This beneficial effect
of magnetite NPs counterbalances the slight reduction in sorption capacities at equilibrium
(Table 1).
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Sorbent 
Agitation 

Mode 
qeq,exp. 
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qeq,1 

(mmol U g−1) 
k1 × 102 
(min−1) 

R2 AIC 

Chit MA 0.094 0.104 4.94 0.991 −141 
GG MA 0.070 0.075 5.19 0.971 −134 

PGG@C #1 MA 0.488 0.512 7.83 0.995 −107 
PGG@C #2 MA 0.481 0.510 7.54 0.990 −100 

MChit MA 0.065 0.067 10.4 0.985 −141 
MGG MA 0.062 0.064 9.34 0.989 −149 

PGG@MC #1 MA 0.433 0.446 11.3 0.990 −103 
PGG@MC #2 MA 0.438 0.454 10.5 0.986 −99 

PGG@C UT 0.501 0.501 25.6 0.998 −123 
PGG@MC UT 0.397 0.398 28.7 0.989 −106 

MA: Mechanical Agitation; UT, Ultrasonic Treatment. 
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Figure 5. U(VI) uptake kinetics using Chit, GG, and PGG@C sorbents: non-magnetic (a) and magnetic (b) sorbents–Modeling
with the PFORE (C0: 0.42 mmol U L−1; pH0: 4; Sorbent dosage, SD: 300 mg L−1; v: 200 rpm; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C).

Table 1. Parameters of the PFORE for the modeling of uptake kinetics for the different sorbents.

Sorbent Agitation
Mode

qeq,exp.
(mmol U g−1)

qeq,1
(mmol U g−1)

k1 × 102

(min−1) R2 AIC

Chit MA 0.094 0.104 4.94 0.991 −141
GG MA 0.070 0.075 5.19 0.971 −134

PGG@C #1 MA 0.488 0.512 7.83 0.995 −107
PGG@C #2 MA 0.481 0.510 7.54 0.990 −100

MChit MA 0.065 0.067 10.4 0.985 −141
MGG MA 0.062 0.064 9.34 0.989 −149

PGG@MC
#1 MA 0.433 0.446 11.3 0.990 −103

PGG@MC
#2 MA 0.438 0.454 10.5 0.986 −99

PGG@C UT 0.501 0.501 25.6 0.998 −123
PGG@MC UT 0.397 0.398 28.7 0.989 −106

MA: Mechanical Agitation; UT, Ultrasonic Treatment.

Uptake kinetics may be controlled by different mechanisms, including resistances to
bulk, external film and intraparticle diffusions, and the proper reaction kinetics (which may
be fitted by models such as pseudo-first and pseudo-second order rate equations, PFORE
and PSORE, respectively). Providing a sufficient agitation allows reducing the contribution
of resistance to bulk and film diffusion (mainly active within the first minutes of contact).
The three models of resistance to intraparticle diffusion (the so-called Crank equation, [87]),
PFORE and PSORE are reminded in Table S1a [88].

Table 1 summarizes the parameters for the PFORE, while the parameters for PSORE
and RIDE are reported in Tables S2 and S3. The comparisons of determination coefficients
and values of Akaike information criterion (AIC) confirm that the PFORE fits experi-
mental profiles much better than the PSORE (Figure S10 and Table S2) and the RIDE
(Figure S11 and Table S3).

The discussion of mathematical fits may introduce some interpretation bias. Si-
monin [89] and Hubbe et al. [90] identified and discussed some of the major errors that may
lead to misinterpretation of the kinetic profiles based on inappropriate selection of experi-
mental conditions, such as, among others, excessive variation of solute concentration (i.e.,
excessive sorbent compared with solute concentration). Concluding that the mathematical
fit of experimental profile can explain and differentiate between, for example, physical and
chemical sorption may be erroneous. Hubbe et al. [90] concluded more specifically that
frequently the experimental conditions do not fulfill the assumptions associated with the
PSORE, making the interpretation debatable.

The calculated values for qm,1 (in the PFORE) slightly overestimate the effective sorp-
tion capacities at equilibrium by less than 4% for phosphorylated sorbents. As expected, the
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equilibrium sorption capacities for phosphorylated sorbents are about 4 to 5 times higher
than the values obtained for raw polymers (both non-magnetic and magnetic samples). It is
noteworthy that the experimental profiles (and their modeling) are reproducible (variations
remain below 2%). The apparent reaction rates (i.e., k1) are also remarkably reproducible
(variation in the range 3.8–7.6%) with higher value for PGG@MC than for PGG@C: (faster
for magnetic material, consistently with equilibrium time): 6.69 ± 0.15 × 10−2 min−1

and 10.9 ± 0.4 × 10−2 min−1, respectively. These values are higher than those obtained
with Chit and GG sorbents; the incorporation of magnetic NPs also increases the value of
the apparent rate coefficients for the composite biopolymers (almost doubled). This may
be directly connected by the improvement of textural properties of the sorbent with the
incorporation of magnetite nanoparticles (both in terms of SBET and Vp, see Section 3.1.2).
The phosphorylation improves not only the sorption capacity (through the increase in the
density and reactivity of functional groups) but also the mass transfer properties (higher
density at the surface of the sorbent).

Though the RIDE fails to fit the experimental profile in the intermediary time range
(5–45 min), the model can be used for approaching the order of magnitude of the intraparticle
diffusion coefficient and comparing the different sorbents. Awakura et al. [91] reported the
decrease of uranyl diffusivity coefficient (from 5 × 10−8 m2 min−1 to 3× 10−8 m2 min−1) with
increasing the concentration of sulfate in the solution containing high concentrations of sulfate
(i.e., 100→200 g L−1). Taking into account the size of sorbent particles (below 63 µm) and the
kinetic profiles modeled with the RIDE, the effective diffusivity coefficient in the sorbents are
about 4 orders of magnitude lower: 1.16–1.33 × 10−11 m2 min−1 for non-magnetic sorbents
and 4.4–5.3× 10−12 m2 min−1 for magnetic sorbents (being comparable for raw biopolymers
and functionalized materials). This gap clearly demonstrates that the resistance to intraparticle
diffusion plays a non-negligible role in the control of mass transfer.

Sonication-Assisted Sorption

The mass transfer properties may be enhanced using different strategies such as
playing with the porosity of the materials, and decreasing the size of sorbent particles.
However, recent studies have clearly showed the beneficial effect using alternative modes of
agitation. The sorption performance can be strongly improved by application of ultrasonic
treatment (UT) [92] or microwave activation [93]); in the latter case the kinetic rate is
drastically accelerated while the equilibrium sorption is dramatically decreased.

Figure 6 confirms the enhancement of mass transfer properties when applying ultra-
sonic treatment (power: 160 W; frequency: 25 kHz): the equilibrium time decreases to
15 min (more than 98% of total sorption occurs within the first 10 min) and the initial slope
of the kinetic profile is strongly increased. The apparent rate coefficients are significantly
improved while using UT: from 7.69 ± 0.15 × 10−2 min−1 to 25.6 × 10−2 min−1 in the case
of PGG@C and from 10.9± 0.4× 10−2 min−1 to 28.7× 10−2 min−1 in the case of PGG@MC.
However, it is important reporting that the ultrasonic treatment hardly affects the sorption
capacity at equilibrium for PGG@C (∆: −2%) while the sorption capacity decreases by
16% for PGG@MC. The ultrasonic activation is not really justified for the magnetic sorbent.
It is noteworthy that the UT improves the fitting of experimental profiles by the PFORE.
Figures S12 and S13 reports the modeling of kinetic profiles with the PSORE and the RIDE,
respectively. The enhancement of mass transfer is also confirmed by the increase in the
effective diffusivity (by a factor 2.4–2.8) when the system was submitted to UT (Table 1).
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Figure 6. Effect of ultrasonic treatment (UT) on U(VI) uptake kinetics using Chit, GG, and PGG@C sorbents: non-magnetic
(a) and magnetic (b) materials–Modeling with the PFORE (C0: 0.42 mmol U L−1; pH0: 4; Sorbent dosage, SD: 300 mg L−1;
v: 200 rpm; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C).

3.2.4. Sorption Isotherms

The sorption isotherms represent the distribution of the solute between the liquid
and solid phases for different metal concentrations, at fixed temperatures. The sorption
isotherms for PGG@C and PGG@MC show similar trends (Figure 7): the sorption capacity
steeply increases at low metal concentration (almost irreversible shape) followed by a
saturation plateau reached for residual concentrations close to 0.4–0.45 mmol U L−1, and
maximum sorption capacities close to 1.28 mmol U g−1 and 1.16 mmol U g−1 for PGG@C
and PGG@MC, respectively. The loss in sorption capacity (i.e., 9.4%) is lower than expected,
based on the actual fraction of magnetite in the sorbent (about 23%); this means that the
presence of magnetite increases the accessibility and availability of reactive groups in
the composite.
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Figure 7. U(VI) sorption isotherms using Chit, GG and PGG@C sorbents: non-magnetic (a) and magnetic (b) materials–
Langmuir modeling (pH0: 4; SD: 833 mg L−1; Time: 48 h; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C; v: 200 rpm).

The sorption isotherms of raw biopolymers (and their magnetic composites) shows
much less favorable sorption isotherms: lower initial slope (assimilated to sorbent affinity
for the metal) and lower sorption capacities. The saturation plateau is probably not reached
even for residual concentrations as high as 2 mmol U L−1. The sorption isotherms have
been modeled using some of the most conventional models (i.e., Langmuir, Freundlich and
Sips equations, Table S1b). The shape of the sorption isotherms for phosphorylated sorbents
(with a saturation plateau) is not consistent with the power-like function adopted by the
Freundlich equation. The Langmuir model supposes the sorption to occur as a monolayer
with no interactions between sorbed molecules and with homogeneous distribution of
sorption energies at the surface of the sorbent. The Langmuir equation is more appropriate
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for approaching the saturation plateau of the experimental sorption isotherms. This
is confirmed by the comparison of the determination coefficients and the AIC values
(Table 2, Table S4 and Table S5).

Table 2. Parameters of the Langmuir equation for the modeling of sorption isotherms for the
different sorbents.

Sorbent qm,exp.
(mmol U g−1)

qm,L.
(mmol U g−1)

bL
(L mmol−1)

qm,L × bL
(L g−1) R2 AIC

Chit 0.288 0.482 0.888 0.428 0.988 −92
GG 0.256 0.472 0.694 0.328 0.970 −85

PGG@C #1 1.29 1.33 46.6 62.1 0.969 −47
PGG@C #2 1.27 1.30 47.6 62.0 0.966 −47

MChit 0.239 0.494 0.541 0.267 0.979 −90
MGG 0.203 0.457 0.467 0.214 0.964 −88

PGG@MC
#1 1.16 1.22 23.6 28.7 0.984 −57

PGG@MC
#2 1.15 1.22 20.3 24.9 0.979 −55

The calculated values of qm,L overestimates the experimental sorption capacities
at saturation of the sorbent (by 2.5% to 5.6%). The affinity coefficient (bL) is about
5 times greater for functionalized sorbents compared with raw biopolymers (both on
non-magnetic and magnetic forms). It is remarkable that the affinity coefficient decreases
from 47.1 ± 0.5 L mmol−1 to 22.0± 1.7 L mmol−1 after the incorporation of magnetite NPs.
The product qm,L × bL (L g−1) is analogous to a distribution coefficient; this parameter is
correlated with the initial slope of the sorption isotherm. The highest the parameter, the
greater the affinity of the sorbent for the target metal ion. These values clearly demonstrate
the superiority scale: PGG@C >> PGG@MC >>> Chit > GG > MChit > MGG. The introduc-
tion of a third-adjustable parameter in the Sips equation does not significantly the quality
of the fits of experimental parameters (as confirmed by the values of the AIC). The values
of this supplementary parameter (i.e., nS) vary between 0.80 and 0.94 for PGG@C, while
PGG@MC (between 1 and 1.2 for raw biopolymers and their magnetic composites); this
confirms the weak impact of the Freundlich-type exponent in this equation for simulating
the sorption isotherms.

Table S6 summarizes U(VI) sorption performances of a series of sorbents recently
reported in literature (including commercial resins). These sorption properties are strongly
controlled by experimental parameters and more specifically the pH of the solution. This
makes the direct comparison of the performances relatively complex. Some materials
shows outstanding sorption performances: for example, diethylenetriamine tethered meso-
porous silica shows maximum sorption capacities as high as 3.87 mmol U g−1 at pH 6 [94];
this high pH value makes questionable the occurrence or contribution of precipitation
phenomena (depending on the effective composition of the solution). Uranyl sorption
reaches 2.63 mmol U g−1 for phosphonic acid functionalized cellulose at pH 5 [95]. On the
opposite hand, some commercial resins show much lower sorption capacities applied for
the treatment of very acidic solutions. Sorption capacity does not exceed ~0.3 mmol U g−1

for Tulsion CH-96 in 4 M HNO3 solutions [96], 0.49 mmol U g−1 for Purolite A400 at
pH 1.9 [22], or 0.71 mmol U g−1 on magnetic phosphine oxide/amino functionalized sor-
bent at pH 0.5 [97]. At the pH selected for the current study (i.e., pH 4), the sorption
performance for PGG@C and PGG@MC (i.e., 1.15–1.28 mmol U g−1 and 22–47 L mmol−1)
is consistent with the highest values reported in terms of maximum sorption capacity and
affinity coefficient for the most efficient alternative sorbents. The equilibrium time also
corresponds to the values reported for the most efficient sorbents in terms of kinetic criteria.
The functionalization of guar gum and its association with chitosan make the sorbents very
promising for uranyl recovery. The next sections examine some issues on the selectivity
and recycling possibilities of these materials for evaluation of their operative potential.
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3.2.5. Sorption in Multi-Component Solutions–Selectivity

The effect of pH0 on the sorption of U(VI) from multi-elemental equimolar solutions
(i.e., U, Nd as representative of rare earth elements, REEs, Mg, Ca and Si as representative
of aluminosilicate ore background) (Figure 8). This figure clearly demonstrates the marked
preference of the sorbent for U(VI) and Nd(III) compared with Ca(II), Mg(II) and Si(IV),
and confirms the enhanced sorption at pH close to 4. The sorption capacities of the
PGG@MC sorbent reach ~0.8 mmol g−1 for U(VI) and Nd(III), while for the other metals
(or metalloid) the sorption capacity does not exceed 0.16 mmol g−1 at pH0 4. The sorbents
have comparable sorption levels, under selected conditions, for U(VI) and Nd(III) The
Pearson’s rules (hard and soft acid base theory) set that the hard acids react preferentially
with hard bases (and reciprocally). The selected metals (including alkali earth metals and
Si(IV)) are all classified as hard bases. The functional groups on the sorbents (i.e.; amine
and phosphonate groups) are considered hard bases; this may explain the affinity of the
sorbent for U(VI) and Nd(III) but does not support the relatively weak sorption of other
competitor ions. The comparisons of hydrated radius [98], ionic radius and softness [99],
solution-phase electronegativity [100] for the different elements do not allow correlating
these physicochemical properties with their sorption onto PGG@C and PGG@MC.
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Ca(II) and Si(IV) from equimolar multi-component solutions (C0: 0.5 mmol L−1; SD: 833 mg L−1;
v: 200 rpm; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C; Time: 10 h; Σ: cumulative sorption capacity).

It is noteworthy that the cumulative sorption capacities are close to 1.67 mmol g−1 and
1.89 mmol g−1 for PGG@C and PGG@MC; these values are higher (by 44–47%) than the
maximum sorption capacities reported in Table 2 for U(VI) alone. This is a clear evidence
that the different metals are not necessarily bound on the same reactive groups (nor the
same mechanisms).

Selected experimental conditions (especially equimolarity) allows calculating the
selectivity coefficient, SCmetal1/metal2 according to:

SCMe1/Me =
DMe1

DMe2
=

qeq,Me1 × Ceq,Me2

Ceq,Me1 × qeq,Me2
(1)
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The SC values for U(VI) and Nd(III) against other metals for the different values of
equilibrium pH are reported in Figure S14. The high affinity of the sorbents for both U(VI)
and Nd(III) may explain the small values of SCU/Nd (and SCNd/U) that range between 0.3 and
3. It is noteworthy that PGG@C has a little preference for Nd(III) against U(VI) at pHeq 1.29
(SCNd/U~2.1) contrary to PGG@MC that shows greater preference in acidic solutions for
U(VI) over Nd(III) (SCU/Nd~3.3). Apart this specific issue, the two sorbents have roughly
the same selectivity against other competitor ions. The selectivity for these strategic metals
against alkali-earth metals and Si(IV) significantly increases with the pH:SC values range
between 10 and 40 at pHeq~3.5. The scale of overall selectivity of the sorbents follows the
trend: U(VI)~Nd(III) >> Mg(II) > Ca(II) >> Si(IV).

This scale cannot be directly correlated with the physicochemical properties of these
metal ions (and metalloid), as reported above. This may result from the occurrence of
different mechanisms and contributions of different reactive groups, in addition to the
proper effects of metal speciation.

Actually, the pHPZC of the two sorbents are 5.60 and 4.84 for PGG@C and PGG@MC,
respectively. This means that the two sorbents are positively charged in the experimental
range of pH variation (i.e., from 1 to 4). Merdivan et al. [101] investigated the sorption
properties of a phosphonate-grafted resin for the removal of U(VI) and other transitions
metal ions. They reported the highest selectivity of the phosphonate-resin for U(VI) against
other heavy metals at pH 4. Obviously, increasing the pH progressively decreases the over-
all charge making it possible enhancing metal sorption. As observed for mono-component
solutions, the sorption capacities increase with the pH for multi-metal compositions. It
is noteworthy that for both magnetic and non-magnetic sorbents, the sorption capacities
more specifically increase when the pH is shifted from 3 to 4. This may be associated to the
dissociation of functional groups: the pKa of primary amine groups of chitosan is close to
6.3, while phosphonate moieties have more acidic pKa values. These are the last functional
groups who are the most sensitive to pH (in the investigated range).

Lanthanides, as do actinides, form a so-called inner transition series, characterized
by strong ionic bonding and weaker covalent bonding properties. The deprotonation
of phosphonate is thus expected to improve their sorption properties. According Xu
et al. [102], who correlated the acid softness index with the Gibbs free energies of formation,
actinides and lanthanides have stronger hard behavior than alkali-earth elements such as
Ca and Mg. The selectivity scale follows this trend. Yang and Alexandratos [103] discussed
the effect of several parameters such as the acidity of the solution on metal speciation and
ligand protonation for the selective sorption of lanthanide on different resins in relation
with the polarizability of the donor atoms, and heir hydration behavior. Combining
appropriate acid-base properties, with hydrophilic reactive groups (for example grafting
sulfonic groups) allow better matching the sorption to target metals (taking into account
their softness, hydration and acid-base properties).

3.2.6. Uranium Desorption and Sorbent Recycling

Different types of eluents can be used for the elution of uranium from metal-loaded
resins and sorbents [104], including acid solutions [105] but also carbonate
eluents [106–108]. Based on the sensitivity of sorption performance to pH, logically acidic
solutions have been selected for processing the desorption of U(VI) from loaded sorbents.
Hydrochloric acid solutions (0.2 M) have been used for processing the desorption of U(VI)
from metal-loaded sorbents (collected from sorption kinetics): Figure S15 compares the
kinetic profiles for the different materials. These curves confirm the high efficiency of
0.2 M HCl solution for the recovery of uranium: uranyl ions are completely eluted after
15–30 min. It is noteworthy that the incorporation of magnetite tends to enhance the ve-
locity of elution: the curves are shifted toward lower contact times (by ~10 min). The
desorption process is faster than the sorption one (equilibrium reached after 60 min).

The recycling of the sorbent is another important criterion for evaluating the potential
for industrial application of newly designed sorbents. Table 3 compares the sorption and



Molecules 2021, 26, 1920 19 of 28

desorption performances for the two sorbents over five successive cycles. The sorption
efficiency slightly decreases with the recycling; however, the loss at the fifth cycle does
not exceed 5–6%. On the other side, the desorption is remarkably stable all along the five
cycles: the desorption efficiency remains higher than 99%. These results show the high
effectiveness of PGG@C and PGG@MC for sorbent recycling.

Table 3. Sorbent recycling-Sorption and desorption efficiencies for 5 successive cycles

Sorption Desorption

Sorbent Cycle Sorption
Efficiency (%) Std. Dev. Desorption

Efficiency (%) Std. Dev.

PGG@C

1 97.0 0.1 100.0 0.0
2 95.9 0.1 99.9 0.0
3 94.1 0.2 100.0 0.1
4 93.1 0.2 99.5 0.5
5 92.2 [−5%] 0.1 98.9 0.3

PGG@MC

1 89.9 0.6 99.6 0.0
2 89.1 0.4 100.0 0.0
3 87.5 1.0 100.3 0.4
4 85.5 0.6 100.1 0.0
5 84.6 [−6%] 1.1 99.7 0.3

Sorption: C0: 0.42 mmol U L−1; pH0: 4; SD: 833 mg L−1; time: 24 h; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C. Desorption: 0.2 M HCl eluent;
SD: 2.5 g L−1; time: 2 h; T: 21 ± 1 ◦C.

3.3. Treatment of Ore Leachate
3.3.1. Ore Origin and Pre-Treatment

Uraniferous shale is found mainly in the Um Bogma Formation in the southwestern
Sinai. The ore material was collected from Allouga mining area; Figure S16 shows the
location and geological map of the relevant area. This ore material is characterized by
a relatively high chloride concentration that, in most cases, ranges between 3–7% (w/w)
(Table S7) [109]. Actually, the sedimentary rocks in Sinai represent a kind of exception in
the field of uranium resources, regarding the levels of chloride. Chloride ions can be also
identified in the pyro metallurgical treatment of uranium ores (roasting in the presence
of Cl-salts). These high levels yield an adverse effect on uranium recovery from acid
leachates [110]. Indeed, when the concentration exceeds 3 g L−1, chloride ions strongly
compete with uranium for binding on quaternary amine resins (the type of resin commonly
used for extraction of U from acid leachates). To avoid these problems, ore materials is
water-washed prior to processing the leaching step. Actually, the duration of the washing
process depends on the ore grade (chloride content), grain size and the flow rate of the
washing water. The washing step was stopped when the outlet solution contained around
3 g Cl L−1. Figure S17 shows the evolution of the concentrations of Cl− (g L−1) and U(VI)
(mg L−1) for successive 20-mL volume fractions during the washing step of the ore. It is
necessary processing 20 fractions (i.e., a total volume of 400 mL) to reach the target value
(i.e., 3 g Cl L−1) for residual chloride ions in the washing pregnant solution (WPS). The
effluent of this washing step (WPS, washing pregnant solution) was collected; the presence
of chloride in the ore allowed extracting several metal ions, which make the effluent both
highly contaminant and an environmental challenge for the operator. Table S8 reports the
composition of the solution produced by water washing (volume: 400 mL) of 1 kg of ore
(size: 7–15 mm), packed in a column (diameter: 9 cm; height: 90 cm). The column was fed
down flow (2 mL min−1; i.e., superficial flow velocity, SFV: 0.02 m h−1). Relevant figures
are the chloride content close to 34.6 g Cl L−1 and the concentration of uranium set at
9.05 mg U L−1. The initial pH of this solution is 6.3.
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3.3.2. Treatment of WPS (Washing Pregnant Solution)

The sorption tests were performed using the same batch procedure, testing three
different values of pH: the natural pH (i.e., pH0 6.3 and pHeq: 5.88–5.94), pH0 2.01
(pHeq: 2.29–2.31), and pH0 4.02 (pHeq: 3.85–3.98). After 5 h of contact, the residual
concentrations of a series of metal ions (and Si(IV)) were measured. Figure S18 shows that
sorption efficiency increases with equilibrium pH whatever the element considered. It is
noteworthy that U(VI) uptake ranges between 83% and 89% for PGG@MC and PGG@C,
respectively: the high affinity of the sorbents for U(VI) and the low initial concentration
of uranyl (i.e., 38 µmol U L−1) can both explain this remarkable performance. For low-
concentration metal ions (i.e., Zn(II) and Ni(II), 86 µmol Zn L−1 and 35 µmol Ni L−1) the
sorbents have higher sorption efficiency for Zn(II) than for Ni(II) (both of them being part
of the borderline class according Pearson’s rules [111]). Among the predominant metal
ions (i.e., Al(III) and Ca(II) at 3377 µmol Al L−1 and 3590 µmol Ca L−1), only Ca(II) is
significantly sorbed: efficiency ranges between 26% and 29% (less than 16%) at pHeq ~5.9.
For the elements having an intermediary concentration (i.e., 350–1240 µmol L−1), except
for Mn(II) (efficiency ranging between 13% and 17%) the other metals ions (i.e., Cu(II) and
Fe(III)) and Si(IV) are sorbed at levels between 27% and 39%.

The affinity of the sorbents for selected metals in such a complex solution may be also
compared using the selectivity coefficient (SCU/metal). Figure 9 shows that the selectivity of
the sorbents for U(VI) against other metal ions and metalloid increases with the pH (except
for Ni(II) and PGG@MC where the selectivity for U(VI) over (Ni(II) reaches a maximum at
pHeq = 3.85). In addition, the values for PGG@C are generally greater than for PGG@MC.
The selectivity scales are as follows:

For PGG@C: Mn(II) > Al(III) > Ni(II) > Ca(II) > Fe(III) > Cu(II) > Si(IV) > Zn(II).

For PGG@MC: Al(III) > Mn(II) > Cu(II) > Ca(II) > Fe(III) > Ni(II) > Si(IV) > Zn(II).
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These scales cannot be directly correlated to the physicochemical properties of these
metals ions (and metalloid), as reported in Table S9. It is also important reporting that
U(VI) and most of the elements belong to the so-called Pearson’s hard class (hard acids),
except Ni(II), Cu(II) and Zn(II), which are borderline. While Cu(II) and Ni(II) are in the
middle of the scale, Zn(II) is the metal ions for which the selectivity coefficient is the lower.
Predicting the preferences through the physicochemical characteristics of the metal ions is
thus difficult. The differences in the concentrations, the coexistence of different reactive
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groups and the effects of metal speciation may explain the difficulty in correlating these
data. Anyway, the optimum pH (corresponding to the natural pH) the lowest selectivity
coefficients are close to 6 for PGG@C and up to 10 for PGG@MC for U(VI) against Zn(II).

Figure S19 shows the semi-quantitative EDX analysis of the sorbents after being
exposed to the WPS. As expected the major elements are associated with the sorbents: C,
O, N and P for PGG@C, completed with Fe for PGG@MC (for magnetite). In addition, U
element represents a substantial fraction of the sorbents (i.e., ~10% for PGG@C and ~6.6%
for PGG@MC, w/w). Other metal ions are identified consistently with the trends reported
above, and their initial concentrations: high amounts of Al, Ca, Si, in addition to Na, Mg.

Despite the huge amount of chloride in the solution (i.e., ~30 g Cl L−1), PGG@C
and PGG@MC have outstanding sorption efficiency for U(VI) and remarkable selectivity
against other metals (including those that are in excess).

3.4. Antibacterial Application

The blank test showed that DMSO does not exhibit any activity against tested bacterial
strains. Apparently, the antibacterial activities associated with PGG@MC composite are
little higher than those observed with PGG@C (Figure 10): the ZOI reached 13.3 ± 0.5 mm
and 14.3 ± 0.6 mm, respectively, for B. subtilis, and 15.3 ± 0.6 mm and 15.5 ± 0.5 mm for
S. aureus, respectively. It is noteworthy that PGG@C does not exhibit any activity against
Gram-negative bacteria as compared with PGG@MC. The ZOI caused by PGG@MC against
E. coli and P. aeruginosa was 11.3 ± 0.3 and 12.2 ± 1.04 mm, respectively. However, the
analysis of variance shows that the differences are not statistically significant between
PGG@C and PGG@MC for Gram-positive bacteria (with p = 0.101), while there are statis-
tically significant for Gram-negative bacteria (with p ≤ 0.001). These data are consistent
with Haldorai et al. [61], who reported that the antibacterial activity of chitosan-doped
magnetite (Fe3O4) was better than the activity of each one used alone. Magnetite/chitosan
composite exhibited antibacterial activity against E. coli and B. subtilis with ZOI of 16.0± 0.5
and 18.0 ± 0.5 mm, respectively [70]. In their study on the inhibition of biofilms, Gonçalves
et al. [112] concluded that generally carboxymethylchitosan is more effective for preventing
the formation of Gram-negative biofilm than Gram-positive. The cell wall of Gram-positive
bacteria is characterized by the presence of an external layer of peptidoglycans and an inter-
nal layer (plasmic membrane) phospholipids-rich. On the opposite hand, Gram-negative
bacteria have a cell wall constituted of phospholipids-rich layers intercalated with a thin
peptidoglycan layer. These differences are used for the Gram differentiation, but they also
reflect substantial differences in their interactions with antibacterial agents. In general, NPs
are more active against Gram-negative bacteria than for Gram-positive ones. Indeed, the
inhibitory effects of NPs is enhanced by the attraction between the anionic compounds
(lipopolysaccharides, LPS) of bacterial cell wall and the positive charge of NPs [113–115].

The enhanced antibacterial activity of magnetite/chitosan could be attributed to the
interaction between the cationic amino groups on chitosan with anionic components such
as N-acetylmuramic acid, neuraminic acid, and sialic acid usually found in microbial cell
wall. Several studies showed that the microbial growth is hampered through (a) enzyme
inhibitions, (b) reduction in selective permeability, and (c) chelation of different transitional
metal ions [62,116].

In the case of magnetic biochar loaded with quaternary phosphonium salt,
Fu et al. [117] reported several mechanisms associated with the release of the phospho-
nium salt causes the disruption of the cell membrane and the increased permeability of
compounds including magnetic nanoparticles (which increase the biocide effect). The
oxidative damage inhibited the essential cell metabolism. In addition, the high antibacterial
activity of PGG@MC could be related to the high stability of magnetite/chitosan in an
aqueous solution, due to the protection effect of chitosan on NPs [70]. Several previous
studies correlate the antibacterial activity of some compounds with the oxidative stress
caused by the formation of reactive oxygen species (ROS) [64,118,119]. Several studies
have shown that the phosphorylation of guar gum enhanced the antioxidant activity of the
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biopolymer [120,121]. The antibacterial effect of the composite results from these combined
and crossed effects of phosphorylated guar gum and magnetic chitosan compartments.
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Figure 10. Testing of the antibacterial effect of PGG@C and PGG@MC using the exclusion zone
method (note: no exclusion zone for PGG@C in the case of P. aeruginosa and E. coli strains).

Though the current preliminary investigation only focuses on bacteria, and limit the
study of a unique concentration (while it would be necessary evaluating the limit concen-
tration for antibacterial activity), this study shows that these materials have promising
activity against bacterial contaminations. Many other investigations would be necessary to
evaluate the innocuous nature of the composite before extending the application of these
materials to biomedical and biological applications.

4. Conclusions

The sorption properties of the composite associating phosphorylated guar gum and
chitosan (or magnetite NPs/chitosan) allows designing an efficient sorbent for uranyl
recovery from low-concentration solutions at mild acidic conditions (i.e., pH~4). The initial
slope of the sorption isotherm (modelled by the Langmuir equation) confirms the strong
affinity of the material (especially non-magnetic composite) and the sorption capacity
at saturation of the monolayer is consistent with the values reported, at this pH, for
most of the efficient U(VI) sorbents. The presence of magnetite NPs slightly increases
the speed of mass transfer: uptake kinetics is controlled by the pseudo-first order rate
equation; although the resistance to intraparticle diffusion plays a significant role in the
control of uptake kinetics. The selectivity tests performed on multi-component solutions
(at equimolar concentration) showed the strong preference of the sorbents for U(VI) and
Nd(III) against alkali-earth metals ions (Ca(II) and Mg(II)) and metalloid (Si(IV)). This
selectivity is especially significant at pH close to the optimum pH value (i.e., pH0: 4):
these elements are commonly found in the leachates of Egyptian ores from Sinai. These
results illustrate the possibility to use these materials for the selective recovery of strategic
metals from complex effluents (and from contaminated solutions and groundwater). The
desorption is readily operated using 0.2 M HCl solutions: U(VI) elution is fast (equilibrium
time around 20 min of contact against 60 min for the sorption step). In addition, the sorbent
can be re-used for a minimum of five cycles with a loss in sorption performance lower
than 6%.

The application of the sorbents (especially PGG@C) for the recovery of U(VI) from
washing pregnant solutions (generated by the water washing of Cl-rich uraniferous ores)
allows the preferential recovery of U(VI) from other base and alkali-earth metals (and
silicate ions). This high efficiency of PGG@C allows decreasing the environmental impact
of this required washing pre-treatment of Egyptian ores (prior to acidic leaching and U(VI)
recovery using quaternary ammonium salt resins).
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A preliminary study (based on the determination of zones of inhibition, ZOI) showed
that in addition to these outstanding sorption properties, the materials have promising
antibacterial properties (which deserve complementary investigation for fixing the mini-
mum inhibition concentration, etc.). Substantial differences are observed between PGG@C
(efficient only against Gram-positive bacteria) and PGG@MC (with larger active spec-
trum). Although PGG@MC has little stronger antibacterial activity (ZOI was about 27%
larger) against Gram–positive bacteria, the inhibitory effect is significant also against
Gram-negative bacteria.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online. Table S1a: Reminder on equations
used for modeling uptake kinetics, Table S1b: Reminder on equations used for modeling sorption
isotherms, Table S2: Parameters of the PSORE for the modeling of uptake kinetics for the different
sorbents, Table S3: Parameters of the RIDE (Effective Diffusivity, De) for the modeling of uptake
kinetics for the different sorbents, Table S4: Parameters of the Freundlich equation for the modeling
of sorption isotherms for the different sorbents, Table S5: Parameters of the Sips equation for the
modeling of sorption isotherms for the different sorbents, Table S6: U(VI) sorption properties of
PGG@C and PGG@MC sorbents and alternative sorbents, Table S7: Composition of selected ore,
Table S8: Composition of WPS, and sorption efficiency (%) at different pH values (using PGG@C
and PGG@MC), Table S9: Ionic properties of selected elements (hydrated), Figure S1: SEM images
of PGG@C and PGG@MC, Figure S2: Structural characterization of PGG@MC (magnetic behavior),
and XRD diffraction patterns, Figure S3: Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA and DrTG) of PGG,
PGG@C and PGG@MC, Figure S4: FTIR spectra of different functionalized materials and composites,
Figure S5: FTIR spectra of PGG@C (a) and PGG@MC (b), after U(VI) sorption and after 5 cycles of
recycling, Figure S6: Determination of pHPZC of PGG@C and PGG@MC sorbents, Figure S7: U(VI)
speciation–Effect of pH, Figure S8: pH variation during U(VI) sorption using PGG@C and PGG@MC
(and intermediary products: Chit, MChit, GG, and MGG), Figure S9: Plot of log10 D (L g−1) vs.
pHeq for U(VI) sorption using PGG@C and PGG@MC. Figure S10: U(VI) uptake kinetics using Chit,
GG, and PGG@C sorbents: non-magnetic (a) and magnetic (b) sorbents–Modeling with the PSORE,
Figure S11: U(VI) uptake kinetics using Chit, GG, and PGG@C sorbents: non-magnetic (a) and
magnetic (b) sorbents–Modeling with the PSORE, Figure S12: Effect of ultrasonic treatment (UT) on
U(VI) uptake kinetics using PGG@C (a) and PGG@MC (b) sorbents–Modeling with the PSORE, Figure
S13: Effect of ultrasonic treatment (UT) on U(VI) uptake kinetics using PGG@C (a) and PGG@MC (b)
sorbents–Modeling with the RIDE, Figure S14: Effect of pH on the selectivity coefficients SC(Nd/Me)
and SC(U/Me) for PGG@C and PGG@MC, Figure S15: Comparison of U(VI) desorption kinetics for
selected sorbents, Figure S16: Geological and location map of mining area, Figure S17: Water washing
of ore–Evolution of the concentrations of Cl− (g L−1) and U(VI) (mg L−1) at the outlet of the column,
Figure S18: Effect of pHeq on sorption efficiency (%) for target elements from WPS using PGG@C
and PGG@MC, Figure S19: Semi-quantitative EDX analyses of PCC@C and PGG@MC after contact
with WPS.
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