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Abstract: The utilization of waste fibers in the production of reinforced concrete materials offers

several advantages, including reducing environmental strain and socio-economic impacts associ-

ated with composite waste, as well as enhancing material performance. This study focuses on the

development of cementitious mortars using secondary waste carbon fibers, which are by-products

derived from the industrial conversion of recycled fibers into woven/non-woven fabrics. The re-

search primarily addresses the challenge of achieving adequate dispersion of these recycled fibers

within the matrix due to their agglomerate-like structure. To address this issue, a deagglomeration

treatment employing nanoclay conditioning was developed. The functionalization with nanoclay

aimed to promote a more uniform distribution of the reinforcement and enhance compatibility with

the cementitious matrix. Various fiber weight percentages (ranging from 0.5 w/w% to 1 w/w%

relative to the cement binder) were incorporated into the fiber-reinforced mix designs, both with

and without nanoceramic treatment. The influence of the reinforcing fibers and the compatibility

effects of nanoclay were investigated through a comprehensive experimental analysis that included

mechanical characterization and microstructural investigation. The effectiveness of the nanoceramic

conditioning was confirmed by a significant increase in flexural strength performance for the sample

incorporating 0.75 w/w% of waste fibers, surpassing 76% compared to the control material and

exceeding 100% compared to the fiber-reinforced mortar incorporating unconditioned carbon fibers.

Furthermore, the addition of nanoclay-conditioned carbon fibers positively impacted compression

strength performance (+13% as the maximum strength increment for the mortar with 0.75 w/w%

of secondary waste carbon fibers) and microstructural characteristics of the samples. However,

further investigation is required to address challenges related to the engineering properties of these

cementitious composites, particularly with respect to impact resistance and durability properties.

Keywords: fiber-reinforced cement composites; carbon fiber recycling; secondary waste carbon fibers;

nanoclay; fiber surface activation; mechanical properties

1. Introduction

Fiber-Reinforced Cementitious Composites (FRCCs) offer great potential as structural
cement-based composites. They involve the incorporation of randomly distributed short
and isolated fibers with various shapes and sizes into the cement matrix. This approach
addresses common challenges associated with crack susceptibility, brittleness, and low
energy absorption observed in ordinary cementitious materials [1]. Generally, synthetic
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conventional fibrous materials (steel, glass, carbon, aramid, polypropylene, polyethy-
lene, polyvinyl chloride) improve concrete performance in terms of a toughening and
strengthening effect, but they derive from non-renewable and expensive virgin resources.
Additionally, they are not biodegradable and, once disposed of, generate waste and nega-
tive environmental impact. Indeed, the disposal practice requires the creation of additional
landfill areas or eco-impacting burning operations, which is in contradiction to the nation’s
environmental goals, including ecosystem protection [2,3]. Natural fibers, such as sisal, jute,
cotton, flax, hemp, pineapple leaf, and kenaf are considered an alternative and sustainable
source of reinforcement for FRCC, given their environmental friendliness, renewability,
cost-effectiveness, and ready availability in fibrous form. The adoption of biosolid fillers
may be beneficial in replacing the conventional raw materials in producing sustainable
lightweight concretes that can fulfill structural requirements for load-bearing members [4]
and provide improved thermal performance for energy-saving prospects as building enve-
lope material applications [5]. It was also ascertained that the implementation of natural
fibers in lightweight cement mortar is a feasible way to preserve adequate mechanical
performance while ensuring high efficiency in terms of acoustic insulation [6]. However,
despite these benefits, their usefulness in cementitious composites is strongly limited by
their relatively low durability and degradation resistance in alkaline environments, which
depletes the reinforcing action of the fiber when integrated into the alkaline and mineral-
rich environment of the cement matrix [7]. As investigated by Mukaddas et al. [8], the
addition of natural fibers is not recommended when durability (sulphate and chloride
resistances) is the main requirement in concrete applications.

In line with the global movement towards resource conservation, circular economy
goals, and the development of sustainable concrete structures that maintain their struc-
tural performance, researchers are now exploring the potential application of recycled
fibers as reinforcements in the production of Fiber-Reinforced Cementitious Composites
(FRCCs). Steel fibers from end-of-life tires [9], plastic fibers from processing discarded
food packaging [10], glass fibers fully made from melted waste bottles [11], and fibers
from carbon-fiber-reinforced polymer (CFRP) or glass-fiber-reinforced polymer (GFRP)
composites [12] represent evidence of the successful integration of recycled reinforcing
materials in a cementitious matrix. Promisingly, the results showed that using recycled
fibers in place of virgin ones provided improvement in the mechanical response of FRCCs
in terms of split tensile strength [9,11], flexural capacity [9–12], compressive strength [9,11],
and energy dissipated at failure [10]. The increment rates were significantly governed by
the type of recycled fibers, aspect ratio, and fiber volume fractions.

CFRPs are receiving remarkable attention as lightweight and high-strength materials.
In a wide range of industries (automotive, aircraft, energy sectors, automation), CFRP
applications and its global market size are expected to continue growing in the future.
Global demand for CFRPs is forecast to double between 2020 (accounting for a production
rate of about 2 kT) and 2030. Consequently, the expanding use and growing global market
for CFRPs means the generation of large volumes of composite wastage in the future [13].
The European Union (EU) waste management legislations imposed strict limits on the
quantity of CFRP wastes that could be diverted to landfills and incineration activities.
Therefore, composite industries are focusing on cost-effective recycling solutions that would
pave the way for composite manufacturers and suppliers to promote the sustainability of
their products, plan for the effective use of resources, and maintain a suitable quality of the
composite sector [12]. To date, the recycling and recovery of carbon fibers via pyrolysis has
gained much attention. Such a technique provides a cheaper and environmentally friendly
access to carbon fibers that can be used for new applications. The production of virgin
fibers requires 98–595 MJ/kg of energy consumption and emits 30–80 kg of CO2. Recycled
carbon fibers (rCFs) involve less embodied energy (about 30 MJ/kg) and a smaller carbon
footprint [14]. In addition, the impact of precursors (such as PAN), representing almost 50%
of the total cost for virgin carbon fibers (vCFs) manufacturing, is disabled. Compared to
vCFs, rCFs preserve adequate stiffness, show limited mechanical degradation (maximum
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strength reduction of 15%), and have a lower apparent density due to the typical fluffy
structure after pyrolysis. In the composite industry, a lot of well-established applications
have been identified for rCFs [15]:

• Compression-molded composites for carbon and hybrid non-wovens with longer
reclaimed fibers;

• Chopped and pelletized fibers for thermoplastic and thermoset composites;
• Milled fibers for coatings and compounds;
• Hybrid CFRP composites—10% vCFs with 90% rCFs—which can reduce costs by 70%.

The study of rCFs in cementitious composites has recently attracted significant at-
tention. Compared to glass, natural, or polymer fibers, rCFs exhibit excellent chemical
inertness and durability within the cementitious matrix. They not only enhance the mechan-
ical performance of concrete materials (including flexural strength, tensile strength, fatigue
performance, and post-cracking behavior), but also offer an environmentally friendly rein-
forcing solution by eliminating the need for the energy-intensive production of virgin fibers.
This makes rCFs a more sustainable choice for reinforcement in concrete materials [16].
Akbar et al. [16] utilized pyrolyzed and milled rCF (80–100 µm length) as reinforcement
in cementitious composites, studying different proportions from 0% (v/v) to 1.5% (v/v).
According to the authors’ experimentation, the fibers were uniformly dispersed into the
cement composites without the application of ultra-sonication pre-processing. Mechanical
characterization showed the maximum increase in flexural strength (+82%) and compres-
sion strength (+47%) by the addition of 1% (v/v) of rCFs. In work done by Kimm et al. [17],
post-pyrolysis short rCFs (10–30 mm) were added in concrete in different volumetric per-
centages, 0.25% (v/v) to 1% (v/v), and analyzed in terms of their flexural properties. The
authors implemented an O2-plasma treatment to enhance fiber–matrix bonding. With
the increase in the fiber volumetric percentage, flexural strength improved, but only to a
specific volume percentage limit (maximum strength increase was +39% over the flexural
strength of plain sample). Li et al. [18] investigated the influence of rCF, obtained via
microwave-assisted pyrolysis, on the static and dynamic mechanical properties of FRCCs.
The addition of 10 w/w% of rCFs into the concrete exhibited the maximum compressive
strength (+48.9% over unreinforced concrete) and flexural strength (+50.4% more than
unreinforced concrete). Microwave-assisted pyrolysis was demonstrated as an effective
way to remove the resin from the fibers’ surface, increasing their adhesion with the cement
matrix. Other researchers used rCFs in combination with tire crumb rubber to achieve
lightweight cementitious composites with excellent ductility, flexural toughness, impact
resistance, and energy absorption capacity [19]. Ordinary rubberized concrete materials
experience a significant loss in mechanical strength due to the incompatibility between
crumb rubber and cement paste [20]. The addition of rCFs prevented a severe drop in
mechanical strength while preserving lightweight characteristics and good mechanical
ductility, establishing its potential use in civil infrastructures such as earthquake-resistant
structures, concrete pavements, impact barriers, and floors.

Current studies on integrating rCFs as concrete reinforcement remain limited. How-
ever, the use of rCFs recovered from pyrolysis has already established a strong presence
in the composite materials industry due to its widespread use and economic viability.
Implementing rCFs as reinforcement in concrete/mortar offers clear engineering advan-
tages. Nonetheless, the limited amount of rCFs that can be incorporated into cementitious
composites hampers its recycling potential.

This research focuses on the valorization of a secondary waste carbon fiber (sCF)
fraction obtained from industrial processes that convert rCFs into woven/non-woven
carbon mats for polymer composite applications. Specifically, the study investigates fiber-
reinforced cement mortars with four different sCF dosages (0%, 0.5%, 0.75%, and 1% by
weight of the cement binder). The fluffy and agglomerated nature of sCFs poses challenges
in achieving proper fiber dispersion within the matrix. To address this, a novel nanoclay
slurry pre-treatment was developed for deagglomerating the fibers. The reinforcing effect
of sCFs and the compatibility of nanoclay conditioning in the designed FRCCs were
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assessed through a comprehensive experimental analysis, including static mechanical
characterization, chemical microanalysis, and microstructural assessment.

2. Materials

2.1. Secondary Waste Carbon Fibers (sCFs)

The sCFs, implemented in this study for designing the fiber-reinforced cement mor-
tar samples, were supplied by the Italian company Carbon Task Srl (Biella, Italy). The
production line of Carbon Task Srl deals with the processing and weaving of pyrolyzed
rCFs from waste CFRP composite pieces to obtain commercial woven/non-woven carbon
fabrics. In the conversion from rCFs to fabric, a waste fibrous fraction, i.e., sCFs, is gener-
ated (30–50 kg of sCFs produced for each ton of rCF processed). During processing, such
by-product is collected through specific cyclone dust collectors and subsequently stored
while awaiting disposal. The sCF appears as an ensemble of fluffy carbon agglomerates of
different dimensions. The process chain of the Carbon Task Srl plant is covered by trade
secrets, so no further technical details are available on the process.

Figure 1 reports a flowchart summarizing the steps leading to the production of the
sCF used in this research.

ff

ff
ff

 

tt

ff

tt

Figure 1. Flowchart of the process leading to the production of sCFs used in this work.

Figure 2 displays the morphology of an sCF agglomerate. The images were acquired
by using the scanning electron microscope Tescan MIRA 3 FEG-SEM (Tescan, Brno, Czech
Republic) at an operating voltage of 15 kV. Prior to the analysis, a randomly selected
specimen of sCF agglomerate was placed onto an adhesive carbon pad which was attached
on an aluminum SEM stub. Due the conductive characteristics of carbon fibers, no pre-
treatment was conducted. The SEM micrographs show fibers of different lengths strictly
intertwined within the single agglomerated structure. The fibers look relatively clean,
with few small particles of non-uniform shape on their surface resulting from fragmented
polymer resin that remain attached after the pyrolysis treatment.
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Figure 2. SEM micrographs of an sCF agglomerate at different magnifications: (a) 250× and (b) 6.25 k×.

An image-processing size analysis (Figure 3) revealed an average fiber length of
550 µm and a diameter of 6.6 µm.
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tt

Figure 3. Image-processing analysis for measuring the average diameter of sCF.

The average density of the sCFs, determined following Archimedes’ principle with
a commercial density determination kit of the analytical balance Mettler Toledo ME54
(Mettler Toledo, Columbus, OH, USA), was 1.70 g/cm3.

2.2. Mixtures Composition and Details on Nanoclay Properties

The cement mortar matrix was composed of CEM IV/A-type pozzolanic cement
(strength grade of 42.5 R) produced by Italcementi S.p.A. (Bergamo, Italy), locally supplied
fine-grained river sand (maximum nominal size of 1 mm), and tap water. Attapulgite
nanoclay (ANC) from Lawrence Industries Ltd. (Tamworth, UK) is displayed in Figure 4a
and was employed for conditioning the sCFs with the objective of deagglomerating the
fibers and enhancing their dispersion and compatibility with the cement matrix. The
surface morphology and chemical composition of the ANC were analyzed by the Tescan
MIRA 3 FEG-SEM (Tescan, Brno, Czech Republic) equipped with an energy-dispersive
X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) facility (Edax, Mahwah, NJ, USA). The sample was gold-coated
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prior to the analysis. The SEM micrograph in Figure 4b revealed a massive and aggregated
morphology with a relatively smooth surface texture and sharp edges.

  

(a) (b) 

tt

⋅

tt

Figure 4. (a) Appearance of ANC and (b) microstructural characteristics by SEM in dry powder form.

Apart from a gold (Au) peak deriving from the sputter-coating treatment, the EDS
spectrum and quantitative elemental analysis of ANC highlights the presence of calcium (Ca),
magnesium (Mg), aluminum (Al), silicon (Si), oxygen (O), as reported in Figure 5 and Table 1.

tt

 

⋅

tt

Figure 5. EDS spectrum of ANC.

Table 1. Quantitative EDS chemical elemental analysis of ANC.

Element Atomic %

Ca 0.63
O 58.25

Mg 6.65
Al 4.58
Si 29.23

Au 0.66

Indeed, ANC is a natural hydrated magnesium–aluminum silicate mineral having a
theoretic structure formula of Si8O20Mg5(Al)(OH)2(H2O)4·4H2O. The mineralogical struc-
ture of attapulgite belongs to the 2:1 phyllosilicate classification, in which the sheets of silica
tetrahedral are periodically inverted with respect to the tetrahedral bases (Figure 6). As
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a result of this inversion, the octahedral sheets are periodically interrupted, and terminal
cations complete their coordination spheres with water molecules. The octahedral sheet is
essentially an arrangement of closely packed six hydroxyl ions (OH−) and oxygen atoms
(O) enclosing a metal cation, mainly a Mg2+ ion. However, the Mg2+ ions in octahedral
sites may be replaced by some polyvalent cations such as Al3+ and Ca2+ ions due to the
isomorphism substitution effect. The discontinuity of the octahedral sheet leads to the
formation of the so-called “clay channels”. These channels are open tunnels at the edge of a
nanoclay unit and form its external surface, resulting in a fibrous (or “needle”-like) material
morphology [21,22]. Such a macrostructure refers to the colloidal nature of nanoclay that
develops when ANC is in the hydrated condition and the particles are adequately dispersed
in a liquid medium. However, ANC is commercially supplied to users in dry and non-
colloidal form (powder or granules as shown in Figure 4a,b above) in which the needles
are packed close to each other to give rigid aggregates of micrometric dimension [23].

−

ff

 

tt

tt

Figure 6. Schematic of ANC crystal structure. Reprinted with permission from Ref. [21]. Copyright

2011, Elsevier.

The dynamic light scattering (DLS) method was performed to accurately determine
the average size of the ANC particles. A hydrodynamic diameter (HD) measurement
of the particle was made by a Litesizer 500 (Anton Paar, Graz, Austria) DLS analyzer.
In a typical procedure, 0.5 g of ANC was dispersed in 50 mL of bidistilled water and
stirred magnetically at 500 rpm for approximately 30 min. Subsequently, the solution was
further diluted until a clear analyte was obtained for analysis. The dynamic light scattering
(DLS) size distribution profile is presented in Figure 7. Results from three consecutive
measurements revealed that the hydrodynamic diameters (HDs) ranged from 0.75 µm to
3.38 µm.

−

ff

tt

tt

Figure 7. DLS size distribution profile of ANC.
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2.3. Conditioning of sCFs via ANC-Based Treatment

Adopting ANC in the construction material field is an emerging and most promising
approach to improve the properties of cement-based materials. The addition of nanoclay
increases thixotropic behavior and improves the fresh-stage stiffening of early-age cementi-
tious mixtures. In addition, as a kind of nano-pozzolanic material, ANC not only reduces
the pore size and porosity of the cement matrix, but also improves the strength of the
cement matrix through pozzolanic reactions [24]. Compared with other nano-additives
employed for functionalizing high-performance cement-based systems (such as carbon
nanotubes, carbon nanofibers, graphene, nano-SiO2, nano-Al2O3), nanoclay is more cost-
effective and less harmful to the environment and human health. This is attributed to
the fact that nanoclay can be produced in existing, full-scale production facilities, and
the basic material (clay) is a type of readily available natural mineral [25]. Furthermore,
the effectiveness of ANC as a nano-additive and as a surface functionalizing agent for
reinforcing materials in cementitious composites was also demonstrated by the authors
in previous works [26,27]. These reasons prompted the use of nanoclay for the physical–
chemical surface conditioning of sCFs aimed at both minimizing the fibers’ aggregation
and promoting their homogeneous distribution in the matrix while ensuring adequate
carbon–cement chemical compatibility.

The conditioning treatment used on the sCFs involved the preparation of a nanoclay-
based slurry for treating fibers and enhancing their deagglomeration. To evaluate the
effectiveness of the proposed conditioning method, a trial slurry was prepared by mixing
sCFs and ANC, in the same weight ratio (1:1), with 100 mL of tap water. First, the sCFs
were manually deagglomerated, weighed (1 g), and put inside a glass beaker. Then, water
was added, and a magnetic stirring was performed for 1 min. at 500 rpm. At this point,
the ANC was poured and the whole mixture was blended at 500 rpm for a further 30 min.
To evaluate the post-conditioning properties of carbon fibers through chemical and SEM
morphological microanalysis, the ANC-sCFs slurry was poured onto a watch glass and
dried in an oven at 100 ◦C for 24 h. Upon visual examination of the dried sample, the sCFs
exhibited homogeneous dispersion within the clay matrix, and no agglomeration of carbon
fibers was observed. Figure 8 illustrates the key steps involved in the preparation of the
nanoceramic slurry and the conditioning of the sCFs.

ff

ff tt

ff

 

tt
ff

Figure 8. Conditioning sCFs via nanoceramic slurry: (a) weighing the carbon fibers, (b) ANC addition,

(c) stirring the ANC-based slurry with sCFs, and (d) appearance of the ceramic slurry sample after

oven-drying for microanalysis on post-conditioned sCFs.

To provide a counterproof, an experiment was conducted to disrupt the agglomerates
of sCFs by employing magnetic stirring in water alone, without the addition of ANC, while
keeping the same mixing parameters (500 rpm for 30 min). Figure 9 illustrates the various
stages of the procedure, emphasizing the appearance of the filtered mixture following the
treatment. In this case, the attempt to deagglomerate the sCFs using this method proved to
be ineffective, as evidenced by the presence of numerous clusters of carbon fibers collected
on the grid.
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Figure 9. Treatment of sCFs via magnetic stirring in water without addition of ANC: (a) sCFs–water

mixing, (b) filtration of the mixture after treatment, and (c) appearance of the filtrated mixture.

2.4. Mix Formulations

A total of ten cement mortar mixtures, divided into four groups, were prepared
with different contents of sCFs (with and without nanoceramic conditioning treatment)
and ANC.

The first group (named sCF_i, where i is 0.5, 0.75, and 1) consisted of the mixtures
loaded with different levels of unconditioned sCFs, i.e., 0.5%, 0.75%, and 1% by weight
over the weight of the cement binder, respectively. In this case, cement and sand were
dry-blended manually in a bucket. Separately, the sCFs were mixed with water for 2 min.
using a drill mixer. Then, the “water and sCFs” mixture was gradually added to the dry
blend (cement and sand) and drill-mixed until a homogeneous cementitious compound
was achieved. After mixing, the fresh compound was cast into standard prismatic specimen
molds (40 mm × 40 mm × 160 mm) and then slightly vibrated to remove air voids. The
second group (named sCF-ANC_i, where i is 0.5, 0.75, and 1) involved the FRCCs that
incorporate sCFs conditioned with the nanoceramic slurry. Herein, the slurry containing
ANC and sCFs (1:1 weight ratio) was prepared in accordance with the procedure defined
in Section 2.3, but using all the mixing water required for the manufacturing of mortar
samples. After the hand-mixing of cement and sand, the slurry containing the conditioned
fibers was added. Following the same procedure implemented for the first group, the fresh
compounds were drill mixed and poured into prismatic molds for making specimens. The
third group (named ANC_i, where i is 0.5, 0.75, and 1) comprised the sCF-free cementitious
formulations, including three different additions of ANC in the same dosage implemented
for producing the slurries. For this set of samples, nanoclay was dry blended with cement
and sand. Then, the mixing water was gradually added. Mixing and mold-casting op-
erations were performed in accordance with the procedure described above. Standard
cement mortar samples (without addition of sCFs and ANC) were prepared as the control
group (CTR). After mold-casting, all specimens were demolded at the age of 1 day and
cured in water for 28 days before testing. The mix proportions (referring to 1 m3 of fresh
mixture) of the cement mortars investigated in this research are tabulated in Table 2. In
all samples, the amount of sand and cement was kept constant. For the nanoclay-free mix
formulations, the water amount was selected to achieve a water-to-cement (w/c) ratio of
0.42. In accordance with the Powers’ model, a w/c ratio of 0.42 is technically recognized
in concrete technology as the optimal condition for achieving complete hydration of a
cementitious system [28]. With the addition of the nanoclay, the amount of water was
slightly increased to consider the effect of hydration related to the nanoceramic additive
while preserving 0.42 as a “target” ratio.
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Table 2. Mix proportions.

Group
Cement
(kg/m3)

Sand
(kg/m3)

Water
(kg/m3)

sCF
(kg/m3)

ANC
(kg/m3)

CTR 700 1170 295 - -

sCF_0.5 700 1170 295 3.5 -
sCF_0.75 700 1170 295 5.25 -

sCF_1 700 1170 295 7 -

sCF-
ANC_0.5

700 1170 297 3.5 3.5

sCF-
ANC_0.75

700 1170 298 5.25 5.25

sCF-ANC_1 700 1170 300 7 7

ANC_0.5 700 1170 297 - 3.5
ANC_0.75 700 1170 298 - 5.25

ANC_1 700 1170 300 - 7

3. Testing

3.1. Microanalysis of sCFs after ANC-Based Conditioning

3.1.1. SEM and EDS Analysis

To perform microanalysis on the post-conditioning sCFs, small pieces of the dried
nanoceramic slurry were mounted onto a carbon tape and gold coated. With the same
experimental facilities implemented for the raw materials characterization, the SEM device
connected by a secondary electron (SE) detector of 15 kV of accelerating voltage and EDS
analyzer were used to examine the microstructure and the surface chemical composition of
fibers, respectively.

3.1.2. Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FT-IR)

The effect of the ANC-based treatment on the surface modification of sCF was also
studied by FT-IR-reflectance spectrometry. The detection was performed by a PerkinElmer
Spectrum 3 FT-IR spectrometer (PerkinElmer, Waltham, MA, USA) including a Diamond
KRS-5 attachment with attenuated total internal reflectance (resolution of 4 cm−1, 4 scans,
wavelength range of 4000–400 cm−1).

3.2. Characterization of Fiber-Reinforced Cement Mortars

3.2.1. Three-Point Flexural Testing

The 28-day flexural strengths of fiber-reinforced cement mortars were tested using a
Zwick-Roell Z10 universal testing machine (Zwick-Roell GmbH & C. KG, Ulm, Germany)
equipped with a load cell of 10 kN. The test (three-point bending) was carried out in
accordance with the ASTM C348-02 standard method [29], setting a crosshead displacement
speed of 1 mm/min and a span length of 100 mm. Strain was recorded with a displacement
transducer in contact with the sample. Three beam-shaped specimens were used for
each formulation.

3.2.2. Compression Testing

After the flexural test, the beams were broken into two pieces. Cubes of 40 mm per
side were produced by cutting and tested in compression. Cutting operations were made
with a Labotom-3 abrasive cut-off saw (Struers Inc., Cleveland, OH, USA) equipped with a
silicon carbide abrasive cutting disk (Hitech Europe, Milan, Italy). For compression testing,
a Zwick-Roell Z150 universal testing machine (150 kN capacity) was utilized at a loading
rate of 2 mm/min following the ASTM C109/C109M standard [30]. Five specimens for each
formulation were tested. Axial strain (%) was measured using the crosshead displacement
as the change in specimen’s height, due to the compression load, divided by the original
height multiplied per 100%. The crosshead displacement was also used in calculating the
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static elastic modulus. The elastic modulus was taken as the slope of the initial linear region
of the load–strain curve in the range between 10 MPa and 20 MPa.

3.2.3. SEM and EDS Analysis

SEM and EDS microanalysis were also conducted on the fracture surface of the cement
mortar samples. Small specimens of 3 cm2 (surface) × 1 cm (height) were bonded to
the SEM sample stage with double-sided carbon tape. To obtain good imaging quality
with minimal electrostatic charging effects due to the non-conductive characteristics of the
material, the specimens were sputter-coated with a layer of gold prior to the analysis, using
an Edwards S150B sputter-coater (Edwards Ltd., Burgess Hill, UK).

4. Results and Discussions

4.1. Microanalysis of sCFs after ANC-Based Conditioning

The deagglomeration and adequate dispersion of the sCFs in the cement medium was
a crucial factor to solidify the enhancement of the mechanical behavior of fiber-reinforced
mortars. As addressed in Section 2.3, the implementation of the nanoclay slurry proved to
be an effective method to disaggregate the carbon fiber agglomerates, allowing a homoge-
neous distribution of the fibers in the ceramic mixture. The principal mechanisms that occur
in the deagglomeration of carbon-based aggregation using the ANC-based dispersing fluid
are: (1) the infiltration into the fibrous agglomerated structure by the dispersing medium;
(2) the change in surface energy that ANC induces on the fibers. In this regard, the viscosity
of the dispersing fluid is a primary factor to determine an adequate infiltration inside
the agglomerate, as well as an effective conditioning and coating on the fibers [31]. In
accordance with the study conducted by Chuang et al. [32], if the mass fraction of the
dispersing agent (in this case ANC) is too small, the viscosity of the dispersant solution is
not enough to coat carbon fibers. Contrarily, if the mass fraction is too large, the viscosity
of the solution is too great, the fluidity is poor, and carbon fibers can’t disperse separately.
The ANC-based slurry designed in this research seems to provide a rheology with good
potential to infiltrate and wet the sCF agglomerates. The full infiltration of the dispers-
ing fluid would reduce the strength of carbon agglomerates, facilitating their untangling
and the consequent separation of the fibers in the solution. Furthermore, ANC would
have assisted the fibers’ dispersion by reducing the interfacial surface energy mismatch
between hydrophobic sCF and water (surfactant-like behavior). Generally, the total surface
energy comprises polar and non-polar (dispersive) components. The high polarity of OH
groups, at the ends of clay structure, provide strong affinity with water molecules by the
formation of hydrogen bonds. Conversely, the positive charge distribution on the ANC
surface, due to the contribution of metal cations, promotes the van der Waals force and
other non-site-specific interactions (dispersive component) with carbon fibers (Figure 10).
Such a mechanism produces an increase in the wettability of the fibers’ surface, promoting
their isolation in polar liquids like water. This assumption is supported by a previous
study from Zabihi et al. [33] on the surface modification of carbon fibers with nanoclay for
enhancing the interfacial adhesion properties in epoxy resin matrix composites.
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ffi

tt

Figure 10. Schematic drawing of the interaction between sCF and ANC in accordance with the

mechanism proposed by Zabihi et al. [33].

4.1.1. Microstructure Analysis

Figure 11 shows the results of ANC-based conditioning on sCFs. Notably, the SEM
analysis reveals the presence of nanoclay adhering to the fiber surface in a characteristic
hydrated needle-like form. These observations indicate an interaction between the clay and
carbon. The resulting ceramic coating contributes to the increased hydrophilicity of the
sCFs, thereby improving their affinity and dispersion in water. Additionally, as also verified
by Zabihi et al. [33], conditioning with ANC caused some evident longitudinal grooves and
increased surface roughness on fibers. The presence of these surface defects and channels
can certainly result in improved mechanical interlocking and better interfacial adhesion
between sCFs and the cement matrix, representing the key prerequisite for maximizing the
mechanical behavior of the final FRCC [16].

ffi

tt

  

Figure 11. SEM analysis of sCFs after conditioning with ANC.

The adhesion of ANC on the carbon fiber surface after conditioning was further
confirmed by the presence of Si, Al, and Mg detected by EDS analysis (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. EDS spectrum of sCFs after conditioning with ANC.

The elemental composition from the EDS analysis of the sCF following the surface
activation treatment with nanoclay is indicated in Table 3.

Table 3. Quantitative EDS chemical elemental analysis of sCF after conditioning with ANC.

Element Atomic %

C 86.69
O 7.91

Mg 0.96
Al 0.66
Si 2.65

Au 1.13

4.1.2. Surface Functional Groups

FT-IR spectra for bare sCFs, ANC, and sCFs after conditioning with nanoclay are
plotted in Figure 13.
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Figure 13. FT-IR spectrum of bare sCF (black plot), ANC (orange plot), and sCF conditioned with

ANC (blue plot).

Limited chemical information can be obtained from bare sCFs due to the challenge of
recording a high-quality FT-IR signal caused by their highly absorbing nature (resulting
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in a black specimen). Nonetheless, a small absorption band in the range of 1500 cm−1

to 1250 cm−1 was identified, which is attributed to the stretching vibration of C=C in
the graphite structure [34]. In the FT-IR spectrum of raw ANC, the absorption peaks at
3543–3614 cm−1 were assigned to the stretching vibration of the O–H units within the clay
interlayer bonded to Al and/or Mg. Additionally, the band at 1651 cm−1 corresponds
to H–O–H bending vibrations of bonded water. The characteristic absorption peaks at
1195 cm−1 and 975 cm−1 were attributed to the perpendicular stretching vibration of the
Si–O bond. The IR spectra in the range of less than 500 cm−1 exhibited a combined band
due to the stretching vibrations of the Mg–O bond and the bending vibrations of the O–Si–O
and Al–O–Si bonds [35–37]. The spectrum of sCFs after conditioning with ANC exhibited
the same chemical groups present on the surface of the raw nanoclay. This confirms the
influence of the ANC-based treatment on the surface of carbon fibers.

4.2. Mechanical Characterization of Fiber-Reinforced Cement Mortars

4.2.1. Three-Point Flexural Testing

The results of the flexural strength tests for carbon-fiber-reinforced cement mortars
are illustrated in Figure 14. The influence of sCFs on the flexural strength of FRCCs was
rather unclear and changing in the case of unconditioned fibers. With respect to the CTR
sample, depending on the sCF content, FRCC exhibited a marginal increase (+14.6% for
sCF_0.5 and +5.7% for sCF_1) or decrease (−12% for sCF_0.75) in its flexural strength.
Overall, it is evident that the addition of untreated carbon micro-fibers did not lead to any
significant benefit for the mechanical performance. In contrast, incorporating sCF processed
with ANC resulted in a significant enhancement in flexural properties. Compared to the
CTR mixture, the increase in flexural strength ranged from +70.5% for the sCF-ANC_0.5
sample to +76.3% for the sCF-ANC_0.75 sample. Compared to the mortars incorporating
unconditioned sCF, the increase in strength was 49%, 100%, and 67% for the sCF-ANC_0.5
mix, sCF-ANC_0.75 mix, and sCF-ANC_1 mix, respectively. Despite the effectiveness of the
nanoceramic surface activation of fibers on the strength improvement, the highest content
of sCF (1 w/w%) did not lead to a change in flexural strength. With respect to the CTR
sample, the increase in strength for the sCF-ANC_1 mix (+76.1%) was very close to that
found for the sCF-ANC_0.75 sample. What may hinder further enhancement in flexural
performance can be traced to the difficulty of ensuring efficient dispersion with increasing
sCF content. Defects induced by fiber agglomeration are unfavorable to the strengthening
effect, limiting further growth in the mechanical properties of the mortars [38]. Considering
the results of this study, an sCF concentration of 0.75 w/w% was the optimal fiber content
in which the strengthening effect of fiber dominates and the best condition in terms of the
occurrence of dispersion through the nanoclay conditioning treatment.

 

ff

ff

ffi

5.28
6.05

4.65
5.58

9 9.31 9.3

0 (CTR) 0.5 0.75 1

0

2

4

6

8

10

 Unconditioned sCF

 sCF-ANC

F
le

x
u

ra
l 

st
re

n
g
th

 (
M

P
a
)

sCF (% w/w)
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tioned sCF and control samples.
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The beneficial effect of ANC-based treatment can be ascribed to two main factors.
Firstly, the absence of the proper dispersion of unconditioned sCFs within the cementitious
compound leads to the formation of fibrous agglomerates in the matrix, resulting in
compromised interfacial bonding. As a consequence, the fibers are unable to effectively
share external loads with the cement binder, creating a weak zone within the concrete. This
limitation hampers the potential improvement in flexural behavior [39]. Furthermore, the
hydrophobic nature of carbon fibers, apart from contributing to the consolidation of sCF
clusters within the matrix, also leads to an increase in the material’s porosity [40]. The
conditioning of the fibers with ANC helps alleviate the influence of these aforementioned
phenomena. Nanoclay slurry would favor the dispersion of the fibers according to the
mechanisms described in Section 4.1, avoiding the presence of agglomerates harmful for
the strength performance of the cement mortars. Furthermore, due to the hydrophilic
nature of ANC, the conditioned sCFs are more hydrophilic, which makes the fibers more
easily dispersed in the cement-based material and the microstructure denser by minimizing
the entrapped air (porosity) introduced into the matrix during mixing. A similar result
was achieved by Lu et al. [41], who implemented a nano-SiO2 surface modification method
for carbon fibers to improve the strength and microstructure development of FRCCs. The
functionalization of carbon fibers with nano-SiO2 proved to be less efficient than the ANC-
based conditioning treatment proposed in the present work. Indeed, Lu et al. [41] recorded
a maximum increase in flexural strength of 22% for a fiber content of 0.5%. Fractography
observations (Figure 15) confirmed the near total disappearance of fibrous agglomerates and
a significant reduction in porosity in the sCF-ANC samples compared to the counterparts
incorporating unconditioned fibers.
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Figure 15. Fractographies of the specimens after flexural test. Yellow arrows indicate sCF agglomer-

ates into the matrix.
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Another valuable result found in the present work is that the strength improvement
achieved by using this type of waste fibrous filler after nanoceramic conditioning is supe-
rior to the mechanical properties achieved by other researchers [16–18,42–44] who have
employed vCFs or rCFs as concrete reinforcements (Figure 16). Notably, only the configura-
tions with the best strength performances were considered in this survey, i.e., the carbon
fiber contents that promoted the greatest increases in relation to the plain reference matrix.
For the present work, the optimal mix that contributed to the greatest mechanical strength
properties was the sCF-ANC_0.75 sample. In this comparative analysis, the length of the
fibers was also detailed. Considering the typical diameter for carbon fibers (6–7 µm), the
fiber length is closely related to their aspect ratio (fiber’s length over its diameter) which
represents a considerable parameter governing the physical and structural properties of
FRCCs. The investigation in Figure 16 highlights that using shorter fibers (lower aspect
ratio) results in better mechanical strength behavior. While ordinary chopped fibers with
lengths greater than 5 mm are effective in enhancing the post-cracking response and duc-
tility of the material through crack-bridging mechanisms, the inclusion of micro-fibers,
including the sCFs employed in this study, offers a larger quantity of available reinforcing
material to strengthen the cracked sections, resulting in a greater improvement in strength.
Additionally, shorter fibers are more easily dispersed within the cement matrix. The use
of carbon fibers can pose challenges during the mixing process, particularly when longer
fibers are utilized, leading to the formation of clusters [45]. These findings emphasize
the significance of ANC treatment on sCFs to optimize the final strength performance of
cementitious composites.
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Figure 16. Percentages of increase in flexural strength of FRCCs with vCFs and rCFs reported

in 6 articles (Refs. [16–18,42–44]) and comparison with the results achieved in the present work

using sCFs.

4.2.2. Compression Testing

In accordance with the results of flexural testing, the conditioning of sCF with ANC
implied improvements in compression strength performance both with respect to the CTR
sample and the mixtures incorporating unconditioned carbon fibers (Figure 17). All cement
mortars added with untreated fibers show a clear worsening of the mechanical properties.
Compared to the CTR mix, the compressive strengths of the sCF_0.5, sCF_0.75, and sCF_1
samples were reduced by 35.6%, 21.6%, and 37%, respectively. For the mixes containing
nanoclay-activated sCF, the strength of the fiber-reinforced mortars exceeded that of the
un-reinforced control sample. With respect to the CTR mix, the maximum rate of increase
was 13% for the sCF-ANC_0.75 sample. For the sCF-ANC_0.5 and sCF-ANC_1 mixes, the
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increments in strength performance were 3.2% and 11.9%, respectively. Unlike the flexural
behavior, the compressive strength of FRCC was only slightly improved with the addition
of ANC-treated sCFs. It is known that the strengthening contribution of the fibers is more
significant under flexural loads since the compression strength is mainly governed by the
structural characteristics of the matrix, including the porosity, shear modulus, and ultimate
strain [46]. These observations provide evidence for the detrimental impact of sCF clusters
on the structural integrity of the matrix when proper dispersion and compatibilization of
carbon fibers are not achieved. In fact, all formulations incorporating unconditioned sCFs
demonstrated lower strength performance compared to the CTR sample. This highlights
the importance of ensuring adequate dispersion and compatibilization of carbon fibers to
achieve optimal strength properties in the composite material.
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Figure 17. Compression strength test results for sCF-reinforced cement mortars.

From the compression testing, the load–strain behavior and stiffness of the cement
mortars were investigated as a function of the sCF addition and fiber conditioning with
ANC. Figure 18a illustrates the load–strain relationship (CTR, sCF_0.5, and sCF-ANC_0.5
samples) and relative elastic modulus (Figure 18b) of all FRCC samples to scrutinize the
behavior of mortars following the addition of carbon fibers and the treatment with nanoclay.
Then, the relative static elastic modulus was defined as the ratio of the modulus of fiber-
reinforced mortars to that of the CTR sample. In good agreement with the compressive
strength results, the relative elastic modulus displays opposite trends following the addition
of unconditioned and ANC-treated fibers. Compared to the CTR sample, the presence of
untreated fibers drastically reduced the composite’s stiffness. The resulting negative impact
is attributed to the sCFs’ agglomeration into the matrix, the formation of voids between
the cement paste and carbon agglomerates and increased entrapped air (porosity) as the
percentage of fiber is increased [47]. The extent of the elastic modulus improvement in the
samples incorporating conditioned sCFs was attributed to the successful fiber dispersion.
The successful dispersion of micro-fibers within the cement matrix led to a decrease in
the fiber-free area in the material, resulting in improved mechanical performance due to
the higher stiffness of carbon fibers compared to the cement matrix. The measurement of
the elastic modulus highlights the significance of the interfacial bond between the cement
matrix and the rigid reinforcement. The improvement observed after conditioning with
nanoclay indicates the successful attainment of compatibility between the sCF and the
cement binder, enabling the carbon reinforcement to make a substantial contribution to the
stiffness of the composite prior to failure.
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Figure 18. (a) Load–strain behavior (CTR, sCF_0.5, and sCF-ANC_0.5 samples) and (b) relative elastic

modulus of sCF-reinforced mortars.

4.2.3. SEM and EDS Analysis

The microstructure of the cement composites reinforced with unconditioned sCFs is
shown in Figure 19. The SEM micrograph in Figure 19a revealed the presence of some
“islands” of carbon fibers (indicated by the yellow arrows) representing sCF agglomerates
interspersed in the matrix. Upon closer examination, cement paste trapped between
the fibers within the agglomerates was observed, shown in Figure 19b. The grain-like
morphology of the material indicated the presence of a cementitious phase that was not
fully developed at the microstructural level, likely due to the inhibitory effect of the sCF
clusters on the proper growth of hydration products.

ff
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ff

ff

Figure 19. SEM microstructural analysis of FRCCs adding unconditioned sCFs: (a) clusters of sCF

interspersed into the matrix and (b) cement paste trapped within the carbon agglomerates.

This effect was investigated by EDS chemical analysis. It is expected that the Ca/Si
ratio, having a great significance for the C–S–H gel structure (dominating component of
cement hydration) [48], varies according to the hydration state of the binder. The cement
phase embedded into sCF agglomerates (Figure 20a) is different from the bulk cement
matrix (Figure 20b) in its chemical characteristics. As also quantified in Table 4, the Ca/Si
ratio of the bulk matrix surpassed the Ca/Si ratio of the cementitious phase entrapped
within the fibers, demonstrating that the hydration degree of the cement embedded into the
carbon agglomerates is lower than the hydration degree of the bulk cement matrix. These
findings suggest that the presence of carbon clusters creates regions within the cement
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matrix that have reduced microstructural development and lower strength, serving as weak
points in the final composite. This observation aligns with the results obtained by Yan
et al. [49], who investigated the microstructure and chemical properties of cement mortars
incorporating carbon-based reinforcement.
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Figure 20. EDS spectra of the cementitious phase entrapped within the sCF agglomerates (a) and the

bulk cement matrix (b).

Table 4. Ca/Si ratio evaluated from EDS. (The results refer to average value from four-point-scan

analysis on the investigated area).

Area Ca (Atomic %) Si (Atomic %) Ca/Si Ratio

Cement embedded in sCF (a) 27.40 12.13 2.26
Bulk cement matrix (b) 64.88 16.44 3.95

After the conditioning with ANC, the microstructure of the carbon-fiber-reinforced
mortar appeared free of fibrous agglomerates (Figure 21a), with well dispersed and isolated
carbon fibers inside the matrix (Figure 21b).
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tt

Figure 21. SEM microstructural analysis of FRCCs with sCFs added after conditioning with ANC:

(a) microstructure of the mortar and (b) detail of carbon fibers dispersed and isolated within the matrix.

Figure 22 elucidates the interfacial transition zone (ITZ) between the cement matrix
and sCFs after conditioning with ANC. The micrographs revealed that, once sCFs are
pulled out (Figure 22a), microcracking appears within the matrix around the fibers due
to the enhanced ITZ bonding between the cement and conditioned sCFs (Figure 22b). If
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proper dispersion is ensured, the inclusion of high-performance fibers can mitigate the
extension of microcracks and block their propagation, as well as consuming energy during
the fracture process. In this regard, after the brittle failure of the cement matrix, additional
energy must be consumed to pull the fibers out of the binder. This additional energy
consumption manifests itself in higher failure loads, toughness, and cracking behavior in
the FRCCs [50,51].

   

(a) (b) 

ff

ff

ff

ff

ff

ff

Figure 22. SEM microstructural analysis of ITZ between sCFs after conditioning with ANC and

cement matrix: (a) cracking and fiber pull out and (b) detail on microcracks propagation around

the fiber.

4.2.4. Mechanical Characterization of ANC Group Samples

A mechanical performance analysis was also conducted on cementitious mixtures
without fibers incorporating ANC to assess whether the addition of the nanoceramic filler
had any competitive effect on the strength improvement of the carbon-fiber-reinforced
mortars. Flexural and compression strength results are illustrated in Figure 23a,b, respec-
tively. The plots clearly show that the inclusion of ANC adversely affected the strengths
of cement mortars. A reduction was clearly observed both in flexural and compression
strength for each percentage of nanoclay investigated. Flexural strength was reduced by
35.6%, 7.6%, and 48.9% for the ANC_0.5, ANC_0.75, and ANC_1 mixes, respectively, over
the CTR mix. Regarding the compression performance, the strength was reduced by 19.7%,
9.3%, and 12.9% for ANC_0.5, ANC_0.75, and ANC_1 samples, respectively. There are
conflicting findings in the literature regarding the effect of nanoclay additions on concrete
materials’ performance. Some researchers have verified a slight increase in mechanical
strength due to the high pozzolanic reactivity of nanoclay fillers [52,53]. Conversely, some
other researchers have shown that to obtain beneficial effects, an adequate dispersion of
particles in the cement compound is necessary to avoid agglomeration phenomena, which
can inhibit the proper hydration and strength development of the material [25]. The results
achieved in this study suggested that the implementation of ANC as a compatibilizer for
sCF was an excellent way to maximize the effect of carbon reinforcement on the mechanical
strength performance of FRCCs. On the other hand, the possibility of using nanoclay as a
pozzolanic filler would require more effective dispersion methods for the proper integration
of micro-fibers into the cementitious mixture.
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Figure 23. Mechanical test results of ANC group samples: (a) flexural strength and (b) compression

strength.

5. Conclusions

This study aimed to explore the potential utilization of sCFs obtained from the in-
dustrial production processes of recycled carbon fabrics in FRCC materials. The research
focused on implementing an ANC-based conditioning method on the fibers to facilitate the
deagglomeration of waste fibrous reinforcements and enhance their compatibility with the
cement matrix. The investigation involved the microanalysis of the fibers before and after
conditioning with nanoclay, mechanical strength testing through compression, and flexural
tests on fiber-reinforced cement mortar samples, as well as microstructural analysis. The
following conclusions were drawn from the study:

• The surface conditioning of sCFs by ANC greatly assists the deagglomeration of fibers,
improving their dispersion in the cement matrix. Nanoceramic treatment altered the
interfacial surface energy of carbon fiber, enhancing the interface reaction with the
hydrophilic medium (cementitious paste).

• The conditioning method proposed in this study is cost-effective, eco-friendly, and
simple, while being extremely successful in enhancing the strength properties of fiber-
reinforced mortars. Over a plain mortar mixture (0% sCFs), the maximum increment
improvement in flexural and compression strengths was of more than 76% and 13%,
respectively. Compared to the mortars incorporating unconditioned sCF, the biggest
increase in flexural strength was of more than 100%, demonstrating that the adequate
dispersion of fibers was crucial to achieve a significant improvement in mechanical
performance. The cement mortar sample that provided the most superior mechanical
performance was the sCF-ANC_0.75 mix.

• Although nanoclay is efficient to prevent the formation of carbon agglomerates and to
avoid the presence of defects in the matrix (porosity, partially reacted zones), its effect
as a “dry” additive in the mix did not enhance the mechanical strength of cement
mixtures. Improper dispersion of this nanomaterial can severely limit its pozzolanic
reactivity and therefore performance improvements in the material.

The promising results obtained in this research open up avenues for further character-
izations of these cementitious composites, with a focus on evaluating other properties of
engineering significance in the realm of fiber-reinforced mortars. This includes conducting
impact resistance tests, assessing permeability, evaluating durability, testing shrinkage
behavior, and analyzing thermal performance. Expanding the characterization efforts in
these areas will provide a more comprehensive understanding of the performance and
potential applications of these fiber-reinforced mortars. A limiting factor to be addressed is
related to the fiber length variability of sCF, which can alter the final performance of FRCC.
Implementing a selection system for the waste fibrous fraction capable of ensuring a more



Coatings 2023, 13, 1466 22 of 24

homogeneous size distribution of the fibers would help us move towards a better under-
standing of the technological characteristics of this material as a concrete reinforcement.
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