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Abstract: Yerba mate (Ilex paraguarensis, YM) was used as biomaterial for the removal of anionic
and cationic compounds from wastewater. Chromium hexavalent Cr(VI), Remazol brilliant blue
(RBB) and methylene blue (MB) were selected as pollutants. A calcination step was performed after
the washing and drying steps to evaluate its effectiveness at increasing the adsorption capacity of
the solid. Both YM and calcinated YM (CYM) were characterized by means of scanning electron
microscopy (FE-SEM), Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR) and Brunauer–Emmett–Teller
(BET) analysis. Adsorption batch tests revealed that YM was ineffective for the removal of Cr(VI)
and RBB, while good results were obtained for MB (up to 80%) without pH dependency of
the adsorption process, and CYM was able to remove Cr(VI) (up to 77%) and RBB (up to 65%)
but not MB. The adsorption isotherm of MB on YM at 298 K was obtained experimentally and it
is well represented by the Langmuir isotherm. YM’s adsorption capacity for MB was estimated
to be 59.6 mg/g. Kinetic batch tests were conducted and the experimental results were fitted with
a mathematical model. The low influence of temperature compared to the influence of the YM
concentration on the adsorption rate was explained.

Keywords: yerba mate; adsorption; hexavalent chromium; methylene blue; Remazol brilliant blue;
kinetic study

1. Introduction

Water is an essential element for life and it is mandatory to preserve its quality. With the development
of urbanization and industrialization, water pollution has become a major environmental concern.

The release of harmful substances from different anthropogenic sources can in fact compromise
water quality [1]. The presence of toxic materials in water strictly depends on the type of activity of
origin. For example, the textile and leather sectors are responsible for the release of organic compounds
such as pigments and dyes that compromise the quality of water by decreasing the penetration of
light or gas dissolution, therefore inhibiting the biological photosynthetic process [2,3]. In industrial
wastewaters, dyes are co-present with heavy metals, which is another category of pollutants with
dangerous effects on the health of biological species, even at low concentrations, in the aquatic
system [4]. Excessive concentrations of, or long-term exposure to, heavy metals cause several health
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issues, such as nervous system disorders and irreversible multi-organ failure [5]. Chromium is one of
the most toxic heavy metals, and it is released into water bodies as a consequence of industrial activities,
such as those of tanneries and metal finishing plants [6]. It exists in two forms, Cr(III) and Cr(VI):
the first, Cr(III), is less soluble in the water body, and trace concentrations of Cr(III) are important
in carbohydrate metabolism [7]; the second, Cr(VI), is a non-essential element which is toxic and very
mobile, with its high oxidizing capacity being correlated with carcinogenic and mutagenic diseases [7,8].
In tannery wastewater, the Cr(VI) concentration can be up to 50 mg/L [7], while 0.1 mg/L is the admitted
level of Cr(VI) in surface water [9].

Several technologies have been proposed for the removal of these pollutants: dyes have been
removed through chemo-physical [10] or electrochemical [11] methods or, nowadays, by the synergic
effect of UV, ozone and H2O2 as an advanced oxidation process [12]. Heavy metal removal has been
performed by traditional methods (chemical precipitation, filtration, ion exchange, electrolysis,
coagulation, electrocoagulation) that were intensively adopted but are limited by the high cost [13].
In the case of innovative methods, the use of reactive nanoparticles such as nano-zerovalent iron is a
valid solution for the removal of heavy metals, especially Cr(VI), because they enable its reduction into
the (III) valent oxidation form [14].

Adsorption is a traditional and low-cost method (compared to other traditional processes), with
a high removal efficiency of dye and heavy metals [15,16], especially with the adoption of activated
carbon [17,18]. To lower the cost and the environmental impact of these materials [8], a lignocellulosic
precursor for activated carbon production has been intensively studied [19,20]. Other low-cost
alternatives are natural materials (clay minerals, zeolites and siliceous materials) [21,22] or “residual
biomasses” such as agro-based by-products like vine shoots [23], grape stalks [24], cherry kernels [25]
and Camellia oleifera seed shells [8]. These biomasses are attracting increased attention because
the materials can be found easily as waste or by-products at almost no cost [26].

Yerba mate (Ilex paraguariensis) is a tea-like plant produced in South American countries; nowadays,
280,000 tons per year are domestically produced in Argentina [27], and an increase in its consumption
will be expected over the next few years [28]. The tea, called “mate”, is prepared by the infusion of mate
leaves; this extract is rich in polyphenols, xanthines, alkaloids, flavonoids, vitamins and minerals [29,30].
The potential benefits of this material can also be found in its waste. The extract can be used as a reducing
agent for the green synthesis of nanoparticles [28] or the re-use of solid residue for the production
of materials for thermal insulation purposes [31]. The solid is a prominent material for adsorption
processes: activated carbon can be produced from yerba mate (YM) due to the presence of oxygenated
acid groups, which makes it ideal for phenol adsorption [32]; the presence of several functional groups
suggests its possible application for the adsorption of dyes without pre-treatment [33].

In the present study, the use of large-sized particles from YM solid waste in the adsorption of
Cr(VI) and dye pigments was investigated. Methylene blue (MB) and Remazol brilliant blue (RBB)
were tested as cationic and anionic dyes, respectively. Adsorption tests were performed at different pH
conditions (from 3 to 10), different temperatures (from 283 K to 313 K) and different dosages of YM
and pollutant concentrations. Scanning electron microscopy (FE-SEM), Fourier transform infrared
spectroscopy (FT-IR) and Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) analysis were conducted in order to offer a
complete characterization of the adopted material. Good results in terms of MB removal (up to 80%)
were achieved, while low Cr(VI) removal and limited RBB adsorption rates were observed. This critical
aspect was overcome by proposing a calcination step for the pre-treatment of the adsorbent material.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Material Preparation and Characterization

2.1.1. Bio-Adsorbent Preparation

The yerba mate (YM) waste was obtained as a residue of beverage production. The waste
was washed 5 times in boiled demineralized water, dried in an oven at 333 K and chopped with a
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twin-function mill. A standard stainless-steel sieve system was used for the solid particle separation,
and the particles with diameters in the range of 1.19–2.00 mm were tested as bio-adsorbents.

Additional tests were carried out using calcinated yerba mate (CYM) [34] to evaluate the possible
activation effect of waste on the adsorption of anionic species. The calcinated material was produced
by treating the selected solid fraction in a muffle furnace at 600 ◦C for 1 h.

2.1.2. Chemicals

Methylene blue (C16H18CIN3S; MB), Remazol brilliant blue (C22H16N2Na2O11S3; RBB), potassium
dichromate (K2Cr2O7), 1,5-diphenylcarbazide (C13H14N4O), hydrochloric acid (HCl) and sodium
hydroxide (NaOH) were purchased from Sigma Aldrich (United States). All chemicals were of analytical
reagent grade and used without any further purification. The solutions used in the experimental tests
were prepared by providing a dilution in ultra-pure water.

2.1.3. Analysis

A morphological investigation of YM and CYM was performed using a field-emission scanning
electron microscope (HR-FESEM AURIGA, Zeiss, Germany). The samples were prior sputter-coated
with a 10 nm thin layer of chromium using a Quorumteach Q150T sputter coater.

The functional groups on the surfaces of the samples were detected by Fourier transform infrared
(FT-IR) spectroscopy. Infrared measurements were carried out with a Bruker Vertex 70 spectrometer
(Bruker Optik GmbH, Germany) equipped with a single reflection Diamond ATR cell. Spectra were
recorded with a 3 cm−1 spectral resolution in the mid infrared range (400–4000 cm−1), using 512 scans.
Yerba mate samples were ground, quartered and run in triplicate.

The specific surface area (SSA) was measured by N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms acquired at 77 K
using a Micromeritics 3Flex analyzer (Micromeritics Instrument Corp., USA). The adsorption–desorption
isotherms were acquired in the p/p0 range of 0.01 to 0.99. Samples were previously outgassed at 423 K
for 3 h. The BET (Brunauer–Emmett–Teller) and BJH (Barrett–Joyner–Halenda) equations were used to
determine the specific surface area, pore volume and average pore diameter, respectively [35].

The zero charge point (pHPZC) was determined according to the pH drift method [36]. A volume
of 0.5 g of YM was added to 50 mL of ultra-pure water. Before the addition of the solid, the pH of
the solution was adjusted from 2 to 12 by the addition of HCl (0.1 M) and NaOH (0.1 M). The suspension
was placed on an orbital shaker for 24 h to reach the equilibrium condition. After this, the final pH
was measured, and the pHPZC was determined as the point at which the final pH is equal to the initial
pH of the solution. The pH measurement was performed using a Crison GLP 421 pH meter (Hach
Company, Crison, Spain).

The adsorption of dyes was measured by spectrophotometric analysis using a PG Instruments
(United States) T80+ UV/Vis spectrophotometer (with glass cells of 1 cm path length) at λ = 674 nm (MB)
and λ = 591 nm (RBB). The spectrophotometer analysis was also adopted for the Cr(VI) adsorption
tests by the colorimetric method, using 1,5-diphenylcarbazide [37].

2.1.4. YM Characterization

The infrared spectra of the samples of neat YM waste shown in Figure 1 exhibit the characteristic
bands of a lignocellulosic material. A detailed assignment of the main bands in yerba mate waste
spectra is reported elsewhere [38]. Upon calcination, the complete removal of main bands related to
hemicellulose (1732, 1238 and 591 cm−1), cellulose (1422, 1318, 1107, 664 and 559 cm−1), xanthines
(1644 cm−1) and lignin (1594, 1504 and 1455 cm−1) components, initially present in the YM residue,
was conducted.
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Figure 1. Infrared spectra of the yerba mate (YM) (a) and calcinated yerba mate (CYM) (b) samples.

The extremely sharp band at 3642 cm−1 in CYM could be ascribed to OH stretching, which may
arise due to the retaining of some hydroxides, such as Ca(OH)2, Mg(OH)2, Si-OH, etc. The absorption
bands at 1457 and 870 cm−1 are assigned to different vibration modes C-O of carbonate groups CO3

=.
The other bands at 1399, 1112 and 1050 cm−1 are attributed to C-H, C-O-H (OH deformations of
carboxyl-C) and C-O (alkyl/aryl ethers), respectively [39].

In the FE-SEM micrographs of YM shown in Figure 2a,b, a coarse surface topography with a
large number of pores can be observed. This morphology could provide the dye with a greater
dye adsorption capacity by such bio-adsorbents due to the capture of contaminants in its irregular
internal surface area. The internal structure of the calcinated YM (CYM) was different, and a fibrous
aspect (Figure 2c) with a large prismatic hexagonal crystal of calcium hydroxide (Figure 2d) can be
clearly detected.

The BET specific surface area (BET SSA) showed an important increase by 1.08 ± 0.02 m2/g
to 13.84 ± 0.06 m2/g when the YM samples were thermally treated (Table 1). This result supports
the employment of this material as an adsorbent in the treatment of refractory organic pollutants such
as dyes. Similar values of YM specific surface area were found in [33].

Table 1. Specific surface area (SSA) of YM samples.

Sample Surface Area (m2/g) Pore Volume (cm3/g) (×10−3) Average Pore Diameter (Å)

YM 1.08 0.48 17.85
CYM 13.84 59 183.39

From the data displayed in Figure 3, pHPZC of YM was estimated to be equal to 6.52. At pH
conditions lower than pHPZC, the presence of a positive charge on the YM surface could promote
the adsorption of anionic species, whilst, due to the absence of any protonation, for pH conditions
higher than pHPZC, the adsorption of cationic species will be promoted [40].
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Figure 3. Zero charge point (pHpzc) of YM, determined by the pH drift method. The zero charge
point is represented by the intersection of the two curves: the black dotted (•) curve shows the final
pH (pHf) of the suspension with respect to the initial one (pHi); the white dotted curve (o) represents
the condition pHi = pHf.

2.2. Adsorption Tests

Preliminary tests as investigations of the adsorption efficiency of both dyes and Cr(VI) were
performed at different pH conditions by mixing 0.2 g of bio-adsorbent (YM or CYM) in 50 mL,
with a pollutant concentration of 20 mg/L. The solutions were stirred in an orbital shaker until
equilibrium (72 h) at 298 K. The percentage of the pollutant i that was removed (Ei) was calculated
with the following equation:

Ei (%) = ((Ci0 − Ci,e)/Ci0) × 100 (1)



Water 2020, 12, 2016 6 of 17

where Ci0 is the concentration (mg/L) of the pollutant at the beginning of the test and Ci,e is
the concentration of the pollutant at equilibrium (mg/L). Using YM, surprisingly, no adsorption
effect of RBB and Cr(VI) was observed, while a removal of MB of 81.85 %, 71.58 %, 74.36 % and 72.90 %
at pH = 10, pH = 8, pH = 6 and pH = 4 was calculated, respectively. These results are quite different
from those observed by Aldbadarin and co-workers, where the removal of an anionic dye (orange II
sodium salt) and MB was successfully achieved in different pH conditions (2.04 and 8.98, respectively)
thanks to the presence of different functional groups in the fraction of YM used [33]. A discussion of
the adsorption process of the anionic species will be reported later. Although there is no significant
effect of pH, the dosage of adsorbent material plays a key role in the adsorption process. In an attempt
to define the best operative conditions of the MB adsorption process, tests at different YM dosages were
performed at 298 K with 50 mL of MB solution (20 mg/L). After 72 h, the MB residue concentration
was measured, and the results are reported in Figure 4. An initial growing trend was observed
with the increase of YM dosage up to 1.6 g/L, where a slowdown in the process was observed.
Beyond this value, a further increase in the dosage of solid did not contribute significantly to MB
removal, which reached a value of 80%. At low dosages of YM, the availability of active sites for
the adsorption was a limiting factor, while at dosages higher than 1.6 g/L, the efficiency of the process
was controlled by the mass transfer of MB diffusion onto YM [41].
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Figure 4. Methylene blue (MB) adsorption removal efficiency after 72 h of equilibrium tests at different
YM dosages. Conditions: 20 mg/L of MB, 50 mL of volume, pH = 6 and 25 ◦C.

The reusability of the YM was investigated by performing a desorption cycle in 0.1 M of HCl
solution, in accordance with other authors [7]. After 24 h of the desorption cycle, the solid was washed
several times, then dried and re-used in the adsorption test, with 0.5 g of YM in 50 mL of MB solution
(20 mg/L) at room temperature (298 K) and pH = 6. In such conditions, removal rates of 58% and 41%
were reached after the first and second pre-treatment cycles, respectively, compared to a removal of
64% obtained with the first use of YM. This result highlighted the fact that after the second regeneration
cycle, a significative decrease in the MB removal of about 36% was calculated, demonstrating that
further evaluations of the type of pre-treatment and removal efficiency are required if more than three
reuses of the material are necessary.

2.3. MB Adsorption Batch Tests Using YM

2.3.1. Isotherm and Thermodynamic Studies

A solution of 50 mL of MB with 4 g/L of YM was placed in a 100 mL conical flask and shaken
for 72 h. The concentrations of MB ranged from 20 to 350 mg/L and the temperature was fixed at
298 K. The suspension was centrifuged, and the supernatant was analyzed for the detection of MB
concentration. To determine the equilibrium adsorption capacity of YM, the equilibrium concentrations



Water 2020, 12, 2016 7 of 17

of MB were compared to the Langmuir (Equation (2)) and Freundlich (Equation (3)) isotherm models,
expressed by the equations below:

qe = (qmax b CMB,e)/(1 + b CMB,e) (2)

qe = kF CMB,eˆ(1/nF) (3)

where b (L/mg) is the equilibrium constant of the Langmuir model correlated to the affinity of binding
sites, qmax (mg/g) is the maximum adsorption capacity, qe (mg/g) is the equilibrium adsorption capacity
and CMB,e (mg/L) is the equilibrium concentration of MB in the liquid phase. The Freundlich isotherm
is an empirical equation used to describe heterogeneous surfaces with a distribution of heats of
adsorption, where kF ((mg/g) (L/mg)(1/nF)) is the distribution coefficient and 1/nF is a correction factor.
The constants of both isotherms were obtained by a non-linear fitting of the experimental data based
on the minimization of the mean square error.

The standard free energy change, ∆G◦ (kJ/mol), at 298 K was then calculated with the following relation:

∆G◦ = −R T ln(b PM × 103) (4)

where R (8.314 J/mol K) is the universal gas constant, T (K) is the absolute temperature and PM (g/mol)
is the molecular weight of the adsorbed compound.

2.3.2. Kinetic Studies

The kinetic batch tests were performed in a 100 mL conical flask with 50 mL of MB solution at
pH 6 shaken for 4 h (time enough to reach the equilibrium) in an oscillator system. During the tests,
the suspension was centrifuged, and the supernatant was analyzed for the detection of MB concentration.
Adsorption tests were performed at different bio-adsorbent dosages and pollutant concentrations in a
fixed ratio, R, as outlined by Equation (5):

R = xs/CMB0 (5)

where xs is the bio-adsorbent concentration (mg/L) and CMB0 is the concentration (mg/L) of MB
at the beginning of the test. The adsorption process was studied at different R values by varying
the operative temperature (283 K, 293 K and 313 K). More precisely, for each temperature, the parameter
R was varied, changing the bio-adsorbent dosage while keeping the starting concentration of MB
constant. Table 2 reports all the concentrations of bio-adsorbent adopted for each temperature.

Table 2. Bio-adsorbent concentrations in batch tests.

R (mg/mg)
xs (mg/L) × 10−3

283 K 293 K 313 K

100 2.6 2.4 2.5
200 5.3 4.8 5.1
300 7.9 7.3 7.7

A mathematical model was developed in order to analyze and predict the adsorption kinetics
mechanism in different adopted conditions. The modeling is based on the linear driving force (LDF)
model assumptions [42] and some other hypotheses:

• Perfect mixing conditions of the solid/liquid mixture;
• Homogeneous concentration of MB adsorbed through the solid particle:

q = qe (6)
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where q is the volume-averaged amount of MB adsorbed per mass of adsorbent (mg/g).
• The mass rate of MB from the liquid to the solid phase is described by Equation (7), written below:

F = kC α xs (CMB − C*MB,e) V (7)

where F is the mass transfer rate (mg/min), kC is the LDF mass transfer coefficient (dm/min),
α is the specific surface area of the adsorbent (YM), set equal to 0.108 dm2/mg, as reported in Table 1,
xs is the bio-adsorbent concentration (mg/L), CMB is the concentration of MB in the liquid bulk
(mg/L), C*MB,e is the MB concentration of a hypothetic liquid phase in equilibrium with the “bulk“
of the solid phase (mg/L) and V is the liquid volume (L).

• The system at equilibrium is well represented by the Langmuir isotherm.
• The product of the Langmuir constant (b) and the concentration at equilibrium of MB

in the hypothetic liquid solution (C*MB,e) satisfies the condition b C*MB,e � 1, leading to
the simplification being verified when the discussing the results.

qe = (qmax b C*MB,e)/(1 + b C*MB,e) ≈ qmax b C*MB,e (8)

A system of two differential equations was set:

dCMB/dt = −kL α xs (CMB − C*MB,e) (9)

dq/dt = kL α xs (CMB − C*MB,e) (10)

remembering that C*MB,e is linked to q by Equation (6) and Equation (8). The initial conditions of
the system were as follows:

CMB(0) = CMB0 (11)

q(0) = 0 (12)

The system admitted an analytical solution, which was as follows:

CMB(t)/CMB0 = 1 − [xs/(xs + 1/(qmax b))] {1 − exp(−(xs + 1/(qmax b))(kC α)t)} (13)

A non-linear regression, based on the minimization of the mean square error, was performed for
the determination of the parameters qmax b and kC for each test.

Additional tests at R = 200 and R = 400, both at 298 K, with solid concentrations of 3.54 and 7.08 g/L,
respectively, were carried out in order to validate the model.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Isotherm and Thermodynamic Studies

In order to compare yerba mate with other types of bio-adsorbents, isotherm data at 298 K
were collected: Langmuir and Freundlich constants, derived from fitting, were used to quantify
the maximum adsorption capacity of YM. The reported experimental results are mean values of at least
three repetitions and are plotted in Figure 5, together with the Langmuir and Freundlich isotherms.
The mean square error obtained from isotherm fitting was 9.3 for Langmuir and 15.6 for Freundlich.
According to such considerations and since the experimental data in Figure 5 show a saturation
behavior typical of the Langmuir isotherm, it is clear that the Langmuir isotherm provides a better
representation of the system.
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Figure 5. Langmuir and Freundlich isotherms obtained by a non-linear fitting of the adsorption data of
MB using yerba mate at 298 K. The error bars represent the standard deviation.

The Langmuir and Freundlich constants obtained are reported in Table 3, where they are
compared with the same parameters calculated for other bio-adsorbent materials reported elsewhere.
The comparison shows that YM has a higher adsorption capacity (qmax) than most of the other
bio-adsorbents, such as chaff [43], peanut hull [44], banana peel [45], orange peel [45], rice husk [46],
apricot shells [47], wheat shells [48], spent coffee grounds [49] and passion fruit waste [50].
Only the study conducted by Uddin et al. on tea wastes [51] reveals a higher adsorption capacity
than yerba mate, which was also promoted by the high specific surface area of the particles adopted
in the adsorption tests (180–300 µm) compared to the material tested in the present study. To the best
of our knowledge, no other studies regarding bio-adsorbents derived from the food industry have
been extensively studied in the literature, establishing yerba mate as one of the most promising solid
adsorbents in this field.

Table 3. Comparison of the Langmuir and Freundlich constants for different types of food
waste bio-adsorbents.

Bio-Adsorbent T (K) pH
Langmuir Freundlich

qmax (mg/g) b (L/mg) KF n

Yerba mate (This study) 298 6 59.6 0.02 5.17 2.26
Tea waste [51] 298 8 85.16 1.26 46.81 1.51

Chaff [43] 298 7 20.03 0.22 4.92 2.83
Peanut hull [44] 293 5 60.05 0.16 9.11 1.89
Banana peel [45] 303 7 20.8 0.06 1.34 3.03
Orange peel [45] 303 7 18.6 0.05 1.75 3.85

Rice husk [46] 305 8 40.5 0.14 8.62 2.75
Apricot shells [47] 298 5 24.31 0.002 14.66 3.44
Wheat shells [48] 303 7 16.56 0.02 1.46 2.74

Spent coffee grounds [49] 298 5 18.72 0.27 5.19 3.30
Passion fruit waste [50] 298 8 44.70 0.002 0.40 1.49

The variation in the standard free energy calculated by Equation (4) is ∆G◦ = −22.3 kJ/mol,
confirming the spontaneity of the process.
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3.2. Kinetics Experiments and Fitting of Model Parameters

Kinetics batch tests were carried out to assess the influence of temperature and adsorbent
concentration on the adsorption rate. The experimental results are given in terms of the ratio between
the adsorbate concentration measured along time and the initial concentration: this allows a better
comparison of the graphs. In Figure 6, the experimental points are presented, together with the curve
of the model outcome from fitting. The values of the constants qmax b and kC derived from fitting
are resumed in Figure 7. As it is possible to see from Figure 6, the increase of the bio-adsorbent
concentration from R = 100 to R = 300 enhanced the velocity of the adsorption process, and an increase
in MB removal was observed. To evaluate the influence of temperature on the adsorption behavior,
more information is given in Figure 7: the values of both parameters qmax b and kC, derived from
fitting, were constant for the entire range of temperatures (283 K–313 K), indicating that, in such a
range, the temperature had no significant influence on the kinetics of the process. This result can be
explained with the following considerations:

• the variation in temperature did not change the liquid properties or the effective diffusivity of MB
through YM’s pores, and kC, the overall LDF transport coefficient, remained constant;

• the concentration of MB in the liquid phase at equilibrium was negligible and the variation
in the isotherm slope was not appreciable (qmax b remains constant).
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In addition, the equation below describes how kC depends on the effective diffusivity in the event
that the limiting step of the process is the inter-particle pore diffusion [52]:

kC � 5 Di/Rp (14)

where Di (m2/s) is the effective diffusivity of the component I, and Rp (m) is the radius of a particle of
the adsorbent material. By means of Equation (14), DMB was calculated using kC = 3.5 × 10−5 (dm/min),
which is the mean of all the values of kC obtained from the fitting (see Figure 7), and Rp = 1 mm
(average size of solid particles). It resulted in DMB = 0.16 × 10−10 m2/s, which is more than one order of
magnitude less than the diffusivity of MB in water [53]. Such a significant decrease could be attributed
to the resistance of pore diffusion of MB into the bio-adsorbent.

3.2.1. Model Validation

Based on the results previously reported, it is evident that the Langmuir isotherm best represents
the equilibrium of the system. At the same time, temperature proved not to be a crucial parameter
in the adsorption kinetic of MB on yerba mate in the operative conditions adopted in this work.
To confirm the hypothesis expressed by Equation (8), the condition b C*MB,e � 1 must be satisfied
for the entire duration of the test: when t→0, since almost no material has been adsorbed yet, q→0,
which means that C*MB,e→0, and it follows that b C*MB,e→0. When t→∞ and the system approaches
equilibrium (CMB = C*MB,e), since the starting concentration of MB in the liquid phase for every test
was CMB0 < 26 mg/L and the ratio CMB/CMB0 was at the maximum of 0.5 (see Figure 6), the result is
that it is always C*MB,e < 13 mg/L and b C*MB,e < 0.26 (b = 0.02 L/mg calculated from isotherm fitting).
As it is possible to see from Figure 5, for an equilibrium concentration of 13 mg/L, the isotherm is still
in the linear region, which means that b C*MB,e < 0.26 is small enough to satisfy the hypothesis of
Equation (8).

In order to validate the model proposed in Equation (13), two additional tests were run at 298 K.
Such experimental results are compared in Figure 8 against the numerical results (dotted line) of
Equation (13), now implemented for the prediction of the adsorption kinetics. The values of the fitting
parameter for this simulation were as follows:

• qmax b = 0.44 (L/g), taken as the mean of all the values of qmax b obtained from the fitting
(see Figure 7);

• kC = 3.5 × 10−5 (dm/min), taken as the mean of all the values of kC obtained from the fitting
(see Figure 7).
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predicts the trend of adsorption.

As depicted in Figure 8, the model successfully predicted the experimental data, with a mean
square error of 0.22 for the case of R = 200 and 0.13 for the case of R = 400.

3.2.2. Characteristic Time of Adsorption

To quantify how the rate of adsorption was influenced by the amount of bio-adsorbent in terms of
the parameter R, a characteristic time of adsorption was derived according to the Equation (13):

τ = 1/((xs + 1/(qmax b))(kC α) (15)

The characteristic time τ (min), as clearly noticeable in Equation (15), depends on the concentration
of the bio-adsorbent, specified by xs (mg/L), and the temperature (intrinsically contained in qmax b
and kC α). By means of Equation (15), derived from the model expression, the characteristic time τ

(min) was calculated for the tests at 283 K, 293 K and 313 K, using for each test the values of qmax

b and kC α derived from fitting. Since it has been previously observed that temperature did not
significantly influence the values of the constants qmax b and kC α, the variation in τ was reported
only in the function of R in Figure 9. As expected, the characteristic time of adsorption decreased
when the concentration of the solid adsorbent increased. More precisely, by doubling the amount
of solid adsorbent (from R = 100 to R = 200), the characteristic time of adsorption was reduced by
15 min; by tripling the amount of solid adsorbent (from R = 100 to R = 300), the characteristic time of
adsorption was reduced by 30 min.
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3.3. Adsorption of RBB and Cr(VI) Using YM and CYM

According to the pHZC of YM (Figure 3), adsorption tests of the RBB were conducted at maximum
pH values of 6 due to the anionic nature of the dye. Unlike the previous results on MB, no satisfying
RBB removal was obtained under any experimental condition. The maximum value of RBB removal
(27%) was observed at a low pH condition (pH = 3) and low temperature (283 K). This suggested
the inapplicability of YM material for the removal of anionic species due to the low availability of
protonated species on the coarse fraction of YM waste (as nitrogen based groups [54]) and the presence
of functional groups [33] that limit the occurrence of a low distribution of the positive charge (Figure 3).
On the contrary, this low presence of positive charge allows the promotion of the adsorption of
the cationic species in the investigated pH conditions.

Similar results were obtained during the adsorption tests of Cr(VI). Under acidic pH conditions
(up to 3), Cr(VI) existed in the form of HCrO−4 and Cr2O7

2− [8], while above pH 7, Cr(VI) exists only
in the form of CrO4

2− ions, according to the reaction below [55]:

Cr2O7
2− + H2O↔ 2 CrO4

2− + 2H+ (16)

Acidic pH conditions are required in order to promote the electrostatic attraction between
the negative charge of Cr ions and the surface of YM. However, in this case, due to the low attitude
to protonation, a lower Cr(VI) adsorption was observed compared to MB: a 50% removal of Cr(VI)
was calculated at 283K and pH = 3. These results represent the best results obtained in the experimental
campaign. In the attempt to improve the removal of the anionic species, an activation effect of YM
was stimulated by calcinating the waste material. The results of the adsorption test performed at 298K
and pH = 6 with YM in the calcinated and non-calcinated form are reported in Table 4.
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Table 4. Removal efficiency of MB, Remazol brilliant blue (RBB) and chromium hexavalent Cr(VI) on
YM and CYM samples.

Sample T (K) pH ERBB % ECr(VI) % EMB %

YM 283 3 27.00 50.00 70.00
YM 298 6 0 2.80 74.36

CYM 298 6 77.00 65.00 0

Table 4 shows that the activation of YM produced a positive effect on RBB and Cr(VI) adsorption;
at a neutral pH condition and 298 K, the removal of MBB and Cr(VI) reached 77% and 65%, respectively,
suggesting that it is not necessary to operate in extreme operating conditions (283 K and pH = 3)
to ensure effective removal of the species. On the contrary, the removal of MB was completely
reset, suggesting that the calcination resulted in the removal of the functional groups responsible for
the removal of cationic species.

4. Conclusions

In this work, yerba mate (Ilex paraguariensis), an agro-food waste, was tested as a bio-adsorbent for
the removal of methylene blue (MB), Remazol brilliant blue (RBB) and Cr(VI) from an aqueous solution.
It was observed that YM is an excellent bio-adsorbent for the removal of MB, while it was less effective
for the adsorption of RBB and Cr(VI). For this reason, MB adsorption was investigated in more detail,
leading to the following conclusions:

• Adsorption of MB using YM is a spontaneous process. The adsorption isotherm follows
the Langmuir expression, and an adsorption capacity of 59.6 mg/g was calculated. Compared
to other food-derived bio-adsorbents tested in the literature, YM shows one of the highest
adsorption capacities;

• The concentration of YM is the most important operative parameter of the bio-adsorption
process: an increase in bio-adsorbent concentration speeds up the adsorption process and reduces
the residual amount of pollutant in the aqueous solution. The effect of temperature and pH are
negligible in the range of concentrations of MB considered.

The additional calcination of the yerba mate waste resulted in physio-chemical modifications
of the original material, including an important increase in its specific surface area. The calcinated
product proved to be suitable for the adsorption of RBB and Cr(VI) at low pH and temperature values.
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