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Abstract: The waste materials left after supercritical extraction of hop cones and marigold flowers
were tested as precursors of activated bio-carbons. Adsorbents were produced by means of the
physical (also called thermal) activation method using CO2 as the gasifying agent. All the activated
bio-carbons were tested for the removal of NO2 and H2S from the gas phase under dry and wet
conditions. The effects of the type of precursor and the activation procedure on the porous structure
development, the acid-base properties of the surface, as well as the sorption capacities of the materials
produced were also checked. The final products were bio-carbons of medium developed surface area
with a basic surface nature, characterized by their high effectiveness in removal of gas pollutants of
acidic character, especially nitrogen dioxide (sorption capacities in the range from 12.5 to 102.6 mg/g).
It was proved that the toxic gas removal efficiency depends considerably on the sorption conditions
and the activation procedure. All materials showed greater effectiveness in gas removal when the
process of adsorption was carried out in the presence of steam.

Keywords: activated bio-carbons; residue of supercritical extraction; pyrolysis; physical activation;
toxic gases; adsorption

1. Introduction

Pollutants of large diversity are emitted to the atmosphere as side effects of human
activity [1]. As they are toxic to the environment and humans, the level of their emission
and their content in the air have been monitored and in many large cities are known to
exceed the safe limits. Most threatened are the developing countries, although in many
industrialized countries the level of toxic pollutants in the air is also very high [2]. The toxic
effect of air pollutants is felt by man, man’s products, and living natural resources [3,4]. Air
pollutants come from anthropogenic and natural sources [5]. The natural ones are volcanic
eruptions, fires, lightning discharges, as well as biological processes of cosmic dust [6].
The anthropogenic sources may be divided into four groups: energy production (fuel
combustion), transport (land, water, and air), technological processes (chemical industry,
metallurgy, oil refineries), and households [7–10]. The main polluting substances are
nitrogen and sulfur compounds, carbon dioxide, and particulate matter [11,12]. Nitrogen
compounds make up a numerous group showing a diversity of structures and properties.
Among them nitrogen oxides are highly toxic to living organisms, in plants causing leaf
withering or sometimes even plant death, while in humans they can be damaging to the
lungs and are carcinogenic. The presence of sulfur compounds in the atmosphere hinders
the development of living organisms and in humans is very often related to respiratory
and cardiovascular system diseases [12–16].
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Increasing industrialization leads to increasing concentrations of toxic substances in
the atmosphere. One of the many proposed measures to deal with the problem is the
use of carbonaceous adsorbents, capable of adsorption of toxic compounds both from the
gas [17,18] and liquid [19,20] phase. Carbonaceous adsorbents, especially activated carbons,
are commonly used e.g., for air and drinking water purification as well as in wastewater
treatment [21–24]. Precursors of activated carbons may be almost any organic material with
a high carbon content [25–27]. The growing demand for biocarbon materials along with
the depletion of non-renewable resources and the increasing strictness of the environment
protection regulations have inspired the search for new precursors of activated carbons.
A very promising and increasing group of such new precursors can be assigned to the
residues of supercritical extraction of plants or their elements. The literature information
on the practical use of waste materials of this type, in particular for production of activated
carbons, is scarce [28]. Extraction with a fluid in the supercritical state is effective for
obtaining natural dyes, aromas, or taste substances [29–31]. For instance, the extract
from hop cones is mainly obtained by a supercritical process. It is used not only in the
brewery but also in the cosmetic industry as a component of products for skin and hair care.
Marigold flowers are an important source of valuable essential oils known to contain lipid
compounds of antioxidant properties and desirable for the pharmaceutical and cosmetic
industries [32]. According to literature data, extraction with a liquid in a supercritical state
of hop cones and marigold flowers is of growing industrial significance so the amount of
the waste from the process is expected to increase with time. Unfortunately, at present the
waste of this type is usually combusted in power producing plants or furnaces [33]. One of
the possible ways of utilization as an alternative to combustion, is their conversion into
carbonaceous adsorbents capable of removing pollutants from the liquid or gas phase.

Taking the above into account, the main purpose of this study was to prepare a series of
bio-carbons by way of thermal (so called physical) activation of the solid residue generated
from the process of supercritical extraction of hops and marigold flowers and to test their
ability to remove NO2 and H2S from the gas stream. The process of adsorption was tested
in dry and wet conditions in order to establish the influence of water on the effectiveness
of the process. Moreover, the effect of the activation procedure on the physicochemical
properties and the sorption capacity of the obtained activated bio-carbons was checked.

2. Materials and Methods

The precursors of the activated bio-carbons were solid wastes generated from super-
critical extraction of hops (H) and marigold (M) in a powder form with particle size of
0.10–0.80 mm and moisture content of 5.6 wt.% for hops and 4.9 wt.% for marigold. The
starting materials were at first pyrolyzed (P) at 600 ◦C in a nitrogen atmosphere (flow rate
of 170 mL/min), for 60 min. The bio-chars prepared (HP and MP) were next subjected to
physical activation (Ap) at temperatures of 700 ◦C (Ap7) and 800 ◦C (Ap8) in the presence
of carbon dioxide (flow rate of 250 mL/min), for 60 min.

For the evaluation of NO2 or H2S sorption capacity: Bio-carbon samples were placed
in a glass tubular reactor of 300 mm in length and 9 mm internal diameter (adsorbent bed
volume 3 mL) and tested in dry (D) or wet (W) conditions. A mixture of dry or wet air
(of 70% humidity and temperature 22 ± 1 ◦C) with 0.1% of nitrogen dioxide or hydrogen
sulfide was passed through the activated bio-carbon samples at a flow rate of 450 mL/min.
The effect of the adsorbent bed pre-humidification on the effectiveness of NO2 and H2S
removal was checked as well. For this purpose, the bio-carbon samples were at first
subjected to a wetting procedure for 30 min in an air stream of 70% humidity, a temperature
of 22 ◦C, and at a flow rate of 360 mL/min. Finally, the sorption tests were conducted
either in dry or wet conditions, referred to further as mix-dry (MD) or mix-wet (MW),
respectively. The NO2 or H2S concentration was constantly measured with electrochemical
sensors—Multi-Gas Monitor Q-RAE PLUS PGM-2000/2020 (RAE Systems, Sunnyvale, CA,
USA). Due to the limitations of the operating range of the sensors used, the adsorption tests
were stopped at the moment when the breakthrough concentration of toxic gases reached
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a value of 20 ppm for nitrogen dioxide or 100 ppm for hydrogen sulfide. The sorption
capacities of each activated bio-carbon under investigation [mg/g] were calculated on the
basis of the nitrogen dioxide or hydrogen sulfide concentration in the inlet gas stream, the
breakthrough time as well as the weight of the bio-carbon sample. After the breakthrough
tests, the rate of nitrogen dioxide and hydrogen sulfide desorption from the adsorbent
bed was monitored. For this purpose the activated bio-carbon samples were exposed to a
stream of dry and pure air at a flow rate of 360 mL/min, for a period of 15 min.

The elemental analysis of each bio-carbon sample was performed using a Vario EL
III elemental analyzer (Elementar Analysensysteme GmbH, Langenselbold, Germany).
The analysis consisted of the catalytic combustion of bio-carbon samples at 1200 ◦C, the
separation of gases on adsorption columns, and their detection based on the difference in
thermal conductivity (the repeatability of determinations was over 99.7% for the reference
substance). The total ash (mineral matter) content was determined by burning the activated
bio-carbon samples in a microwave muffle furnace (Phoenix, CEM Corporation, Matthews,
IL, USA) at 815 ◦C for 60 min. Characterization of the textural parameters of the prepared
activated bio-carbons (e.g., surface area, total pore volume, and mean pore diameter) was
performed on the grounds of low temperature N2 sorption isotherms, measured at −196 ◦C
on a sorptometer Autosorb iQ, provided by Quantachrome Instruments (Boynton Beach,
FL, USA). Prior to the isotherm measurements the bio-carbon samples were degassed
under vacuum for 8 h, at 300 ◦C. The surface area of the samples (SBET) was evaluated in
the range of relative pressure p/p0 from 0.05 to 0.30 (according to the Brunauer–Emmett–
Teller method). Total pore volume (V) for each bio-carbon sample was calculated on the
basis of the amount of liquid nitrogen adsorbed at a relative pressure p/p0 = 0.99. The
mean pore diameter (D) was calculated from the equation D = 4 V/SBET. Moreover, the
commonly known t-plot method was applied to determine the micropore volume and area.
The pH of each bio-carbon sample was determined according to the following procedure:
a portion of 0.2 g of each carbon material was mixed with 10 mL of distilled water and
then the suspension was stirred for 12 h, until a state of equilibrium. After that the pH of
the suspension was measured using a CP-401 pH-meter (ELMETRON, Zabrze, Poland)
equipped with an EPS-1 combination glass body electrode. The content of the surface
oxygen functional groups (of acidic and basic character) was determined according to the
Boehm method, described in detail in our earlier work [34].

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Elemental Composition of the Starting Materials and Carbonaceous Adsorbents Prepared

Table 1 presents the results of elemental analysis of the precursors used and the
carbonaceous materials obtained from them, together with the pyrolysis and activation
process yield. According to these data, both precursors contained about 50 wt.% of ele-
mental carbon in the structures, indicating their potential suitability for the production of
carbonaceous adsorbents [35].

Table 1. Elemental composition of the precursors and carbonaceous adsorbents prepared as well as
the yield of the pyrolysis and physical activation steps (wt.%).

Sample Ash Cdaf 1,2 Hdaf Ndaf Sdaf Odiff 3 Yield

H 7.6 47.4 9.6 4.8 0.1 38.1 -
M 9.0 50.0 11.3 3.3 0.1 35.3 -
HP 23.0 69.1 3.9 5.1 0.2 21.7 32
MP 28.3 74.1 1.7 4.2 0.3 19.7 28

HPAp7 25.5 71.7 2.5 4.5 0.2 21.1 80
HPAp8 29.9 82.2 3.0 4.6 0.4 9.8 48
MPAp7 27.2 74.9 2.9 4.4 0.5 17.3 75
MPAp8 32.7 75.1 3.4 5.6 0.5 15.4 63

1 dry and ash-free state; 2 method error ≤0.3%; 3 calculated from the difference.
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To increase the content of elemental carbon, the solid waste left after supercritical
extraction of hop cones and marigold flowers was pyrolyzed at 600 ◦C. This process brought
substantial changes to the structures of both starting materials. The samples HP and MP
showed over 20% higher carbon content than the precursors. The increase in Cdaf content
was accompanied by a considerable decrease in the hydrogen and oxygen contribution to
the structure, along with small changes in the Sdaf content. Also the contribution of Ndaf to
the structure increased significantly with respect to that in the precursors. Thermochemical
treatment in an atmosphere of neutral gas led also to a considerable increase in the content
of ash. As follows from the data from Table 1, the yield of pyrolysis products was at a level
of 28–32 wt.% and was a little higher for hops.

Analysis of the collected data also reveals that physical activation leads to further
significant changes in the carbon structure. Moreover, both the activation temperature
and the type of precursor have an impact on the chemical composition of the materials
prepared. All bio-carbons are characterized by a higher content of elemental carbon than
the corresponding products of pyrolysis. The highest content of elemental carbon was
found in sample HPAp8 obtained by activation of bio-char HP at 800 ◦C. The content
of Cdaf in the other bio-carbons was at a similar level (71.7–75.1 wt.%). Interestingly, in
the bio-carbons obtained from marigold flowers, the content of Cdaf increased only by
about 1% with respect to that in the bio-char MP, which was most probably related to the
fact that the carbon matrix of sample MP was much more strongly ordered during the
pyrolysis process.

Table 1 data also show that the activation effectiveness depends significantly on
the type of precursor and activation temperature. For all bio-carbons the increase in
temperature of 100 ◦C (from 700 to 800 ◦C) leads to a significant reduction in the yield of
the final product; a much greater (by 32 wt.%) decrease is noted for the sorbents obtained
from hops. It may be connected to the fact that bio-char HP shows a lower degree of
ordering so has a smaller thermal resistance than the sample MP. For the samples obtained
from marigold flowers, the decrease in the yield was just 12 wt.%.

Each of the activation products shows a very high mineral admixture content, as the
contribution of ash varies from 25.5 to 32.7 wt.%. Such a high contribution of mineral
matter in the structure of the bio-carbons prepared suggests that they potentially may be
effective for removal of acidic gas pollutants, as indicated in earlier works [36,37].

3.2. Textural Properties of the Adsorbents Prepared

Analysis of the data collected in Table 2, reveals that the physical activation of bio-chars
HP and MP does not permit effective development of their surface area and pore structure
formation. The BET surface area of the bio-carbons varies from only 24 to 183 m2/g. Sample
HPAp8 is characterized by the strongest developed surface area of SBET = 183 m2/g and
the total pore volume of 0.15 cm3/g, which are both much lower than the values typical of
commercial products [38,39]. The reason for such unattractive textural properties of the
bio-carbons prepared can be the little difference in the thermal conditions of the pyrolysis
and activation processes. A similar dependence has been observed for the carbonaceous
adsorbents prepared from olives [40]. Another reason is that a large number of pores can be
blocked by mineral substance. Table 2 data also imply that a higher activation temperature
(by 100 ◦C) makes it possible to achieve more favorable textural parameters, especially for
the bio-carbons prepared from hops. Sample HPAp8 has over seven times a larger surface
area than the analogous bio-carbon activated at 700 ◦C.
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Table 2. Textural properties of the adsorbents prepared.

Sample BET Surface Area
[m2/g] 1

Micropore Area
[m2/g]

Total Pore Volume
[cm3/g]

Micropore
Volume [cm3/g]

Average Pore
Diameter [nm]

HPAp7 24 9 0.05 0.01 10.92
HPAp8 183 161 0.15 0.10 3.54
MPAp7 44 29 0.06 0.02 5.34
MPAp8 57 45 0.07 0.03 4.57

1 Error range between 2–5%.

The porous structure of the bio-carbons obtained comprises mainly mesopores, as
the average pore diameter varies in the range from 3.54 nm to 10.92 nm. The greatest
contribution of micropores was found for bio-carbon HPAp8, in which the micropores
make up about 67% of all pores. The microporous character of the sample obtained as
a result of activation of HP bio-char at 800 ◦C was also confirmed by the course of the
low-temperature nitrogen adsorption/desorption isotherm presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Low-temperature N2 sorption isotherms for the bio-carbons prepared from hops
and marigold.

3.3. Acid-Base Character of the Carbonaceous Adsorbents Prepared

The data characterizing the acid-base nature of the carbon sorbents studied are col-
lected in Table 3. They indicate that the surfaces of the studied materials show basic
character as there are no functional groups of acidic nature and their water extract pH
values fall in the range 9.6–11.5. The content of basic functional species (e.g., pyrone and
chromene structures) depends markedly on the type of starting material and activation
temperature. Samples MP, MPAp7, and MPAp8, obtained from marigold flowers, show a
much higher contribution of basic species than the analogous sorbents prepared from hops.
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Table 3. Acidic-basic properties of the carbonaceous adsorbents prepared.

Sample pH Total Acidity [mmol/g] Total Basicity [mmol/g]

HP 10.4 ± 0.1 0.00 ± 0.00 2.66 ± 0.01
MP 11.5 ± 0.2 0.00 ± 0.00 5.15 ± 0.03

HPAp7 9.6 ± 0.15 0.00 ± 0.00 4.98 ± 0.02
HPAp8 10.3 ± 0.1 0.00 ± 0.00 4.87 ± 0.02
MPAp7 10.9 ± 0.2 0.00 ± 0.00 5.69 ± 0.03
MPAp8 11.3 ± 0.15 0.00 ± 0.00 8.32 ± 0.04

The highest number of basic groups was noted for the bio-carbon prepared via thermal
activation of sample MP at 800 ◦C, while the lowest, for bio-char HP. As far as the effect
of physical activation temperature is concerned, with its increase the number of basic
functional species increases, which is particularly apparent for the bio-carbons obtained
from marigold flowers. The basic nature of the surface of the bio-carbons results most likely
from the use of CO2 as an activating agent, as high activation temperature in combination
with carbon dioxide favors the generation of functional groups of basic character [18]. A
large number of basic sites on the bio-sorbents’ surface may also be related to a high content
of mineral substance in their structures. Analysis of the data from Tables 1 and 3 shows that
with increasing content of mineral matter, the number of basic functional groups present
on the surface of the bio-carbons increases.

3.4. Adsorption of Nitrogen Dioxide

As indicated by the data presented in Table 4, the efficiency of nitrogen dioxide
removal depends first of all on the conditions under which the adsorption test was carried
out. The influence of the type of precursor and activation procedure is much less significant.
The highest sorption capacities were measured in wet as well as mix-wet conditions.
High sorption capacities in these conditions are related to water film formation on the
carbonaceous adsorbent’s surface, which favors the capture and bonding of NO2 molecules
or even nitric acid formation [41]. The impact of the sorption test conditions on the amount
of adsorbed NO2 is the most pronounced for sample MPAp7, whose sorption capacity
after pre-humidification and adsorption in wet conditions is almost 10-times greater than
in dry conditions. The highest sorption capacity was established for bio-sorbent MPAp8
whose precursor was marigold flowers. Depending on the variant of adsorption conditions,
its sorption capacity changed from 55.3 mg/g (dry conditions) to 102.6 mg/g (mix-wet
conditions). According to the data from Table 4, the two samples prepared from hop cones
(HPAp7, HPAp8) show similar effectiveness in NO2 removal both in the dry as well as mix-
dry conditions. For the analogous bio-sorbents obtained from marigold flowers (samples
MPApX) much more pronounced differences were observed. For the processes conducted
in wet (W) and mix-wet conditions (MW) the differences in NO2 removal between the
activated bio-carbons obtained at temperature of 700 and 800 ◦C are significant. As already
mentioned, the sorption abilities of the samples towards nitrogen oxide also depend on
the type of precursor used for their production. Irrespective of the adsorption conditions,
sample MPAp8 is much more effective in removal of NO2 than the bio-sorbents produced
from the waste left after extraction of hop cones with supercritical CO2. No similar relation
was observed for sample MPAp7 prepared by bio-char activation at 700 ◦C. Only in mix-wet
conditions did bio-carbon MPAp7 show a higher sorption capacity than samples HPAp7
and HPAp8.

Analysis of the results presented in Tables 2 and 4 implies that another factor affecting
the effectiveness of NO2 removal is the degree of surface area development, as indicated
by much higher sorption capacities of bio-carbons HPAp8 and MPAp8. This is due to the
fact that the larger surface area of activated bio-carbons enables the incorporation of more
NO2 molecules into the carbon structure [41]. However, the content of mineral substances
has a much greater impact on the sorption ability of the carbon materials studied (Table 1).
As follows from our earlier studies [37] the presence of mineral substances has a beneficial
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impact on the effectiveness of removal of acidic toxic gases. Most likely, we are dealing
with a reaction between the mineral substance (which consists of alkaline compounds) and
gas molecules of an acidic nature. What should be noted is that the bio-sorbents obtained
by thermal activation of the post-extraction residue, despite having rather unattractive
textural parameters, are more effective in NO2 removal than the carbon sorbents produced
via chemical activation of plum stones [42]. This information is very important from
the economical point of view as physical activation is much cheaper than chemical in
the production of carbon adsorbents, especially on the industrial scale. Interestingly, the
carbons presented in [42] were characterized with a much better developed surface area
and porous structure than the bio-carbons obtained from hop cones and marigold flowers.
A probable reason for the much lower sorption capacities of the activated carbons obtained
from plum stones is the remarkably microporous character of their structure and the
presence of a large number of acidic functional groups on their surface, which are not
conducive to NO2 sorption.

Table 4. Effect of adsorption conditions on the efficiency of NO2 removal [mg/g].

Sample
Conditions

Dry Mix-Dry Wet Mix-Wet

HPAp7 30.1 ± 3.9 34.9 ± 4.5 35.1 ± 4.5 55.3 ± 7.1
HPAp8 36.7 ± 4.7 42.1 ± 5.4 70.4 ± 9.1 95.8 ± 12.4
MPAp7 12.5 ± 1.6 20.0 ± 2.6 31.6 ± 4.1 101.1 ± 13.0
MPAp8 50.8 ± 6.6 51.6 ± 6.7 71.6 ± 9.2 102.6 ± 13.2

For a more detailed analysis of the processes occurring in the bio-carbon bed during
sorption tests conducted with the four variants of conditions, Figures 2 and 3 present
the NO2 breakthrough curves, which illustrate time changes in the NO2 concentration
(during the adsorption and desorption step). The differences in the curves recorded for
the analyzed samples are very small, which means that the mechanisms of NO2 sorption
are similar.
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Figure 2. Changes in the NO2 concentration during sorption: (a) in dry conditions; (b) in mix-dry conditions.
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Figure 3. Changes in the NO2 concentration during sorption: (a) in wet conditions; (b) in mix-wet conditions.

For all adsorbents studied, for a certain period of time, the nitrogen dioxide concentra-
tion in the exhaust gas stream was zero, then after the so-called breakthrough of the bed, it
started to gradually increase. Comparison of the curves presented in Figures 2b and 3a,b
reveals that preliminary wetting of the bio-carbon bed prior to the test as well as the
sorption of nitrogen dioxide in the presence of steam cause the increase in the time period
for which the concentration of NO2 is equal to zero, thus confirming the beneficial effect
of water on the obtained sorption capacities. After cutting off the influx of toxic gas to
the adsorber, for all bio-sorbents a rapid decrease in the NO2 concentration takes place
for 10–15 min (desorption curves are steep), which means that the significant part of the
adsorbed NO2 has been strongly bonded to the adsorbent structure [18].

Figures 4 and 5 illustrate the changes in the content of acidic and basic functional
groups occurring as a consequence of NO2 sorption on the bio-carbons. According to
these data, on the surface of the carbon materials obtained from the post-extraction residue
containing no functional groups of acidic character, after NO2 sorption, such species
appeared in considerable numbers (especially for samples prepared from waste left after
supercritical extraction of marigold flowers). Moreover, their content on the sorbent
surfaces was much greater when the test was conducted in wet conditions, in particular
after pre-humidification of the bio-carbon bed. As far as the functional species of basic
character are concerned, for all activated bio-carbons after sorption of NO2, their content
significantly decreased, Figure 5.
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Figure 4. Changes in the content of acidic functional species as a result of NO2 sorption: (a) in dry/mix-dry conditions (b)
in wet/mix-wet conditions.
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Table 5 presents a comparison of the obtained results with the relevant literature
data. Ebrahim and Bandosz [41] tested adsorption of NO2 on zirconium–carboxylic ligand-
based porous materials modified with –NH2 groups. The most effective in removal of this
toxic gas was the sample modified with urea, whose sorption capacity reached 154 mg/g.
The most effective from our bio-carbons, MPAp8, showed a sorption capacity towards
NO2 over 50 mg lower. Comparison of the adsorption/desorption curves reported by
Ebrahim and Bandosz with those obtained for our samples reveals significant differences,
indicating a different mechanism of NO2 sorption. For the sample modified with urea,
the breakthrough was observed at the very beginning of the adsorption test and then an
increase in the NO2 concentration took place. Moreover, starting from the concentration
of 15 ppm, the increase in the nitrogen dioxide concentration was very slow, which can
explain the greater sorption capacity of this sorbent in comparison with that of bio-carbon
MPAp8. For our sample MPAp8, the zero concentration of NO2 was maintained for about
100 min and then it rapidly increased to a limiting value of 20 ppm. The desorption
curves for the samples studied by Ebrahim and Bandosz are very steep, which points
to a strong bonding of NO2 on the surface. However, it should be noted that much less
effective in nitrogen dioxide adsorption than sample MPAp8 were for example activated
carbons prepared by ammoxidation (oxidative ammonolysis) and chemical activation of
sub-bituminous coal [43] as their sorption capacities ranged between 26.2 and 66.8 mg/g.
Another important point is that the syntheses of carbon adsorbents described in [41,43] is a
much more time-consuming and expensive process than preparation of the bio-carbons we
prepared.

Table 5. NO2 sorption capacity for various carbonaceous adsorbents.

Material/Sample Maximum Adsorption Capacity [mg/g] References

HPAp8 101.1 (this study)
MPAp8 102.6 (this study)

zirconium—carboxylic ligand 154 [41]
sub-bituminous coal 66.8 [43]

hay 33.7 [44]
pistachio nutshells 77.4 [18]

plum stones 67 [40]

Kazmierczak et al. [44] used low quality hay, a post-agricultural waste material, for
production of carbon adsorbents. The precursor was pyrolyzed at 500–700 ◦C and activated
with CO2 in a microwave furnace. According to the results of adsorption tests, higher
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sorption capacities towards NO2 were obtained in the presence of steam in the inlet gas
stream. However, the maximum sorption capacity was only 33.7 mg/g, which is much
lower than that of bio-carbon MPAp8. Moreover significant differences were observed
between the mechanism of NO2 sorption by the carbonaceous adsorbents prepared via
microwave assisted activation and our bio-carbons. The sample obtained from low quality
hay showed a fast breakthrough followed by a slow increase in the NO2 concentration to
the limit value of 20 ppm. For our bio-carbon MPAp8 the curve presenting the changes in
nitrogen dioxide concentration in the exhausted gases with time was quite different.

3.5. Adsorption of Hydrogen Sulfide

The bio-sorbents prepared from the residue of supercritical extraction of hops and
marigold flowers were also examined for hydrogen sulfide removal. As follows from the
data collected in Table 6, they show rather little effectiveness in removal of this toxic gas.
Their sorption capacities towards hydrogen sulfide are markedly smaller than for NO2
(Table 4). Similar to that of NO2 adsorption, the effectiveness of H2S removal depends sig-
nificantly on three factors: the conditions of the adsorption test, the kind of starting material
used for activated bio-carbons production, as well as the procedure of its activation.

Table 6. Effect of adsorption conditions on the efficiency of H2S removal [mg/g].

Sample
Conditions

Dry Mix Dry Wet Mix Wet

HPAp7 0.0 ± 0.0 3.7 ± 0.5 10.6 ± 1.4 16.0 ± 2.1
HPAp8 0.0 ± 0.0 5.4 ± 0.7 10.9 ± 1.4 17.1 ± 2.2
MPAp7 2.9 ± 0.4 4.5 ± 0.6 20.3 ± 2.6 27.6 ± 3.6
MPAp8 3.8 ± 0.5 7.0 ± 0.9 22.8 ± 2.9 29.6 ± 3.8

Unfortunately, the bio-sorbents obtained from the waste left after hop cone extraction
showed no sorption abilities towards H2S when the test was conducted in the absence of
steam (dry conditions). For the other samples, the H2S breakthrough capacity varies from
2.9 to 29.6 mg/g of adsorbent, depending on the test conditions. The reason for such low
sorption capacities can be the poorly developed specific surface area and the low total pore
volume available for adsorbate molecules [44].

The data presented in Table 6 prove that irrespective of the precursor, all activated
bio-carbons show much higher sorption capacities when steam is present in the gas stream.
This beneficial effect is particularly apparent for the bio-carbons obtained from marigold
flowers. The best sorption capacity towards H2S was shown by bio-carbon MPAp8, which
was also the most effective in NO2 removal, while the least effective was sample HPAp7.
Moreover, samples HPAp8 and MPAp8 were slightly more effective in H2S capture than
the analogous bio-carbons activated at a temperature 100 ◦C lower.

Comparison of the data collected in Tables 3 and 6 reveals that a high number of
basic functional groups present on the bio-sorbent’s surface has a beneficial impact on
the sorption capacities towards H2S [44]. The samples whose precursor was marigold
flowers had more basic functional groups and were able to adsorb more H2S than those
obtained from hops. This observation is consistent with the correlation found in our earlier
work [37].

The shapes of adsorption/desorption curves (Figures 6 and 7) illustrating changes in
H2S concentration during its sorption have a similar character irrespective of the process
conditions. For all the isotherms for a certain period of time, the recorded H2S concentration
is equal to zero. After the moment of the so-called breakthrough of the adsorbent bed,
for all bio-sorbents a rapid increase in H2S concentration is observed, especially in dry
conditions. Figures 6b and 7a,b show the magnitude of the beneficial impact of the
adsorbent bed pre-humidification (water film formation at the bio-sorbent surface) as well
as the steam presence in the gas flux on the achieved sorption capacity in relation to H2S.
The adsorption branches of the isotherms recorded in these conditions have markedly
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longer sections corresponding to the time when the H2S concentration is equal to zero.
Cutting off the inflow of H2S to the adsorber results in a rapid decrease in its concentration
observed within 3–5 min, which means that the majority of this gas has been permanently
captured by the activated bio-carbons studied.
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Figure 6. Changes in the H2S concentration during sorption: (a) in dry conditions; (b) in mix-dry conditions.
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Figure 7. Changes in the H2S concentration during sorption: (a) in wet conditions; (b) in mix-wet conditions.

Figures 8 and 9 present changes in the content of acidic and basic functional groups
occurring as a result of hydrogen sulfide sorption on the bio-carbons. After adsorption of
this toxic gas the number of acidic functional groups considerably increased. On the other
hand, the contribution of the basic functional species decreased significantly (Figure 9),
which confirms the interactions between these groups and H2S molecules. This decrease
is particularly pronounced when the process takes place in wet and mix-wet conditions
(Figure 9b).
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As indicated by the data given in Table 7 the H2S sorption capacities of the bio-carbons
studied are much smaller than those obtained for the composite of nano magnesium
oxide and granular activated carbon [45]. These nanocomposites are capable of adsorbing
from 50 up to 275 mg/g H2S, and their sorption capacities depend on the content of
magnesium oxide. With increasing contribution of magnesium oxide in the composite,
the effectiveness of H2S removal increases. It should be also emphasized that the virgin
granular carbon is capable of adsorbing 53 mg of H2S, which is almost two times higher
than the value measured for the most effective of the bio-carbons studied—MPAp8. H2S
breakthrough capacities of the bio-sorbents studied are also much smaller than those of
the activated carbons obtained from low quality hay [44] and coconut shells [46] with
the use of microwave heating. In turn, Wallace et al. [47] have used mixtures of sewage
sludge and fish waste of various compositions for H2S removal. These materials were
subjected to pyrolysis and activation by CO2. Their sorption capacities varied from 3.2 to
87.1 mg/g H2S. The maximum sorption capacity of the bio-carbons studied in this work
was nearly three times lower than the highest capacity reported by Wallace. Furthermore,
these authors showed that the activation of adsorbents with CO2 has a negative effect on
H2S adsorption.
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Table 7. H2S sorption capacity for various carbonaceous adsorbents.

Material/Sample Maximum Adsorption Capacity [mg/g] References

HPAp8 17.1 (this study)
MPAp8 29.6 (this study)

composite 275.0 [45]
hay 40.5 [44]

coconut shells 109.3 [46]
sewage sludge/fish waste 87.1 [47]

pistachio nutshells 46.4 [18]
sawdust pellets 6.2 [48]

4. Conclusions

The above-described results undoubtedly proved that post-extraction residue can
be successfully applied for the preparation of activated bio-carbons. It was shown that
physical activation with CO2 of precursors of this type leads to bio-carbons of poorly
developed porous structure and a basic surface nature. As proved in the adsorption
tests, the bio-sorbents obtained, despite the unfavorable textural parameters, are highly
effective in removal of gas pollutants of acidic character, especially nitrogen dioxide. The
sorption capacities of the bio-carbons depend considerably on the adsorption conditions,
the activation temperature, as well as the type of starting material used for their preparation.
The most effective adsorbent was sample MPAp8 whose precursor was the residue from
the supercritical extraction of marigold flowers. All the bio-carbons obtained were more
effective in removal of gas pollutants when the process of adsorption was carried out in
the presence of steam. In view of the above, further studies should be concerned with the
optimization of the production of bio-carbons from post-supercritical extraction residues for
a more effective development of the porous structure, the search for methods for effective
regeneration and safe utilization of the used adsorbents, and the testing of the suitability of
the use of other waste materials. A successful solution of these problems should permit the
large-scale implementation of carbon adsorbents of this type in the near future.
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11. Ostolska, I.; Wiśniewska, M. Investigation of the colloidal Cr2O3 removal possibilities from aqueous solution using the ionic

polyamino acid block copolymers. J. Hazard. Mater. 2015, 290, 69–77. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
12. Landau, D.; Novack, L.; Yitshak-Sade, M.; Sarov, B.; Kloog, I.; Hershkovitz, R.; Grotto, I.; Karakis, I. Nitrogen dioxide pollution and

hazardous household environment: What impacts more congenital malformations. Chemosphere 2015, 139, 340–348. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

13. Bansal, R.C.H.; Goyal, M. Activated Carbon Adsorption, 1st ed.; Taylor & Francis Group: Boca Raton, FL, USA, 2005; pp. 263–277.
14. Arif, M.A.; Yasmeen, T.; Abbas, Z.; Ali, S.; Rizwan, M.; Aljarba, N.H.; Alkahtani, S.; Abdel-Daim, M.M. Role of Exogenous and

Endogenous Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) on Functional Traits of Plants Under Heavy Metal Stresses: A Recent Perspective. Front.
Plant Sci. 2020, 11, 545453. [CrossRef]

15. Schuhmacher, M.; Domingo, J.L.; Garreta, J. Pollutants emitted by a cement plant: Health risks for the population living in the
neighbourhood. Environ. Res. 2004, 95, 198–206. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Kampa, M.; Castanas, E. Human health effects of air pollution. Environ. Pollut. 2008, 151, 362–367. [CrossRef]
17. Bagreev, A.; Bandosz, T.J. H2S adsorption/oxidation on unmodified activated carbons: Importance of prehumidification. Carbon

2001, 39, 2303–2311. [CrossRef]
18. Bazan-Wozniak, A.; Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. The influence of activation procedure on the physicochemical and sorption properties

of activated carbons prepared from pistachio nutshells for removal of NO2/H2S gases and dyes. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 152, 211–222.
[CrossRef]

19. Dong, Y.; Lin, H.; Qu, F. Synthesis of ferromagnetic ordered mesoporous carbons for bulky dye molecules adsorption. Chem. Eng.
J. 2012, 193–194, 169–177. [CrossRef]

20. Galán, J.; Rodríguez, A.; Gómez, J.M.; Allen, S.J.; Walker, G.M. Reactive dye adsorption onto a novel mesoporous carbon. Chem.
Eng. J. 2013, 219, 62–68. [CrossRef]

21. Fiuza, R.A., Jr.; de Jesus Neto, R.M.; Correia, L.B.; Andrade, H.M.C. Preparation of granular activated carbons from yellow
mombin fruit stones for CO2 adsorption. J. Environ. Manag. 2015, 16, 198–205. [CrossRef]

22. Mansurov, Z.A.; Lodewyckx, P.; Velasco, L.F.; Azat, S.; Kerimkulova, A.R. Modified sorbents based on walnut shell for sorption of
toxic gases. Mater. Today 2021. [CrossRef]

23. Gautama, P.K.; Gautam, R.K.; Banerjee, S.; Lofrano, G.; Sanroman, M.A.; Chattopadhyaya, M.C.; Pandey, J.D. Preparation of
activated carbon from Alligator weed (Alternenthera philoxeroids) and its application for tartrazine removal: Isotherm, kinetics
and spectroscopic analysis. J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2015, 3, 2560–2568. [CrossRef]

24. Hofman, M.; Pietrzak, R. NO2 removal by adsorbents prepared from waste paper sludge. Chem. Eng. J. 2012, 183, 278–283.
[CrossRef]

25. Açıkyıldız, M.; Gürses, A.; Karaca, S. Preparation and characterization of activated carbon from plant wastes with chemical
activation. Microporous Mesoporous Mater. 2014, 198, 45–49. [CrossRef]

26. Kante, K.; Deliyanni, E.; Bandosz, T.J. Interactions of NO2 with activated carbons modified with cerium, lanthanum and sodium
chlorides. J. Hazard. Mater. 2009, 165, 704–713. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

27. Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R.; Wachowska, H. Siberian anthracite as a precursor material for microporous activated carbons. Fuel 2008,
87, 2037–2040. [CrossRef]

28. Bazan-Wozniak, A.; Pietrzak, R. Adsorption of organic and inorganic pollutants on activated bio-carbons prepared by chemical
activation of residues of supercritical extraction of raw plants. Chem. Eng. J. 2020, 393, 124785. [CrossRef]

29. Uquichea, E.; Cirano, N.; Millao, S. Supercritical fluid extraction of essential oil from Leptocarpha rivularis using CO2. Ind. Crop.
Prod. 2015, 77, 307–314. [CrossRef]

30. Rai, A.; Mohanty, B.; Bhargava, R. Supercritical extraction of sunflower oil: A central composite design for extraction variables.
Food Chem. 2016, 192, 647–659. [CrossRef]

31. Díaz-Reinoso, B.; Moure, A.; Domínguez, H.; Parajó, J.C. Supercritical CO2 extraction and purification of compounds with
antioxidant activity. J. Agric. Food Chem. 2006, 54, 2441–2469. [CrossRef]

32. Essien, S.O.; Young, B.; Baroutian, S. Recent advances in subcritical water and supercritical carbon dioxide extraction of bioactive
compounds from plant materials. Trends Food Sci. Technol. 2020, 97, 156–169. [CrossRef]

33. Cao, X.; Ito, Y. Supercritical fluid extraction of grape seed oil and subsequent separation of free fatty acids by high-speed
counter-current chromatography. J. Chromatogr. A 2003, 22, 117–124. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Bazan-Wozniak, A.; Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. The effect of demineralization on the physicochemical and sorption properties of
activated bio-carbons. Adsorption 2019, 25, 337–343. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.atmosenv.2011.05.010
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cattod.2015.07.025
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2014.09.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25265399
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2014.10.037
http://doi.org/10.5272/jimab.2020262.3057
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2015.02.068
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25746566
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemosphere.2015.06.091
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26171819
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2020.545453
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.envres.2003.08.011
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15147925
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2007.06.012
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0008-6223(01)00049-5
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.03.114
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2012.04.024
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2012.12.073
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2015.06.053
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.matpr.2020.12.948
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jece.2015.08.004
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2011.12.077
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.micromeso.2014.07.018
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2008.10.092
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19111977
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.fuel.2007.10.008
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2020.124785
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.indcrop.2015.09.001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2015.07.070
http://doi.org/10.1021/jf052858j
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tifs.2020.01.014
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.chroma.2003.09.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14735980
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10450-019-00009-5


Materials 2021, 14, 3192 15 of 15

35. Laginhasa, C.; Valente Nabais, J.M.; Titirici, M.M. Activated carbons with high nitrogen content by a combination of hydrothermal
carbonization with activation. Microporous Mesoporous Mater. 2016, 226, 125–132. [CrossRef]

36. Nowicki, P.; Skibiszewska, P.; Pietrzak, R. Hydrogen sulphide removal on carbonaceous adsorbents prepared from coffee industry
waste materials. Chem. Eng. J. 2014, 248, 208–215. [CrossRef]

37. Bazan, A.; Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. Removal of NO2 by carbonaceous adsorbents obtained from residue after supercritical
extraction of marigold. Adsorption 2016, 22, 465–471. [CrossRef]

38. Al-Lagtah, N.M.A.; Al-Muhtaseb, A.H.; Ahmad, M.N.M.; Salameh, Y. Chemical and physical characteristics of optimal synthesised
activated carbons from grass-derived sulfonated lignin versus commercial activated carbons. Microporous Mesoporous Mater. 2016,
225, 504–514. [CrossRef]

39. Sybouny, S.; Nitisoravut, R. Hybrid composite of modified commercial activated carbon and Zn-Ni hydrotalcite for fermentative
hydrogen production. J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2020, 9, 104801. [CrossRef]

40. Demiral, H.; Demiral, I.; Karabacakoglu, B.; Tümsek, F. Production of activated carbon from olive bagasse by physical activation.
Chem. Eng. Res. Des. 2011, 89, 206–213. [CrossRef]

41. Ebrahim, A.M.; Bandosz, T.J. Effect of amine modification on the properties of zirconium–carboxylic acid based materials and
their applications as NO2 adsorbents at ambient conditions. Microporous Mesoporous Mater. 2014, 188, 149–162. [CrossRef]

42. Nowicki, P.; Wachowska, H.; Pietrzak, R. Active carbons prepared by chemical activation of plum stones and their application in
removal of NO2. J. Hazard. Mater. 2010, 181, 1088–1094. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

43. Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. Effect of ammoxidation of activated carbons obtained from sub-bituminous coal on their NO2 sorption
capacity under dry conditions. Chem. Eng. J. 2011, 166, 1039–1043. [CrossRef]

44. Kazmierczak, J.; Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. Toxic gases removal onto activated carbons obtained from hay with the use of microwave
radiation. Chem. Eng. Res. Des. 2016, 109, 346–353. [CrossRef]

45. Siriwardane, I.W.; Udangawa, R.; de Silva, R.M.; Kumarasinghe, A.R.; Acres, R.G.; Hettiarachchi, A.; Amaratunga, G.A.J.; Nalin
de Silva, K.M. Synthesis and characterization of nano magnesium oxide impregnated granular activated carbon composite for
H2S removal applications. Mater. Des. 2017, 136, 127–136. [CrossRef]

46. Nor, N.M.; Sukri, M.F.F.; Mohamed, A.R. Development of high porosity structures of activated carbon via microwave-assisted
regeneration for H2S removal. J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2016, 4, 4839–4845. [CrossRef]

47. Wallace, R.; Seredych, M.; Zhang, P.; Bandosz, T.J. Municipal waste conversion to hydrogen sulfide adsorbents: Investigation of
the synergistic effects of sewage sludge/fish waste mixture. Chem. Eng. J. 2014, 237, 88–94. [CrossRef]

48. Kazmierczak-Razna, J.; Gralak-Podemska, B.; Nowicki, P.; Pietrzak, R. The use of microwave radiation for obtaining activated
carbons from sawdust and their potential application in removal of NO2 and H2S. Chem. Eng. J. 2015, 269, 352–358. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.micromeso.2015.12.047
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2014.03.052
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10450-015-9709-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.micromeso.2016.01.043
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jece.2020.104801
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cherd.2010.05.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.micromeso.2014.01.009
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2010.05.126
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20576355
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2010.11.101
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cherd.2016.02.018
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.matdes.2017.09.034
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jece.2016.02.007
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2013.10.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2015.01.057

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Results and Discussion 
	Elemental Composition of the Starting Materials and Carbonaceous Adsorbents Prepared 
	Textural Properties of the Adsorbents Prepared 
	Acid-Base Character of the Carbonaceous Adsorbents Prepared 
	Adsorption of Nitrogen Dioxide 
	Adsorption of Hydrogen Sulfide 

	Conclusions 
	References

