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Abstract: This work investigated the effectiveness of zerovalent iron and Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles
in the treatment of water polluted by a high concentration of nitrates. Nanoparticle synthesis was
carried out by a sodium borohydride reduction method in the presence of sodium oleate as a surfactant.
The particles were characterized by XRD and SEM. Batch experiments were conducted on water
samples contaminated by 300 mg L−1 of nitrate. The parameters investigated were the Fe/Ni dosage
(0.05, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, and 0.4 g L−1) and the reaction pH (unbuffered; buffered at pH = 3; initial pH = 3, 5,
and 10). The results showed that almost complete nitrate removal (>99.8%) was always achieved
after 15 min at a concentration of bimetallic nanoparticles higher than 0.2 g L−1. The optimization of
bimetallic nanoparticle dosage was carried out at a fixed pH. Kinetic study tests were then performed
at different temperatures to assess the effect of temperature on the nitrate removal rate. By fixing the
pH at acidic values and with an operating temperature of 303 K, nitrates were completely removed
after 1 min of treatment.
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1. Introduction

The growth of industrial and agricultural activities has resulted in increasingly large amounts of
wastewater that need a specific treatment before being released back into the environment. Nitrate
(NO3

−) is the most diffused contaminant, especially because of its high solubility in water and low
retention by soil particles [1]. High NO3

− contamination is mainly due to agricultural fertilizer
application and animal farming in agricultural regions [2], septic tank use, atmospheric deposition,
and industrial and wastewater discharges [3].

Nitrate is prone to leaching to subsoil layers and, ultimately, to groundwater if it is not taken up
by plants or denitrified to N2O and N2, and its leaching rate is governed by soil properties and the
amount of water present in the soil system [4].

Nitrates are important for plant life as a source of mineral nitrogen [5], but they are toxic for
humans because, after their assimilation, they are reduced into nitrites, which react with amines
or amino acids to form nitrosamines, which are recognized as carcinogenic and mutagenic agents.
In addition, a potential consequence of high nitrite and nitrate concentrations in drinking water is
non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma [6]. Nitrate has been implicated in methemoglobinemia and a number
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of currently inconclusive health issues, including hypertension, damage to the central nervous
system, diabetes, birth defects, spontaneous abortions, respiratory tract infections, and changes to the
immune system [4,7]

To limit the risk to human health from nitrate in drinking water, the maximum contaminant
level (MCL) has been set at 10 mg N L−1 (45 mg NO3

− L−1) by US Environmental Protection Agency,
while the World Health Organization and the European Community have set the MCL at 11.3 mg N L−1

(50 mg NO3
− L−1) [7].

Various techniques such as ion exchange, reverse osmosis, and electrodialysis have proved to
be highly effective at removing nitrate contaminants, but their implementation in large-scale water
treatment plants is often limited by their high energy consumption, technological complexity, nitrate
brine concentration, and secondary pollution [8]. While reverse osmosis can treat more than 90%
of nitrates, the equipment and energy costs for operation are very high. This method is also a very
slow process; sometimes treatment can take a few days, but as shown in the literature, 98% nitrate
removal was achieved only after 839 h of treatment [9]. Initial nitrate concentration in water membrane
fouling may also have a negative impact on nitrate removal. As previously reported, for initial nitrate
concentrations of 25 and 200 mg L−1, nitrate removal was 93.5% and 82.5%, respectively [10]. Biological
denitrification is the most widely applied process, though it is quite slow, difficult to control, has high
monitoring needs, and it is inhibited by nitrite formation, especially when the nitrate concentration in
wastewater is higher than 100 mg L−1 [11,12].

Chemical reduction of nitrate is of growing interest because it degrades nitrate faster than
biological methods and is more cost effective than many physicochemical techniques [13]. Nitrate
removal efficiency depends on several factors, such as pH, temperature, contact time, the concentration
of the nanoparticles used for the treatment, and the initial concentration of nitrates [14]. Several metal
reductants, including magnesium (Mg), nanoalumina (Al), and zerovalent iron (nZVI), have been
tested for nitrate treatment. For example, nitrate removal by 2 g L−1 of zerovalent magnesium at pH 2
was 93%, with a contact time of 20 min and at an initial nitrate concentration of 50 mg L−1 [15]. Nitrate
removal efficiency by zerovalent aluminum also depends on several parameters: the optimal conditions
(nitrate reduction between 40% and 50%) have been assessed at a pH of 9–12, aluminum powder
dosages of 40–250 mg L−1, initial nitrate concentration of 10–50 mg L−1, and reaction time of 5–60 min.
However, at an initial nitrate concentration higher than 30 mg N L−1, a quick reduction of removal
efficiency has been observed, and the main drawback of this reducing agent is the potential water
pollution by aluminum [16]. Due to the numerous advantages offered by zerovalent iron nanoparticles,
their use in environmental remediation processes is nowadays a common practice [17,18].

Nanosized iron has a larger surface area (about ten to hundreds of times larger) than micro-
or millisized iron powder, which enhances its adsorption efficiency [17]. Innovative applications of
nZVI for groundwater remediation or the treatment of industrial wastewater contaminated with toxic
materials have already been successfully investigated, such as TCE [2], Cr(VI) [18], Pb [19], As (III),
As (V) [20,21], and NO3

− [22,23]. Many researchers have investigated zerovalent iron nanoparticles
regarding nitrate remediation from water. Nitrate removal efficiency by nZVI in water has been found
to be up to 95% at pH 4, with a contact time of 60 min, an initial nitrate concentration of 50 mg L−1,
and at a nanoparticle concentration of 15 g L−1 [24].

Due to its aggregation behavior and easy oxidation on the surface, nZVI is often coupled to other
metals to increase the catalytic reactivity and prevent iron oxidation [25]. nZVI alone, in fact, cannot
maintain stable nitrate removal in a continuous treatment process due to the loss of reactivity caused
by iron corrosion. It was observed that after 1 h of treatment, the nitrate removal efficiency achieved
was 85%, but when the treatment process continued for 7 h, the nitrate removal decreased to 0 [26].

In order to improve nitrate removal, various bimetallic nanoparticles were tested in batch studies.
The removal efficiency of Fe/Pt bimetallic nanoparticles at pH 4–10 was between 83% and 92% after
60 min at an initial nitrate concentration of 200 mg L−1 [27]. After 20 min of reaction, an almost
quantitative nitrate removal was also obtained using Fe/Cu bimetallic nanoparticles [14].
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A comparison among selected metals has already been carried out, showing that Pt, Pd, and Cu
are the most promising secondary metals to be added to iron nanoparticles [28]. The catalytic
effectiveness of noble metals, such as Pd and Pt, was also proved to be higher that Ni [29]. However,
Ni is more suitable for environmental applications due to its lower cost, fast reaction rate, and good
corrosion stability [29].

In this work, nanoscale bimetallic Fe/Ni particles were synthesized and tested for the treatment of
high-strength nitrate-polluted water. Fe/Ni nanoparticles were prepared by chemical reduction from
iron chloride hexahydrate [30–32].

The removal of nitrates by nZVI and Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles has been already reported in
other studies, but reduction tests were generally carried out at the typical nitrate concentration found in
domestic wastewater (below 50 mg L−1). At such low concentrations, Fe/Ni nanoparticles synthesized
by different methods have proved to be very effective, and more than 99% nitrate removal was achieved
in about 1 h [32,33]. At higher nitrate concentrations, conventional biological denitrification processes
could be ineffective due to the inhibition associated with nitrite formation. Therefore, an alternative to
biological processes could be necessary to comply with environmental standards [11,12].

In the present work, the effectiveness of Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles was tested at a high nitrate
concentration to assess the influence of the operating conditions on the reaction rate and removal
efficiency. The nanoparticles were characterized by XRD and SEM and then used in nitrate reduction
tests. The tests were carried out at selected nanoparticle dosages, and the influence of pH on the
reaction effectiveness was investigated. The kinetics of the process was investigated, and the reaction
mechanism was also investigated by performing mass balances in a closed system.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Chemicals

Iron (III) chloride hexahydrate (PLC 141358, 99% chemically pure), sodium borohydride
(PLC 143314, 99% chemically pure), nickel (II) sulphate heptahydrate (PLC 141445, 98% chemically
pure), and sodium oleate (C18H33NaO2 PLC 113655) were used for nZVI and bimetallic Fe/Ni particle
synthesis. Sodium nitrate (NaNO3 LC24650) was used to prepare the nitrate solution. All chemicals
were of analytical grade and were used as received without further purification.

2.2. Fe/Ni Nanoparticle Production

Bimetallic nanoparticles were synthesized in a flask reactor with three open necks. To avoid
agglomeration, dispersing agents were used during synthesis. Several kinds of dispersing agents
were studied in this work to prevent iron nanoparticles from aggregating, including sodium
oleate (SO), carboxymethylcellulose sodium salt (CMC), cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTABr),
and polyethylene glycol (PEG). Each of these dispersing agents was brought into contact with three
metals (Ni, Cu, and Pd). The most effective combinations were selected based on their rate constants
in nitrate reduction reactions, cost effectiveness, and characterization in batch kinetic experiments.
It was found that in the presence of a sodium oleate surfactant, bimetallic nanoparticles were more
effectively stabilized against oxidation and agglomeration compared with other stabilizers. Of these,
SO played a very important role in the dispersibility of the nanoparticles by altering the surface charge
distribution, which led to electrostatic stabilization. Thus, the obtained SO–bNP–Fe–Ni nanoparticles
were well dispersed in aqueous solution and not prone to agglomeration.

Bimetallic nanoparticles were prepared by mixing 0.1 M Fe3+ solution with a 0.5% solution of
sodium oleate. It was well mixed on a magnetic stirrer at 500 rpm. After 15 min, 5% of Ni2+ was added
to the solution. Also, 100 mL of 0.3 M sodium borohydride solution was prepared and added to the
above solution dropwise and stirred constantly. The entire reaction was at room temperature and in
an oxygen-free atmosphere under nitrogen gas. The mixture was left for another 10 min of stirring
after adding the sodium borohydride solution to complete the reaction.
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For complete removal of nonreactive ions, synthesized bimetallic nanoparticles were washed three
times with absolute ethanol and then used for nitrate removal. A CR4000 Pro-Analytical centrifuge
(Centurion Scientific Ltd, Chichester, UK) was used for nanoparticle washing. The morphology of
the particles was characterized by SEM (JEOL JSM-7600 F, (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan ) and EDS (Oxford
Instruments, AZtecLive, Abingdon, United Kingdom) in SEI mode, with an accelerating voltage of
15 kV and a working distance of 4.5 mm, and by XRD, using a Rigaku Mini Flex 600 XRD instrument
(Rigaku, Tokyo, Japan), with Cu Kα radiation from a Cu X-ray tube (run at 15 mA and 30 kV) and a scan
area of 20◦–80◦. The instrument was operated with an accelerating voltage of 30 kV and a current of
15 mA. The nanoparticles were tested at room temperature over the 2θ range with the scan area of
20◦–80◦ using graphite-monochromated Cu Kα radiation. The diffractograms were analyzed using
PDXL software (Rigaku, Tokyo, Japan).

pH was measured using a pH meter (PHS-25 C pH).

2.3. Nitrate Reduction Experiments

A stock solution of nitrates was prepared by dissolving 0.17 g of NaNO3 in 400 mL of distilled
and deoxygenated water (nitrate concentration = 300 mg L−1.) The batch experiments were performed
with bimetallic nanoparticles at different concentrations (0.05, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, and 0.4 g L−1) to test different
weight ratios between the nanoparticles and the nitrates (0.1, 0.3, 0.7, 1, and 1.3, respectively).

All reactions were conducted in three-necked flasks at ambient temperature and in an oxygen-free
atmosphere under nitrogen gas.

The tests were carried out at the pH of the nitrate solution (pH = 6.5), and the selected initial pH
(3, 5, 7, or 10) was adjusted by adding dropwise 1 M H2SO4 or NaOH.

Additional tests in a closed system were carried out to investigate the process mechanism and
byproduct formation. A DR3900 spectrophotometer (Hach TNTplus™) was used to measure the
ammonium concentration in water.

Kinetic tests were performed at selected temperatures (283, 298, 303, and 313 K) and a Fe/Ni
nanoparticle dosage equal to 0.2 g L−1. Freshly prepared Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles were added
to sodium nitrate solution (300 mg L−1) in nitrogen atmosphere and stirred for 15 min at 500 rpm.
Samples were collected at selected times to investigate the reaction rate (1, 3, 5, 10, and 15 min).
The concentrations of nitrate and nitrite were measured by ion chromatography (Dionex ICS-5000).
Before injection to ion chromatography, samples were centrifuged on a CR4000 Pro-Analytical centrifuge
and filtered by syringe filters (pore size of 0.45 µm) to obtain pure water without nanoparticles. All the
tests were performed in triplicate, and a standard deviation lower than 4% was calculated.

3. Results

3.1. Ni/Fe Nanoparticle Characterization: SEM and XRD Analysis

The morphologies of bimetallic Fe/Ni nanoparticles were studied by SEM. Figure 1a,b show the
SEM images of freshly synthesized nZVI nanoparticles without the addition of the second metal.
It can be observed that iron particles were in the form of nanospheres, which were in contact with
each other and formed chains having diameters of 40–80 nm. Figure 1c,d show the SEM images of
Fe/Ni nanoparticles. The particles were well dispersed and the specific surface area of the particles
increased due to the joining of nickel. As shown by the SEM images, the size of the nanoparticles was
significantly reduced by approximately 10–60 nm after the addition of the second metal.
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Figure 1. SEM images of zerovalent iron (nZVI) nanoparticles (a,b) and 0.5% Ni loading Fe/Ni bimetallic
nanoparticles (c,d).

The presence of iron and nickel in the synthesized nanoparticles was confirmed by EDS, as shown
in Figure 2, where the energy-dispersive spectrum of nZVI and bimetallic nanoparticles is displayed.
EDS analysis of nZVI and bimetallic nanoparticles showed peaks corresponding to Fe and Ni elements.
The other elements on the EDS spectrum, such as carbon, oxygen, sodium, and aluminum, came from
other sources. The presence of oxygen was associated with an oxidized layer of iron nanoparticles.
Carbon and aluminum came from the substrate used to deposit the nanoparticles. Sodium was
probably the residue of the sodium oleate used for the synthesis of the nanoparticles.

The XRD diffraction analysis (Figure 3a–c) showed a neat and wide peak when Fe/Ni nanoparticles
were synthetized in the presence of sodium oleate. This indicates that the synthesized bimetallic
nanoparticles were in an amorphous phase, as reported in other studies in the literature [34,35]. In the
absence of sodium oleate, nanoparticle synthesis was not successful, as shown in Figure 3b.
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Figure 2. EDS spectra of nZVI nanoparticles (a) and 0.5% Ni loading Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles (b).
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Figure 3. XRD of nZVI nanoparticles (a), 0.5% Ni loading Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles without
sodium oleate (b), and with sodium oleate (c).

3.2. Nitrate Reduction Tests

The effect of Fe/Ni dosages on nitrate degradation at the initial nitrate concentration of 300 mg L−1

is shown in Figure 4. Such a nitrate concentration was substantially higher than those tested in previous
studies, where a lower amount of nitrates was treated [8,27,33].
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Figure 4. Nitrate removal. Condition: free pH, T = 298 K, 0.2 g L−1 bimetallic nanoparticles,
and [NO3−] = 300 mg L−1.
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Figure 4 shows that a quick nitrate reduction occurred when 0.2 g L−1 of nanoparticles were added.
This result is consistent with experiments performed by other authors at lower nitrate

concentrations [32,33,36]. It has been found that Ni0 acts as an electron donor, thus preventing
iron corrosion and preserving its activity over time [33].

According to other studies, nitrate reduction by bimetallic Fe/Ni particles is a multistep reaction,
involving nitrite as the intermediate product and ammonia and gaseous nitrogen as the main
end-products [33,36]:

5Fe0 + 2NO−3 + 6H2O→ 5Fe2+ + N2(g) + 12OH− (1)

4Fe0 + NO−3 + 10H+
→ 4Fe2+ + NH+

4 + H2O. (2)

In the present work, at a nanoparticle dosage of 0.2 g L−1, an almost quantitative nitrate removal
was achieved within 15 min of reaction, and the abovementioned pathway was confirmed by the
mass balance performed in the tests: nitrate mostly turned into nitrogen gas and ammonia, while the
nitrite concentration was negligible. In the test performed in the closed system, a residual ammonia
concentration in water of 6.57 mg L−1 (corresponding to about 10% of the initial total nitrogen)
was observed.

This result is consistent with the results of previous experiments, where Fe/Cu nanoparticles were
used and the ammonia concentration was about 12% of the total nitrogen at the end of the test [37].

Furthermore, both reactions (1) and (2) involved a progressive increase of pH, causing
a corresponding reduction of the nitrate removal rate [33,36].

Figure 5, which reports the pH evolution over time, shows that in the test performed at 0.2 g L−1

of Fe/Ni nanoparticles, alkaline conditions (pH 8.4) were already reached in the first 5 min of treatment
due to the development of the above-reported reactions.
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Figure 5. pH evolution during nitrate removal. Condition: unbuffered pH, T = 298 K, 0.2 g L−1

bimetallic nanoparticles, and [NO3
−] = 300 mg L−1.

Figure 6 shows the results of the test performed at different nanoparticle dosages. Only at
concentrations of nanoparticles higher than 0.2 g L−1 was it possible to achieve an almost complete
removal (99.8%) of nitrate after 15 min of treatment at free pH conditions.
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Figure 6. Nitrate removal at different dosages of bimetallic nanoparticles. Condition: unbuffered pH,
T = 298 K, and [NO3

−] = 300 mg L−1.

It was therefore clear that pH plays a key role in the effectiveness of the treatment. For this
reason, additional tests were conducted at different initial pH values (3, 5, and 10) by using 0.1 g L−1 of
nanoparticles to assess the operating conditions that maximized nitrate removal.

The results of the tests performed to assess the influence of pH on nitrate removal are reported
in Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Nitrate removal at different pH conditions: unbuffered (N); buffered at pH = 3 (�);
and initial pH = 3 (�), 5 (#), and 10 (�). Condition: T = 298 K, 0.1 g L−1 bimetallic nanoparticles,
and [NO3

−] = 300 mg L−1.

The results shown in Figure 6 confirmed the effect of pH on nitrate removal: a pH of 10 stopped
the reaction within the first minute of treatment. Regarding the tests at the initial pH of 3 and 5, in both
conditions, a 60% removal was quickly reached after 3 min of treatment, which then settled down as
soon as a pH value of 9 was reached, thus preventing any further nitrate removal.

The free pH test was conducted not by modifying the pH but leaving it in its normal evolution
during the reaction. The solution had an approximately neutral pH and then evolved to pH 9.
Also, in this case, no difference in terms of nitrate removal was observed; up to 60% of NO3

− was
calculated after 3 min of treatment. This result suggests that it is sufficient to maintain pH conditions
below 6 in order to guarantee good treatment efficiencies. This is in accordance with other studies,
where it was reported that Fe0 maintained high reduction properties at low-pH conditions with rapid
nitrate removal [32], and negligible NO3

− removal was noticed when the pH was higher than 6.5 [38].
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To confirm that the occurrence of an alkaline pH condition stopped the reaction evolution, further
tests were conducted by maintaining a fixed pH condition at 3. As shown in Figure 6, when the
NO3

− removal was operated at a fixed pH 3 condition, almost complete nitrate removal (94.85%) was
obtained within 5 min.

By comparing the trend corresponding to the test at a fixed pH of 3 and only the initial pH being
3, it was possible to observe that in 3 min of treatment, the alkalization of the solution already involved
a strong limitation of the reaction. A removal of 83.56% was recorded when an acidic condition was
ensured, and a decrease of such value at 52.42% was the result of achieving an alkaline pH (close to 9).

According to these results, the minimization of the nanoparticle concentration (0.1 g L−1) can be
achieved by fixing the pH at 3, which results in total removal (94.85%). Different studies demonstrated
nitrate reduction by using a greater amount of nanoparticles: 1.0 g [8] and 4 g L−1 [33].

Finally, to better achieve a comparison among the different tested conditions, efficiency evaluations
of turnover number (TON) and turnover frequency (TOF) were calculated for all the tests carried
out at a catalyst dosage of 0.1 g/L. A modified TON was estimated by considering the catalyst
loading expressed in the molar dosage and not considering the specific surface (assuming that there is
a proportionality between load and surface), as reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Turnover number (TON) and turnover frequency (TOF) calculated at a catalyst dosage
of 0.1 g/L.

Test Condition

pH T (K) NO3− Removal (%) TON TOF (h−1)

unbuffered 298 57 1.59 6.37
3 298 59.34 1.66 6.63

buffered at 3 298 94.85 2.65 10.60
5 298 56.08 1.57 6.27
10 298 14.41 0.40 1.61

unbuffered 283 42.74 1.19 4.78
unbuffered 303 77.23 2.16 8.63
unbuffered 313 78.04 2.18 8.72

3.3. Kinetic Study

To study the removal kinetics, tests were conducted while maintaining the concentration of
nanoparticles (0.1 g L−1) and unbuffered pH in order to investigate the effect of temperature on nitrate
removal. The tests were performed at different temperatures (283, 298, 303, and 313 K) and the results
are reported in Figure 8.
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Condition: unbuffered pH, 0.1 g L−1 bimetallic nanoparticles, and [NO3

−] = 300 mg L−1.
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A positive effect of temperature increase was observed in terms of both nitrate removal efficiency
and reaction kinetics [39]. High temperatures up to 313 K resulted in an improvement in the process,
with 74% nitrate removal after 5 min of treatment at free pH with respect to the same test at 298 K.
As a result, by increasing the temperature, it was possible to balance the negative effect due the
alkalization, and an enhancement of NO3

− removal was observed.
Like in other works [18,40], the experimental results were then fitted using first-order

kinetics (Equation (3)).
dNO−3

dt
= −kNO−3 (3)

From the fitting of the experimental data (Figure 9), the calculated kinetic constants were equal to
10.88 × 10−2, 20.61 × 10−2, 30.00 × 10−2, and 34.00 × 10−2 min−1 for 283, 293, 303, and 313 K, respectively.
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These results are to be considered positive: the presence of Ni ensured the highest removal of
nitrate under milder operating conditions than those obtained in another study by only using nanoscale
zerovalent iron at 348 K and a buffered neutral pH condition [41]. In such conditions, a kinetic constant
of 23 × 10−3 min−1 was calculated, which is about 32% less than what was obtained in the present work
at 313 K.

A further comparison with other studies in the literature also shows that, by using bimetallic
nanoparticles, almost complete nitrate removal can be achieved at a lower nanoparticle dosage
(0.1 g L−1) than those proposed thus far (from 0.5 [41] to 4 g L−1 [33]) and with higher kinetic constants
with respect to those previously observed (26.20 × 10−3 [41] and 6.30 × 10−3 min−1 [33].

4. Conclusions

Synthesized Fe/Ni bimetallic nanoparticles (in various concentrations of 0.05, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3,
and 0.4 g L−1) were successfully tested for nitrate removal from high-strength water. Fast nitrate
removal was obtained from water at 300 mg L−1 of nitrates; more than 99% of nitrates were reduced
within 15 min by using a concentration of nanoparticles of at least 0.2 g L−1. The process efficiency
was found to strongly depend upon pH. Since alkaline conditions were attained during the reaction,
nitrate removal mainly occurred in the first 5 min and stopped when the pH reached a value of around
8.4. Tests performed to reduce the number of nanoparticles used in the treatment showed that at
313 K, with a nanoparticle concentration of 0.1 g L−1 and at a buffered pH = 3, 94.85% nitrate removal
was obtained. Overall, these results proved that Ni0 enhanced the activity of nanoscale zerovalent
iron and favored the conversion of nitrates into gaseous nitrogen. As a result, chemical reduction
by Fe/Ni nanoparticles can be successfully used for nitrate removal from water as an alternative to
biological processes.
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