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Abstract: The presence of copper (Cu)-contaminated soil has increased recently due to agricultural
and industrial activities. Immobilization techniques using soil amendments have attracted significant
research because of their cost-effectiveness, eco-friendliness, and community acceptance. This study
used various commercial amendments, including magnetite (M), talc (T), activated carbon (AC),
and cornstarch (CS), to immobilize Cu in soil contaminated by acidic waste materials with Cu in
Korea (9546 ± 5 mg/kg). To evaluate the immobilizing effect of these amendments, this study
applied a sequential process of column leaching and plant uptake tests to observe the ability of Cu to
remain in soil with and without amendments through the Cu removal rate. The amendments were
characterized by SEM, XRD, and specific surface area and applied to the soil at a rate of 2% (w/w).
The first stage of evaluation, i.e., the column leaching test, was conducted by continuously pumping
distilled water (DW) for 28 days, and the second stage of evaluation, i.e., the plant uptake test, was
started immediately after by planting 10-day-old lettuce seedlings for 28 days. The experimental
results showed that all of the amendments had a significant effect on Cu immobilization Cu in soil
(p < 0.05), and the T treatment showed the highest efficiency in Cu immobilization, with only 47.0%
Cu loss compared to 73.5% in the control soil when assessed by sequential column leaching and plant
uptake tests. In conclusion, this study provides an effective assessment method to evaluate the effect
of amendments on Cu immobilization in soil, as well as providing feasible options to immobilize Cu
using commercial amendments.

Keywords: column leaching test; plant heavy metal uptake; soil amendments; Cu-contaminated soil;
heavy metal immobilization

1. Introduction

Currently, the rapid growth of urbanization and industrialization has become a global
concern for heavy metal contamination in soil [1–3]. Copper is one of the trace elements in
soil. High levels of Cu concentration in the environment can affect environmental quality
by reducing crop production, and groundwater toxicity can further cause serious human
health risks [4–6]. Therefore, the remediation of heavy-metal-contaminated soil is an urgent
priority to protect food production and water quality.

In recent decades, many techniques have been proposed to remedy heavy-metal-
contaminated soils [7,8]. One of the most cost-effective remediation strategies for heavy-
metal-contaminated soils is metal immobilization using a wide range of chemical amend-
ments [9,10]. Recently, commercial amendments such as magnetite, talc, activated carbon,
and cornstarch have attracted attention for the immobilization of heavy metals in soil due
to their ready availability, isomorphic substitution, permanent negative charges on the
surface, environmental compatibility, feasibility, and promise [7,11–17]. For example, recent
research reported that commercial magnetite significantly immobilizes As in soil, reducing
As by mobility up to 92.3% in the toxicity characteristic leaching procedure test [18]. Talc is
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one of the clay minerals that has been applied in research as part of sepiolite, which can
immobilize Cd in soil, reduce plant toxicity, and enhance the soil microbial community [19].
Additionally, activated carbon has also been reported due to its effect on immobilizing Hg
and other heavy metals such as Ni, Zn, and Cu in contaminated soil [12,20]. In addition, it
has been reported that cornstarch, known as a biopolymer, has a significant effect on reduc-
ing the mobility of Zn in contaminated soil, as well as enhancing the microbial community
in soil [10].

Due to the mobility and bioavailability of heavy metals in soil, they can easily leach
into groundwater or accumulate in plants. Therefore, the immobilization technique is
necessary to reduce the mobility and bioavailability of heavy metals in soil, rather than the
total amount [21,22]. To assess the effect of amendments on immobilizing heavy metals
in soil, chemical extractants such as HCl, NH4OAc, CaCl2, and EDTA have often been
applied [23,24]. On the other hand, soil washing and phytoextraction have been used to
remove heavy metals from soil. Therefore, this study applied a sequential process of column
leaching and plant uptake tests to evaluate the effect of various soil amendments, including
magnetite, talc, activated carbon, and cornstarch, on Cu immobilization by considering the
removal rate of Cu in the presence of amendments.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Characterization of Soil and Amendments

Soil samples were collected at a depth of 0–20 cm from an area contaminated by acidic
waste materials with Cu in Korea. This area was selected because of the high concentration
of Cu in the soil and the possibility of Cu leaching into the environment, making it very
promising for the application of soil amendments for Cu immobilization. Soil samples
were stored in plastic bags and transferred to the laboratory for future experiments. In the
laboratory, soil samples were air-dried and sieved to have particle size fractions <2 mm.
The pH values of soil and amendments were determined using a pH meter at a 5:1 wa-
ter/soil ratio (v/v). Soil texture was analyzed using the sedimentation method [25] and
classified by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). To analyze the total
concentration of Cu in soil and amendments, samples (1.5 g) were digested in a solution of
HNO3/HCl (3:1 v/v) at 70 ◦C and analyzed using atomic absorption spectrometry (AAS,
AA240, Varian, Australia). Quality assurance of the sample analysis process was confirmed
using certified reference materials (BAM 112a) for aqua regia extractable trace elements
in soil with a Cu concentration of 75.5 ± 3.1 mg/kg. However, more appropriate certified
reference materials with high concentrations of Cu and comparable soil properties were
not available.

Four kinds of commercial amendments, including magnetite (M), talc (T), activated
carbon (AC), and cornstarch (CS), were ordered from Daejung Chemical Co. Ltd, Seoul,
Korea. The specific surface area (SSA) of the amendments was measured by N2 adsorption
using the Micromeritics BET method of Tristar 3000 (U.K.) [26]. The morphology of each
amendment was examined using scanning electron microscopy (SEM). X-ray diffraction
(XRD) was used to identify the crystalline phase of the amendments.

2.2. Sequential Application of Column Leaching and Plant Uptake Tests

The first stage of this study was conducted in the column leaching test. Firstly, the
four amendments, including M, T, AC, and CS, were mixed with Cu-contaminated soil at a
rate of 2% w/w (amendment/soil) and incubated in the dark for two months to achieve
equilibrium. After that, the prepared soil (with amendments) and control soil (without
amendments) were weighed to 600 g and then placed in a column 5 cm in diameter and
30 cm in height. A plastic mesh (D = 0.2 mm) was placed at the bottom of the column to
retain the soil. Washing solutions using distilled water (DW) were passed through the
corresponding soil columns by using a peristaltic pump at a 1 mL/min flow rate. The
effluent was collected and analyzed for pH and Cu content (mg/L) using AAS for each
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interval period. After 28 days consecutively, the remaining soil was transferred to the
second stage (plant uptake test) by growing lettuce.

In the second stage, a pot experiment was carried out in the research greenhouse of
Sejong University, located in Seoul, the Republic of Korea, to investigate the effect of soil
amendments. The pots, measuring 12 cm × 8 cm × 10 cm (upper diameter × bottom
diameter × height), were separately filled with the contaminated soils that were washed in
the first stage. Two 10-day-old lettuce seedlings from unpolluted soils were transplanted
into each experimental pot and watered 2 times a week (100 mL d−1) with DW. After
28 days of planting, plants were harvested, and soil was collected for further analysis.
Harvested plants were separated as part of root and shoot samples. Plant samples were
rinsed with tap water and then with DW. The samples were oven-dried (40 ◦C) for 7 days,
ground, and stored in a plastic bag at room temperature before analysis. To measure the
total content of Cu in plant tissues, samples were digested in a solution of 1 mL of H2O2
and 5 mL of HNO3 (70% w/w) on a hot plate at 120 ◦C for 1 h [27]. The resultant solutions
were filtered using a cellulose membrane filter and then analyzed using AAS.

The removal rate of Cu was calculated by the formula:

Romoval rate (%) = (C0 − Ci)/C0 (1)

where C0 is the initial concentration of Cu, and Ci is the Cu concentration remaining in the
soil when assessed by sequential column leaching and plant uptake tests.

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Soil and plant Cu concentration data were calculated from triple independently repli-
cated experiments. Data were statistically analyzed by applying one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) and Tukey’s test (p < 0.05) via SPSS version 20.0. Origin software
version 9.1 was applied to analyze the data.

3. Results
3.1. Physicochemical Properties of Soil and Amendments

Soil samples had an acidic pH (2.8 ± 0.05) with a soil texture of loamy sand (Table 1).
The soil was contaminated with Cu at an ultra-high level of content (9546 ± 5 mg/kg),
which far exceeded the Korean standard threshold for farmland soil of 150 mg/kg [28].

Table 1. Physical and chemical properties of the soil and amendments.

Properties Soil
Amendments

M T AC CS

pH 2.8 ± 0.05 8.4 ± 0.04 8.8 ± 0.02 7.2 ± 0.04 8.2 ± 0.01
SSA (m2/g) - 27.37 1.80 1082 0.15

Texture Loamy sand - - - -
Cu 9546 ± 5 45.2 ± 0.05 1.4 ± 0.01 4.6 ± 0.03 0.01 ± 0.002

M: magnetite; T: talc; AC: activated carbon; CS: corn starch; SSA: specific surface area.

In this study, four amendments for high pH and low concentration of Cu were per-
formed, as shown in Table 1. These amendments were characterized by SEM and XRD,
as shown in Figures 1 and 2. As shown in Figure 1a, M tended to aggregate and formed
inhomogeneous particles [29]. The SEM results for T showed a very heterogeneous particle
distribution with an angular structure (Figure 1b). As illustrated in Figure 1c, AC, with a
micro-pore structure, was an angular and irregular material [30]. A spherical shape with a
homogeneous particle size distribution was found for CS (Figure 1d), which was in good
agreement with a previous study [31].
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Figure 1. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) images of (a) magnetite, (b) talc, (c) activated carbon, 
and (d) corn starch. 

The XRD results of the soil amendments are shown in Figure 2. A significant 
difference in the chemical and structural compositions of amendments was found. The 
characteristic peaks at diffraction angles 2θ = 35°, 42.5°, 57°, and 62° correspond to the 
planes (311), (400), (511), and (440) of the M material, which corresponds with magnetite 
(Figure 2a). These XRD patterns are in good agreement with the Inorganic Crystal 
Structure Database (ICSD) (Reference Code: 01-076-1849) for magnetite. XRD analysis of 
T (Figure 2b) showed sharp peaks corresponding to this pure mineral. Diffraction patterns 
for AC exhibited two prominent broad bands centered around 2θ = 23°, 28°, and 43°. This 
result indicates the existence of graphite crystallite in AC, which can lead to widening or 
a disordered internal structure and form a large specific surface area [32]. The XRD 
diffraction pattern for CS showed distinct peaks in the spectra, demonstrating the 
crystalline nature of the granules. In addition, a sharp peak at 2θ = 21° suggests the 
crystalline structure of the amylose–lipid complex in the granules, which is the main 
component of CS [33]. 
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equivalent to just 37.8% of Cu content removed. These results concur with the result of 
the Cu breakthrough curve, as shown in Figure 3.  

Figure 2. X-ray diffraction (XRD) of (a) magnetite, (b) talc, (c) activated carbon, and (d) cornstarch
(M: magnetite; T: talc; C: calcite; Q: quartz; A-G: amylose–lipid complex in granules).

The XRD results of the soil amendments are shown in Figure 2. A significant difference
in the chemical and structural compositions of amendments was found. The characteristic
peaks at diffraction angles 2θ = 35◦, 42.5◦, 57◦, and 62◦ correspond to the planes (311),
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(400), (511), and (440) of the M material, which corresponds with magnetite (Figure 2a).
These XRD patterns are in good agreement with the Inorganic Crystal Structure Database
(ICSD) (Reference Code: 01-076-1849) for magnetite. XRD analysis of T (Figure 2b) showed
sharp peaks corresponding to this pure mineral. Diffraction patterns for AC exhibited two
prominent broad bands centered around 2θ = 23◦, 28◦, and 43◦. This result indicates the
existence of graphite crystallite in AC, which can lead to widening or a disordered internal
structure and form a large specific surface area [32]. The XRD diffraction pattern for CS
showed distinct peaks in the spectra, demonstrating the crystalline nature of the granules.
In addition, a sharp peak at 2θ = 21◦ suggests the crystalline structure of the amylose–lipid
complex in the granules, which is the main component of CS [33].

3.2. Effects of Amendments on Cu Removal Rate in the First Stage: Column Leaching Test

The purpose of the column leaching test in this study was to evaluate the effect of the
applied amendments on Cu immobilization through the loss of Cu in the effluent during
the leaching process. The concentration of Cu in the effluent is shown in Figure 3. In all
treatments, the concentration of Cu in the effluent rapidly increased after 0.25 days and
decreased stably after 3 days. The maximum loss of Cu content was found in the control soil
after 0.25 days (2760 mg/L). In the four amendment treatments, the Cu concentration loss
was less than the control, and minimal Cu concentration loss was found in the T treatment.
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Figure 3. Cu breakthrough curves in column leaching test with and without amendments at a flow
rate of 1 mL/min condition (CTR: control; M: magnetite; T: talc; AC: activated carbon; CS: cornstarch).

After the column leaching test, the concentration of Cu in the soil was measured, as
shown in Figure 4. The higher the concentration of Cu that remained in the soil, the lower
the removal rate of Cu. As shown in Figure 4, the lowest concentration of Cu remaining
in the control soil was 3733 ± 60 mg/kg, as well as the highest removal rate of 60.9%.
In contrast, the maximum concentration of Cu was found in the T treatment, which was
equivalent to just 37.8% of Cu content removed. These results concur with the result of the
Cu breakthrough curve, as shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 4. Cu concentration remaining in the soil (bar chart) and the removal rate (symbol dot) after
column leaching test with and without amendments at a flow rate of 1 mL/min condition. Means
with the same letters are not significantly different from each other under different amendment
treatments according to Tukey’s test (p < 0.05, n = 3) (CTR: control; M: magnetite; T: talc; AC: activated
carbon; CS: cornstarch).

The concentration of Cu removal in the column leaching test could be related to the
pH of the effluent. The effect of amendments on effluent pH in this study is shown in
Figure 5. The pH of the effluent increased after 3 days of soil leaching and became stable
until 28 days. This study showed that all of the applied amendments changed the effluent
pH by increasing the pH from 2.85 in the control soil to 7.1 in the T treatment. The highest
efficiency was found in the T treatment by increasing the pH from 3.29 to 7.1 after 28 days.
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3.3. Effects of Amendments on Cu Removal Rate in the Second Stage: Plant Uptake Test

The concentration of Cu removal in the second stage (plant uptake test) was described
as the Cu concentration uptake by the plant, as shown in Figure 6. The results showed that
the soil treated with amendments could reduce the Cu uptake by lettuce compared to the
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control soil. In detail, amending soil with M, T, AC, and CS significantly (p < 0.05) reduced
Cu uptake by plant root (360.5 ± 18.0, 437.5 ± 21.8, 312.8 ± 15.6, and 280.1 ± 14.0 mg/kg)
and shoot (39.9 ± 1.9, 51.1 ± 2.5, 31.5 ± 1.5, and 43.9 ± 2.2 mg/kg), respectively, compared
to the concentration of Cu in lettuce root and shoot of the control soil (725 ± 36.2 and
78 ± 3.9 mg/kg).
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treatments according to Tukey’s test (p < 0.05, n = 3) (CTR: control; M: magnetite; T: talc; AC: activated
carbon; CS: cornstarch).

The concentration of Cu remaining in the soil when assessed by sequential column
leaching and plant uptake tests was used to analyze and calculate the removal rate of Cu
after two stages, as summarized in Figure 7. The results showed that after two stages, the
Cu removal rate increased from 47% in T to 73.5% in the control soil. The data showed that
making amendments to the soil by applying M, T, AC, and CS could immobilize the Cu in
the soil, reducing the removal rate of the Cu concentration.
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AC: activated carbon; CS: cornstarch).
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4. Discussion

The immobilization technique uses amendments to immobilize heavy metals in soil,
thereby rendering them unabsorbable by humans and plants and preventing them from
leaching into groundwater [34]. In this study, four amendments, including M, T, AC, and
CS, were applied to immobilize the Cu in the ultra-high level of concentration in soil, which
meant reducing the Cu mobility in soil.

The column leaching and plant uptake tests are often used in the removal of heavy-
metal-contaminated soil [26,35]. However, this study applied the sequential process of
column leaching and plant uptake tests to evaluate the effect of these amendments on Cu
immobilization. The importance of applying a sequential process is to provide a method
to observe the ability to immobilize Cu in the soil through the percentage of Cu loss (Cu
removal rate).

Generally, all of the amendments used in this study showed promising results in Cu
immobilization in the soil with a lower rate of Cu removal compared to the control soil
after a sequential process of column leaching and plant uptake tests.

With the presence of the amendments, soil pH was changed, leading to a change
in the pH of the leachate. Soil pH is an important factor that can affect the behavior of
metals in soil. The results showed that T showed the highest efficiency in increasing soil
pH, which changed the pH of the leachate significantly. These results concur with other
research, suggesting that T can improve soil pH and further immobilize heavy metals in
soil [22,36]. The change in the pH of the leachate in the presence of AC and CS is mainly
due to the existence of carbonaceous materials and surface-oxygen-containing functional
groups such as carboxyl and hydroxyl groups [37], while the change in pH in the presence
of M is attributed to the amount of OH- ions produced in the oxidation process [38].

The mechanism of Cu immobilization in soil may be explained by the presence of
amendments with useful physicochemical properties. In this study, the immobilization of
Cu by M can be attributed to the presence of iron in the amendments, which provides a
source of electrons for aqueous reactions and associated contaminant removal [39]. Addi-
tionally, the high pH and high specific surface area (45.2 m2/g) of M may also contribute to
Cu immobilization in the soil through adsorption. Meanwhile, T had the crystals of talc
and calcite, which have a chemical composition of Mg3Si4O10(OH)2 and CaO, which can
increase the pH of soil, resulting in a corresponding increase in the net negative charge
of variably charged colloids in sediments such as clays, organic matter, and Fe and Al ox-
ides [40]. This explains why the soil treated with T showed the highest pH of the leachate in
the column leaching test and the highest efficiency of Cu immobilization. In addition, Cu is
more related to an organic compound, which explains why AC was one of the amendments
that affected Cu immobilization in this study. In detail, the results indicated that AC had
the highest specific surface area (1082 m2/g), which shows its potential capacity for heavy
metal adsorption. In addition, AC has a crystal such as quartz, which can induce heavy
metal immobilization via cation exchange and surface adsorption. The effect of AC on As,
Cu, Zn, and Cd immobilization that was reported in a previous study also concurs with the
results of this study [41–43]. Finally, CS also had a high pH value (8.2) and the potential
capacity for heavy metal immobilization in soil via adsorption, inner-sphere surface com-
plexation, and precipitation techniques. Additionally, many studies have indicated that the
functional group in CS such as O-H and C-O also play an important role in Cu, Zn, and Cd
adsorption and surface precipitation [44,45].

5. Conclusions

This study investigated the effect of various commercial amendments, including mag-
netite, talc, activated carbon, and cornstarch, on Cu immobilization in soil by considering
the loss of Cu during a sequential process of column leaching and plant uptake tests. This
study indicated that all applied amendments showed a promising solution for Cu immo-
bilization in soil, where T was found to be the most effective on Cu immobilization. The
results showed that the amendments could increase the pH of the soil by increasing the
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pH of the effluent from 2.85 to 7.1 in the column leaching test. Furthermore, by applying
the combination of the sequential process of column leaching and plant uptake tests, the
removal rate of Cu was reduced from 73.5% in the control soil to 47.0% with the presence of
soil amendments (for T), which indicated that the amendments could reduce Cu mobility
and bioavailability and further increase Cu immobilization in soil. This study also aimed to
find an effective and promising method that could be used to evaluate Cu immobilization
efficiency in soil subjected to remediation on the field scale.
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