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ABSTRACT: This work reports on the potential of polymer brushes (PBs) grown on GaAs substrates (PB-GaAs) as a promising
platform for the detection of Legionella pneumophila (Lp). Three functionalization approaches of the GaAs surface were used, and
their compatibility with antibodies against Lp was evaluated using Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy and fluorescence
microscopy. The incorporation of PBs on GaAs has allowed a significant improvement of the antibody immobilization by increased
surface coverage. Bacterial capture experiments demonstrated the promising potential for enhanced immobilization of Lp in
comparison with the conventional alkanethiol self-assembled monolayer-based biosensing architectures. Consistent with an eightfold
improved capture of bacteria on the surface of a PB-functionalized GaAs/AlGaAs digital photocorrosion biosensor, we report the
attractive detection of Lp at 500 CFU/mL.

1. INTRODUCTION
Legionella pneumophila (Lp) is a pathogenic waterborne
bacterium that has been recognized as a source of infection
through inhalation of aerosolised contaminated water,1 leading
to outbreaks of Legionellosis and Pontiac fever,2,3 resulting in
morbidity and mortality. The detection and monitoring of Lp
in water sources and man-made artificial water systems have
thus become a major public health concern worldwide.4−6

Culture-based methods commonly used for the detection of
Lp are mainly constrained by the multi-day delay of incubation
for visible detection of bacterial colonies7 and the inability of
some culture media to support the growth of viable bacteria.8

Other conventional techniques for the identification and
detection of Lp, such as polymerase chain reaction9 and
matrix-assisted laser desorption ionization time-of-flight spec-
troscopy,10 generally provide fast and accurate results, but
often require the use of sophisticated equipment and highly
qualified personnel.

In the past few decades, biosensor technology has emerged
as an alternative platform for providing rapid, sensitive, and

potentially cost-attractive detection of pathogenic Lp,11 with
possibility of automation and regeneration. Numerous
biosensing methods have been proposed to detect Lp,
including surface plasmon resonance12 and electrochemical
impedance spectroscopy.13 Despite the large market potential
and the significant progress achieved, the aforementioned
biosensors suffer from drawbacks, such as the high cost of
materials, the difficulty to automate and reuse the biosensor,
and the need for relatively bulky equipment.

Recently, GaAs semiconductors have gained increasing
interest due to their compatibility with acoustic14 and
photoluminescence (PL)15,16 biosensing techniques, demon-
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strating a remarkable potential for rapid and sensitive detection
of bacteria. A PL-monitored digital photocorrosion (DIP)
biosensor using GaAs/AlGaAs nanoheterostructures has
provided a compelling platform for the detection of Escherichia
coli K12 at 103 CFU/ml17,18 and Lp ssp1 at 2 × 102 CFU/
mL.19,20

The selection of the biorecognition elements or ligands is a
crucial primary step to achieve sensitive and selective detection
of Lp. Several ligands have been reported in the literature for
capturing Lp, including aptamers,21 antibodies,16 nucleic
acids,22 and peptides.20 Among these, antibodies remain
most commonly used due to their exquisite target specificity
and affinity and their wide variety of immobilization
strategies.23 Undeniably, the efficiency of the immobilization
method is extremely critical for the optimization of specific
interactions between the antibody and the medium to be
analyzed. It can affect the orientation, the density, and the
accessibility of the ligands.24 Oriented immobilization of
antibodies has shown to effectively enhance their antigen-
binding activity, and avoid their denaturation or the blocking
of their active site.25 Particularly, functionalization with protein
A has proven to have a significant positive impact on
biosensing performance, as it ensures that IgG antibodies are
anchored on the substrate surface through their Fc portion and
that binding sites located on the Fab region remain free and
easily accessible for antigen binding, thus increasing the
sensitivity of the detection.26

The detection of Lp has been also addressed using a variety
of surface functionalization chemistries. Recently, the limited
success of self-assembled monolayers (SAMs) in sensitive
bacteria detection has generated growing interest in exploring
alternative architectures, such as those based on polymer
brushes (PBs). The attractive three-dimensional character of
PBs, combined with the possibility of modifying their end
functional groups, has made their use an innovative biosensing
strategy, allowing to minimize non-specific interactions, thus
leading to optimized biosensing performances and significantly
improved limits of detection.27−29 The growing interest in
incorporating PBs on semiconductors such as silicon, silicon
carbide, and graphene substrates30−32 has been a driving force
to the development of optimized incorporation strategies to
facilitate biosensor manufacturing and enhance their perform-
ance.33−35

In an attempt to address the detection of bacteria using a
GaAs-based biosensor, the incorporation of PBs on GaAs has
been previously reported, and different methodologies were
investigated to prepare and tune PBs on the GaAs surface.36

The potential of PB-GaAs as a useful platform for antibody
grafting was demonstrated by the binding of antibodies against
E. coli and Lp and the superior control of nonspecific
interactions. As a follow up, the potential of PBs on GaAs
(PB-GaAs) as a platform for the detection of Lp was
investigated in this work. PBs were grown on GaAs (001)
using different “grafting-to” and “grafting-from” approaches,
following slightly modified protocols. The “grafting-to”
approach consists of an 11-mercaptoundecanoic acid (MUA)
SAM formed on the surface of GaAs, to which poly(ethylene
glycol)-diamine is further grafted (MUA-PEG protocol). The
“grafting-from” approaches consist of the formation of a
mercaptoundecyl bromoisobutyrate (MUBIB) initiator SAM,
to which the glycidyl methacrylate (GMA) monomer is
polymerized through atom transfer radical polymerization
(ATRP), followed by the incorporation of either poly-

(ethylene)glycol (MUBIB-PEG protocol) or phenylboronic
acid (MUBIB-PhB protocol). The consequences of substitut-
ing the standard procedure for the attachment of antibodies to
COOH-terminated SAMs by PBs on the antibody and
bacterial surface coverage were evaluated. The use of protein
A for oriented immobilization of Lp antibodies was also
investigated for conventional (SAM-GaAs) and PB-coated
(PB-GaAs) surfaces. The combination of these powerful tools
was evaluated to determine the optimal biosensing architecture
for the detection of Lp with a DIP biosensor using GaAs/
AlGaAs nanoheterostructures.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Materials. Undoped, 625 ± 25 μm thick, semi-

insulating, and double-sides polished GaAs (100) ± 0.5°
substrates supplied by AXT Inc. (Fremont, CA, USA) were
employed to investigate bacteria capture efficiencies. The
GaAs/Al0.35Ga0.65As nanoheterostructure (12 nm GaAs and 10
nm AlGaAs), grown on GaAs (100) by metal organic vapor
phase epitaxy (Wafer D3422), was employed for detecting
bacteria with a DIP biosensor.20 Semiconductor-grade
OptiClear, acetone, and isopropyl alcohol, used for cleaning
the GaAs substrates, were purchased from National Diag-
nostics (Atlanta, GA, USA), ACP Chemicals (Saint-Leónard,
QC, Canada), and Fisher Scientific (Ottawa, ON, Canada),
respectively. Ammonium hydroxide (28%, Anachemia, La-
chine, QC, Canada), anhydrous ethanol (Commercial
Alcohols Inc., Brampton, ON, Canada), and methanol (VWR
Chemicals, Mont-Royal, QC, Canada) were used as received.

3-aminophenylboronic acid, MUA (98%), 11-mercapto-1-
undecanol (97%), α-bromoisobutyryl bromide (98%), ammo-
nium chloride, dichloromethane (anhydrous, ≥99.8%), diethyl
ether (anhydrous, ≥99.7%), 4-dimethylaminopyridine, 2-N,N′-
(dimethylamino)ethyl metacrylate (98%), copper(II) bromide
(CuBr2, 99.999%), 2,2′-bipyridyl (>99%), N,N-dimethylforma-
mide (DMF), ethanolamine hydrochloride, glutaric anhydride,
GMA (97%), hexane (anhydrous, 95%), L-ascorbic acid,
magnesium sulfate, MES buffer, poly(ethylene glycol)-diamine
(Mn 2000), pyridine (99.8%), toluene, and triethylamine were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Oakville, ON, Canada) and
used without further purification.

N-hydroxysuccinimide (NHS) and N-(3-dimethylamino-
propyl)-N′-ethylcarbodiimide hydrochloride (EDC) used for
activation were prepared from an amine coupling kit purchased
from GE Healthcare Canada (Mississauga, ON, Canada).
Deoxygenated ethanol solutions (typically 40 mL) were
prepared by flushing with a 3 SCFH high-purity nitrogen
(99.9995%) stream (Praxair, Longueuil, QC, Canada) for 1 h.
Deionized water at 18.2 MΩ cm−1 was obtained with a
Millipore purification custom system built by Culligan
(Granby, QC, Canada).

Unconjugated polyclonal IgG rabbit antibodies against Lp
and Protein A from Staphylococcus aureus were obtained from
Virostat, Inc. (Portland, ME, USA) and Sigma-Aldrich
(Oakville, ON, Canada), respectively, and then stored at
−20 °C.
Lp ssp1, a transformed strain with an IPTG-inductive

plasmid producing Green fluorescent protein (GFP) main-
tained by chloramphenicol was kindly provided by Prof.
Seb́astien Faucher (McGill University, Montreál, QC,
Canada). Lp was first cultured on L-cysteine buffered charcoal
yeast extract (VWR) and supplemented with 1 mM IPTG
(Sigma Aldrich) and 5 mg/mL of chloramphenicol (Sigma
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Aldrich) at 35 °C for 4−7 days. From this culture, few colonies
were suspended in 1× phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, pH
7.4) solution (Sigma Aldrich). The concentrations of Lp
suspensions were verified by OD600nm measurements (0.1
OD600nm = 6.4 × 107 CFU/ml). To inactivate Lp, the prepared
suspensions were heat-treated at 90 °C for 20 min.
2.2. Sample and PB Preparation. 2.2.1. Preparation of

GaAs and GaAs/AlGaAs Chips. GaAs and GaAs/AlGaAs chips
(2 mm × 2 mm) were prepared for functionalization by
sequential cleaning in ultrasonic baths of acetone, OptiClear,
acetone, and isopropanol for 5 min in each solvent. Then, the
chips were dried under a flow of high purity (99.9995%) N2
and etched in 28% ammonium hydroxide for 2 min to remove
the native oxides. Finally, the chips were thoroughly rinsed
with deoxygenated ethanol and immediately incubated in
designated thiol solutions.

2.2.2. Synthesis of Mercaptoundecanoic Acid-Polyethy-
lene Glycol PBs on GaAs. After cleaning and etching, GaAs
substrates were immediately submerged in a 2 mM MUA
solution prepared in deoxygenated ethanol and incubated for
20 h (4 h under agitation and 16 h in static conditions). After
incubation, GaAs substrates functionalized with MUA SAMs
(MUA-GaAs) were thoroughly rinsed with deoxygenated
ethanol, followed by ultrasonic cleaning for 30 s in
deoxygenated ethanol to remove the physisorbed thiols and
drying under N2 flow.

Following the formation of the MUA-SAM on the GaAs
surface, the COOH groups of MUA were activated by
incubating the substrates for 30 min in EDC (0.4 M)/NHS
(0.1 M) amine coupling solution prepared in deionized water.
Unreacted EDC and NHS molecules were removed by
thoroughly washing the substrates with deionized water
followed by their incubation overnight in a polyethylene
glycol-diamine solution (50 mg/mL) prepared in MES (A-
MUA-PEG-GaAs) or in DMF (B-MUA-PEG-GaAs). Finally,
the obtained samples were thoroughly washed with deionized
water, dried under a flow of N2, and stored in sterilized
individual Eppendorf tubes.

2.2.3. Synthesis of GMA PBs on GaAs. GMA PBs were
prepared on GaAs through ATRP. The detailed protocol of the
synthesis of the ATRP initiator (ω-MUBIB) and its 1H NMR
characterization have been previously reported.36

The freshly etched GaAs substrates were immersed in a 2
mM solution of MUBIB prepared in deoxygenated ethanol.

After 20 h of incubation (4 h under agitation and 16 h in static
conditions), GaAs substrates functionalized with MUBIB
SAMs (MUBIB-GaAs) were thoroughly rinsed with deoxy-
genated ethanol, followed by ultrasonic cleaning for 30 s in
deoxygenated ethanol and drying under N2 flow. Subsequently,
MUBIB-GaAs substrates were immersed in a solution
containing 2,2′-bipyridyl (15 mM), CuBr2 (5 mM), GMA
(1%, v/v), and ascorbic acid (7 mM) in methanol/water (1:1
v/v) for 5 min under agitation. Upon polymerization, MUBIB-
Ep-GaAs samples were rinsed thoroughly with (1:1)
methanol/water and dried under N2 flow. Polyethylene glycol
diamine moieties were incorporated to MUBIB-Ep-GaAs
samples following part of a procedure reported by Piehler et
al.37 A solution of PEG-diamine (50 mg/mL) prepared in
DMF was directly deposited on MUBIB-Ep-GaAs samples
followed by incubation at 75 °C for 36 h. The obtained
samples (MUBIB-PEG-GaAs) were then thoroughly washed
with DMF and dried under N2 flow.

In parallel, phenylboronic acid moieties were incorporated
to MUBIB-Ep-GaAs samples following the procedure reported
by Liu et al.38 The samples were incubated in a solution
containing 3-aminophenylboronic acid (50 mM) in methanol/
water (1:1, v/v) for 1 h at room temperature under agitation.
Following the incubation, the obtained samples (MUBIB-
PhB-GaAs) were thoroughly washed with (1:1) methanol/
water and dried under N2 flow.

A detailed graphical representation of SAM formation on
GaAs followed by PB attachment through different approaches
has been previously reported.36

2.3. Antibody Grafting on SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs.
The antibody grafting on MUA-GaAs and MUBIB-PEG-GaAs
was performed by incubation of the samples for 30 min in
EDC/NHS solution for activation. Then the samples were
washed with deionized water and incubated for 1 h in
unconjugated IgG anti-Lp at a concentration of 100 μg/mL
prepared in PBS 1× (pH 7.4).

For MUA-PEG-GaAs, the antibody incorporation was
achieved by incubating the samples overnight in a 5 M glutaric
anhydride solution prepared in DMF to transform the PEG
amino groups into carboxylic acids. Then, the samples were
incubated in EDC/NHS solution for 30 min, followed by
incubation in anti-Lp antibody solution for 1 h.

The antibody immobilization on MUBIB-GaAs was ensured
by incubating the samples in anti-Lp antibody solution for 1 h.

Figure 1. Graphical representation of a polymer brush-functionalized surface of a GaAs-based biochip.
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Finally, for MUBIB-PhB PBs, the antibodies were incorporated
by simple incubation in anti-Lp antibody solution for 1 h.

Figure 1 illustrates schematically the process of grafting the
antibodies on the PB-functionalized surface of a GaAs-based
biochip.

In the case of samples incorporating protein A, the
antibodies were attached after the incubation of the EDC/
NHS-processed samples in protein A solution prepared at 50
μg/mL in 1× PBS. All incubations were performed at room
temperature and in darkness. In order to quantify the number
of antibodies immobilized on the surface, Fluorescein
IsoThioCyanate (FITC) antibodies against Lp were used for
the experiments involving fluorescence measurements.

After incubation in anti-Lp solutions, all samples were
thoroughly rinsed with 1× PBS. For the samples undergoing
FTIR or fluorescence measurements, the rinsing was done with
deionized water followed by drying under N2 flow.
2.4. Bacteria Capture Experiments. To minimize

nonspecific interactions, a blocking step of the surface was
conducted by incubating the samples in ethanolamine (1 M,
pH 8) for 30 min, followed by rinsing with 1× PBS. Because of
its small size, ethanolamine fills the interstices where the
antibody or protein A could not be grafted due to their
bulkiness. After blocking, the antibody-functionalized samples
were incubated for 1 h in a 105 CFU/mL suspension of
inactivated Lp, prepared in 1× PBS following the dilution of a
freshly prepared culture. Upon incubation, the samples were
rinsed with 1× PBS, followed by rinsing with deionized water
and drying under N2 flow.
2.5. DIP Experiments. The MUBIB/antibody-function-

alized GaAs/AlGaAs chips were installed in a polyetherimide
holder equipped with a quartz window allowing to carry out
irradiation with a homogenized beam of a 375 nm light
emitting diode delivering 50 mW/cm2 power to the chip
surface. The intermittent irradiation with a duty cycle of 1.5 s
in each 11 s allowed for recording the PL signal and
determining DIP rates based on time-dependent location of
PL intensity maxima using a custom-designed quantum
semiconductor photonic biosensing reader (QSPB-3).

Different suspensions of bacteria were run through the flow
cell at 40 μL/min for 25 min, and then additional 5 min were
allowed to capture bacteria on the biochip surface. This was

followed by flowing 0.1× PBS solution for 10 min designed to
wash loosely bonded bacteria.

The DIP experiments were carried out in a 0.1× PBS
solution, and the runs without bacteria were used to obtain the
reference signal. All DIP experiments were repeated at least
three times for each bacterial concentration.
2.6. FTIR and Fluorescence Microscopy Diagnostics.

FTIR transmission spectra were recorded to evaluate the
binding of thiols and PBs to the GaAs surface, as well as the
efficiency of antibody grafting for different architectures. The
measurements were performed under vacuum using a Bruker
Vertex 70v spectrometer, equipped with a RockSolid
interferometer and a wide-range Globar IR source covering
6000 to 10 cm−1. The spectra (1000 scans) were collected with
a liquid-nitrogen-cooled mercury cadmium telluride IR
detector at 4 cm−1 spectral resolution and an aperture of 1.5
mm. The spectrum of a freshly etched GaAs substrate was used
as reference and subtracted from the spectra of biofunction-
alized samples.

The presence of fluorescence labeled antibodies or bacteria
immobilized on the surface of the biochips was analyzed using
an Olympus IX71 fluorescence microscope equipped with GFP
filters (excitation at 473 nm and emission at 520 nm), FITC
(excitation at 495 nm, emission at 519 nm), and a DP71 digital
camera. Six to eight images were collected per sample at
different sites with a 20× magnification using Q-capture
software (QImaging Corporation, Surrey, BC, Canada). The
number of antibodies/bacteria present on the surface was
estimated for each sample after analysis of the fluorescent
images with ImageJ software.39

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Assessment of the Antibody Grafting Efficiency

on SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs Surfaces. Efficient immobili-
zation of antibodies to the SAM- or PB-functionalized surface
is crucial for the immunological recognition activity and,
consequently, the operation of the biosensor. Antibody
immobilization in random orientation on a solid substrate
may result in unexpected denaturation and shielding of their
active binding sites. Thus, partial or complete loss of its
bioactivity may occur due to steric hindrance and change of
active site conformation during the immobilization.25 Con-

Figure 2. FTIR absorbance spectra of anti-Lp antibodies immobilized on (a) MUA SAM- and MUA-based PB-coated GaAs samples and (b)
MUBIB SAM- and MUBIB-based PB- coated GaAs samples. Each spectrum represents an example of one of three tested samples.
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sequently, qualitative and quantitative characterization of the
antibody-functionalized samples, with and without protein A,
was performed using FTIR and fluorescence microscopy.

3.1.1. FTIR Analysis of Thiol, PBs, and Antibody Binding.
FTIR characteristic peaks were analyzed for confirmation of
the successful formation of SAMs and PBs through the
presence of the functional groups needed for further antibody
attachment. The spectra of compounds used for the synthesis
of SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs samples have been previously
reported.36 Figure 2 shows the FTIR absorbance spectra
obtained for SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs samples upon
incubation for 1 h in IgG anti-Lp antibodies. As it can be
seen, the absorption bands at 1149, 1175, and 1260 cm−1

correspond to C−O−C and C−O stretching, respectively.
These three characteristic bands of epoxy groups are clearly
observed from GMA, demonstrating its successful grafting.
The band at 1358 cm−1 has been previously assigned to B−O
stretching, while the bands at 1604 and 1571 cm−1 correspond
to the C�C stretching of the benzene ring.38 These results
confirm the successful conjugation of phenylboronic acid to
MUBIB-Ep.

The bands observed at 2919 and 2850 cm−1 are typical of
the −CH2 asymmetric and symmetric vibrations, respectively,
and are assigned to the thiol groups, complying with the
reported literature.40 The FTIR characteristics of these
vibrations suggest the formation of high quality SAMs of
MUA and MUBIB.

The presence of antibodies covalently immobilized on the
surface was studied by FTIR probing of the amide bands A, I,
and II located in the regions of 3296, 1644, and 1527 cm−1 and
associated with the N−H, C�O, and C−N stretching
vibrations, respectively. The amide A peak is the most intense
and least noisy among the amide bands. The antibody
immobilization efficiency was evaluated by calculating its
integrated absorbance intensity (the area under the amide A
peak) that was proportional to the concentration of antibodies.
Consequently, the values of the amide A-integrated absorbance
intensity (in the range of 3050 to 3550 cm−1) were determined
for each architecture by using a Lorentz fitting and reported in
Table 1.

It can be seen that the integrated absorbance of the amide A
feature over the range 3050−3550 cm−1 is significantly greater
for MUBIB-based SAMs and PBs, indicating the immobiliza-
tion of a higher number of antibodies as compared to MUA-
based SAMs and PBs. Furthermore, higher absorbance and
integrated intensity values were determined for PBs as

compared to the conventional SAM architecture, suggesting
that PBs allow the immobilization of a higher number of
antibodies through their three-dimensional structure.

3.1.2. Evaluation of the Antibody-Surface Coverage. The
estimation of the number of antibody clusters grafted per mm2

was obtained for each architecture from the fluorescence
microscopy images. The comparison of fluorescence images of
B-MUA-PEG PBs taken before and after the attachment of
fluorescent-labeled antibodies, is presented in Figure 3. The
absence of fluorescence before antibody attachment in contrast
with the fluorescence observed after treating the SAM and PBs
samples with FITC-antibodies confirms the compatibility of
the former with such target recognition agents. Similar results
were obtained for the other studied approaches.

It can also be seen that the antibody surface coverage was
significantly increased when protein A was incorporated in the
immobilization protocol, achieving well-ordered IgG-binding
proteins, which further enhanced the oriented grafting of
antibodies.

Figure 4 summarizes the antibody surface coverage results
for each approach considered in this study, obtained upon
incubation of SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs samples in IgG anti-Lp
suspensions. As expected, the antibody surface coverage values
achieved for PBs were significantly higher in comparison with
the conventional SAMs, confirming the compatibility of the
PB-GaAs platform with anti-Lp and validating the superior
performance of this 3D architecture. A higher antibody surface
coverage (∼4 times) was obtained for B-MUA-PEG as
compared to A-MUA-PEG PBs, suggesting that dissolving
PEG in DMF rather than MES buffer improved diamino-PEG
solubility at the time of its incorporation, which has been
previously demonstrated by the PB roughness factor.36 A
significant improvement of the number of immobilized
antibodies was recorded with the use of protein A (∼1.5 to
2 times for A-MUA-PEG and B-MUA-PEG PBs, respectively,
and up to 5 times in the case of MUA SAM), resulting in
homogenous attachment of antibodies in a preferable
orientation, which prevents undesired conformational changes
and the insufficient exposure of functional domains.

Representative micrographs of FITC anti-Lp immobilized on
MUBIB SAMs and PBs, with and without protein A, are shown
in Figure S1. In the case of MUBIB SAMs, an increase of only
25% in antibody surface coverage was observed when protein
A was added. On the other hand, the incorporation of protein
A for the immobilization of antibodies on MUBIB-PhB and
MUBIB-PEG PBs allowed us to attach antibodies with 2.5 to 3
times higher efficiency, respectively, which is consistent with
the role of this molecule in enhancing the antibody
immobilization event.

The uneven antibody distribution obtained for MUBIB-
based PBs, giving rise to the high standard deviations shown in
Figure 4b, is likely due to the relatively irregular distribution of
PBs. It is relevant to note that MUBIB-PEG PBs gave rise to
considerably higher and more uniform antibody surface
coverage, suggesting that the PEG termination provides better
compatibility with the amine group of antibodies. Based on
these results, it would be possible to monitor the sensitivity of
the biosensor by tuning the PB-GaAs interface through
modification of the end functional group, which would affect
its spatial disposition and availability to interact with the
corresponding antibodies.
3.2. Immobilization of Lp Using SAM-GaAs and PB-

GaAs. The number of bacteria captured per mm2 for each

Table 1. Amide A Peak Values of Anti-Lp Antibodies
Measured by FTIR for SAM-GaAs and PB-GaAs Samples

architecture absorbance ± σa
integrated absorbance
intensity ± σa

MUA-GaAs 9.93 × 10−4 ± 9.55 × 10−5 0.28 ± 0.02
A-MUA-PEG-

GaAs
1.24 × 10−3 ± 1.06 × 10−4 0.36 ± 0.04

B-MUA-PEG-
GaAs

1.57 × 10−3 ± 1.24 × 10−4 0.57 ± 0.06

MUBIB-GaAs 1.25 × 10−3 ± 1.08 × 10−4 0.42 ± 0.02
MUBIB-PhB-

GaAs
1.60 × 10−3 ± 1.37 × 10−4 0.82 ± 0.04

MUBIB-PEG-
GaAs

4.56 × 10−3 ± 3.59 × 10−4 1.65 ± 0.11

aStandard deviation determined from three experimental replicates.

ACS Omega http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c03959
ACS Omega 2022, 7, 33349−33357

33353

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsomega.2c03959/suppl_file/ao2c03959_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c03959?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


Figure 3. Fluorescence microscopy images of B-MUA-PEG before their incubation in anti-Lp suspension (A) and after the grafting of FITC-labeled
antibodies in the absence (B) and presence (C) of protein A.

Figure 4. Surface coverage of FITC antibodies against Lp immobilized with and without protein A on (a) MUA SAM- and MUA-based PB-coated
GaAs samples; (b) MUBIB SAM- and MUBIB-based PB-coated GaAs samples.

Figure 5. Surface coverage of captured GFP Lp on the surface of (a) MUA SAM- and MUA-based PB-coated GaAs samples and (b) MUBIB SAM-
and MUBIB-based PB-coated GaAs samples, with and without protein A.
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sensing architecture was obtained from the fluorescence
images, as summarized in Figure 5. The average bacteria
coverage values determined for MUBIB-PhB-GaAs (1697 ±
326 bacteria/mm2) and MUBIB-PEG-GaAs (1852 ± 237
bacteria/mm2) were found to be comparable, in the limit of
the error, at the tested incubation concentration of 105 CFU/
mL. These values were almost 2 times higher than the bacterial
surface coverage obtained for B-MUA-PEG PBs (763 ± 55
bacteria/mm2) and up to 10 times higher than that obtained
for the conventional thiol-based architectures tested in this
work (129 ± 37 bacteria/mm2 for MUBIB SAMs and 164 ±
42 bacteria/mm2 for MUA SAMs) and to what has been
previously reported for optimized non-PB-based GaAs
biosensors coupled with sensitive detection techni-
ques.15,16,19,20 A coverage increase of 2 times was observed
when protein A was added to B-MUA-PEG-GaAs and MUBIB-
PhB-GaAs samples, while MUBIB-PEG-GaAs recorded a 5.5
times higher surface coverage when protein A was incorporated
in the antibody immobilization process, demonstrating the
positive impact of protein A functionalization in increasing the
efficiency of Lp recognition.

Figure S2 shows representative fluorescence images of Lp
captured using each approach. The uneven bacterial
distribution, giving rise to relatively high standard deviations,
was likely due to less uniform distribution of PBs. Never-
theless, the number of attached bacteria was sufficient to
confirm the feasibility of using the PB-GaAs platform for
bacteria capture and its advantage compared to the conven-
tional SAM architecture.

Out of the approaches considered in this study, MUBIB-
PEG seems to be the most promising architecture since it
provided higher surface coverage and lower variability in
antibody and bacteria surface coverage compared to the other
PB architectures studied in this work.
3.3. Detection of Lp with a DIP Biosensor. A series of

PL intensity plots collected with DIP biochips functionalized
with the MUBIB-PEG PB-architecture and exposed in 0.1×
PBS to Lp suspensions at 500, 103, 104, and 105 CFU/mL is
shown in Figure 6A. The formation of PL intensity maximum

(PLmax) observed in each case is a characteristic of the DIP
process related to the photocorrosion front crossing the
interface between GaAs (12 nm thick) and Al0.35Ga0.65As (10
nm thick) layers. The interaction between negatively charged
bacteria and the biochip surface results in reduced photo-
corrosion rates and, consequently, the positions of PLmax are
delayed proportionally to the surface captured bacteria.15,16

This effect is related to the electron transfer from bacteria and
reduced band bending of the semiconductor biochip. Of
particular interest is that the PLmax recorded for 500 CFU/mL
appears ∼4.5 min delayed in comparison to the PLmax (Ref)
observed at 14 min. This result, compared to the limit of
detection of Lp at 103−104 CFU/mL commonly reported with
traditional biosensors, proves attractiveness of the proposed
PB-based biosensing architecture. The calibration curve shown
in Figure 6B also illustrates the attractive range of a linear
response on the semi-logarithmic scale of the constructed DIP
biosensor ranging between 500 and 105 CFU/mL.

4. CONCLUSIONS
We have explored the innovative concept of biofunctionaliza-
tion of GaAs/AlGaAs nanoheterostructures with PBs as a
platform for enhanced detection of Legionella pneumophila with
a DIP biosensor. The attractive three-dimensional character of
a MUBIB-polyethylene glycol (PEG) architecture employed
for the capture of antibodies allowed to immobilize the
eightfold greater concentration of L. pneumophila than that
achieved with the standard biofunctionalization of GaAs
employing antibodies linked with MUA COOH-terminated
SAMs. The enhanced efficiency in capturing bacteria has been
verified with a DIP GaAs/AlGaAs biosensor reporting the
attractive limit of detection of L. pneumophila at 500 CFU/mL.
This represents a significant improvement in achieving an
attractive limit of detection compared to those reported with
conventional biosensors. Furthermore, the incorporation of
antibodies through tunable functional groups of MUBIB
architectures suggests the possibility of employing different
biosensing devices targeting also other bacteria and bio-
molecules.

Figure 6. Representative temporal PL intensity plots of GaAs/AlGaAs polymer brush (MUBIB-PEG)-functionalized biochips digitally
photocorroding (Duty Cycle = 1.5/11) under continuous flow of 0.1× PBS and different concentrations of bacteria (A). Calibration curve based on
the position of the PL intensity maximum revealed with the digital photocorrosion process for the GaAs (12 nm)/AlGaAs (10 nm)
nanoheterostructure (B).
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