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Abstract
Carbon nanotube (CNT) production is rapidly growing, and there is a need for robust analytical
methods to quantify CNTs at environmentally relevant concentrations in complex organic
matrices. Because physical and thermal properties vary among different types of CNTs, we
studied 14 single-walled (SWCNTs) and multiwalled CNTs (MWCNTs). Our aim was to apply a
classic analytical air pollution method for separating organic (OC) and elemental carbon (EC)
(thermal optical transmittance/reflectance, TOT/R) to environmental and biological matrices and
CNTs. The TOT/R method required significant modification for this analysis, which required a
better understanding of the thermal properties of CNTs. An evaluation of the thermal properties of
CNTs revealed two classes that could be differentiated using Raman spectroscopy: thermally
“weak” and “strong.” Using the programmed thermal analysis (PTA) method, we optimized
temperature programs and instituted a set of rules for defining the separation of OC and EC to
quantify a broad range of CNTs. The combined Raman/PTA method was demonstrated using two
environmentally relevant matrices (cyanobacteria (CB) and urban air). Thermal evaluation of CB
revealed it to be a complex matrix with interference occurring for both weak and strong CNTs,
and thus a pretreatment method was necessary. Strong CNT masses of 0.51, 2.7, and 11 µg,
corresponding to concentrations of 10, 54, and 220 µg CNT/g CB, yielded recoveries of 160 ±
29%, 99 ± 1.9%, and 96 ± 3.0%, respectively. Urban air was also a complex matrix and contained
a significant amount (12%) of background EC that interfered with greatly weak CNTs and
minimally with strong CNTs. The current detection limit at 99% confidence for urban air samples
and strong CNTs is 55 ng/m3 (0.33 µg). Overall, the PTA method presented here provides an
initial approach for quantifying a wide range of CNTs, and we identify specific future research
needs to eliminate potential interferences and lower detection limits.
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INTRODUCTION
Carbon nanotube (CNT) production and usage is increasing, and consequently, concern is
growing over the fate and toxicity of CNTs in the environment [1]. Multiwalled carbon
nanotubes (MWCNTs) account for the majority of nanoscale carbon production. Capacity
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estimates reached 3,400 ton/yr in 2010 with a projected increase to 9,400 ton/yr in 2015;
actual production is less than 20% of capacity [2]. Large-scale production of CNTs is
usually accomplished using one of two methods: electric-arc discharge (arc) or catalytic
chemical vapor deposition (CVD). CVD is the most common method for large-scale
production and produces yields of high purity (>90–95%), whereas the arc method is used
less frequently and produces yields of lower purity (20–60%) [3]. Post-production, CNTs
are usually purified, functionalized, or annealed to change their physical and chemical
properties for specified applications. The production and treatment methods affect the
mechanical, electrical, and thermal properties of the CNTs [3].

CNTs are challenging to quantify using traditional techniques such as mass spectrometry
because of their heterogeneity in diameter, length, surface functionality, and, for single-
walled CNTs (SWCNTs), chirality. Several techniques have been explored for CNT
quantification (Table SI-1), including optical methods such as UV-VIS-NIR absorption [4–
6], fluorescence [7, 8], and Raman spectroscopy [9]; tagging approaches such as isotopic
[10, 11], fluorescence [12], and probe labeling; size-exclusion methods such as gel
electrophoresis [13, 14]; and thermal analysis methods such as thermogravimetric analysis
(TGA) [15, 16], temperature programmed oxidation (TPO) [17, 18], chemothermal
oxidation (CTO) [19], total organic carbon (TOC) [20], and thermal optical transmittance/
reflectance (TOT/R) [21–23]. These approaches have limitations, including specificity to
particular CNTs or inapplicability to more complex matrices. With these current limitations
and concerns over CNT fate and toxicity, there is a need to develop a strategy for CNT
analysis in complex environmental matrices.

Thermal-based analytical methods are promising owing to the unique thermodynamic
stability of CNTs. TGA was coupled with mass spectrometry to quantify CNTs in marine
sediments using isotopic ratios of carbon in CNTs, and a detection limit of 4 µg SWCNT/40
mg sample was obtained [16]. Similarly, CTO 375°C, a soot analysis method [24], was used
to quantify a range of CNTs in ultrapure water and in marine sediments [19]. Recovery
values were highly dependent on the type of CNT, especially in the more complex sediment
samples, and large CNT concentrations were used (25 mg CNT/g sediment). TOC was
coupled successfully with an elaborate pre-oxidation method to quantify MWCNTs in rat
lungs [20]; however, the chemical and thermal oxidation pretreatments used were very harsh
and are known to oxidize CNTs to CO2 [25]. TOT/R is a standard method for detecting
refractory or elemental carbon (EC) (e.g., soot) in air samples [26], and it has been used to
quantify MWCNTs alone [21, 22] or in a simple matrix consisting of ultrapure water and
natural organic matter (NOM) [23]. Interlaboratory comparisons of organic carbon (OC)/EC
separation methods (including TGA, CTO, and TOT/R) have shown that TOT/R is the most
reliable technique for detecting EC in environmental matrices [27–29]. However, little
evidence supports its validity for a wide range of CNTs exhibiting different thermal and
physical properties. Furthermore, the thermal behavior of various environmental matrices
using TOT/R is unknown, and this will be important for detecting CNTs. The CNT
quantification strategy described herein is built around the TOT/R method owing to its
reliability in detecting soot in air and sediment samples.

This study aims to evaluate the thermal stability of many different CNTs alone to develop a
thermal analysis strategy for CNT quantification. Environmentally relevant air, water,
sediment, and biological matrices were analyzed to assess potential interferences in CNT
measurement from pyrolized organic matter and the presence of natural EC in water (surface
and tap water, wastewater, chemical dispersants), sediments, urban air, and biological
samples (urine, serum, milk, lung tissue). Our study is unique because we use 14 different
CNTs produced by a range of processes that result in a span of physical and chemical
properties. We discuss optimization of analysis methods for CNT detection. Demonstration
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of CNT detection in two relevant environmental matrices (cyanobacteria (CB) and urban air)
was completed to investigate the potential inferences on CNT quantification.

EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS
CNT Sources and Sample Preparation

CNTs (n = 14) used in this study are listed in Table 1. An array of MWCNTs were studied,
including raw CVD (MW-O, MW-Mitsui, MW-15, MW-20, MW-30, MW-100), purified
CVD (MW-P), functionalized CVD (MW-F, MW-OH, MW-COOH), annealed CVD
(MW-15G), and raw arc (MW-Arc). Two SWCNTs were studied including a raw (SW) and
purified (SW-65) CVD. Manufacturer details are provided in the Supplemental Information
(SI).

CNTs were massed using a microbalance (Sartorius Micro M 500 P). CNT stock solutions
were prepared by adding CNTs (10 mg/10 mL) to ultrapure water (Nanopure®, 18.3 MΩ-
cm) followed by bath sonication (Branson 2510, 40 kHz) for approximately 30 minutes.
Except for MW-F CNTs, Triton X-114 was added as a dispersant at a 4:1 dispersant to CNT
mass ratio. X-114 had no marked effect on the thermal stability of the CNTs. Samples,
ranging from 1 to 100 µL, were loaded onto pre-fired quartz fiber filters (QFF, Pallflex
Tissuquartz Filters, 2500 QAT-UP). Filters were heated to 870°C prior to sample
preparation to remove any carbonaceous contamination acquired during storage (e.g., dust).
Aqueous samples were loaded by pipetting the desired sample volume (1–100 uL) onto the
center of the filter and then allowing it to dry at approximately 90°C.

Environmental and Biological Matrices
Four dispersants (Sigma Aldrich) commonly used to create homogeneous CNT stock
solutions, polydiallydimethylammonium chloride (PDDA, #409014, 20% in H2O, average
MW = 100,000–200,000 g/mol), Triton X-114 (X-114, #X-114, average MW = 537 g/mol),
sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS, #436143, >99%), and sodium deoxycholate (SDOC, #D6750,
>97%) were used as received. Reservoir surface water (Saguaro Lake, DOC = 5.6 mg/L) and
tap water (Tempe, AZ, DOC = 2.7 mg/L) samples were collected in July 2010.
Representative wastewater samples were obtained from a laboratory activated sludge
sequencing batch reactor [30]. Urban air (Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ) was
collected for 24 hrs on a pre-fired QFF using a high volume air sampler. Sediments were
collected from the Bread and Butter Creek, SC, an intertidal mudflat sediment containing
4.7% TC (of dry sediment mass). Biological matrices included synthetic urine (prepared as
described previously [31]), human serum (Sigma Aldrich, H4522), and cow’s milk
(Shamrock Farms, 2%).

Extraction of CNTs from Cyanobacteria
Cyanobacteria (Synechocystis sp. PCC6803) were collected from a lab culture and then
freeze dried. MW-Mitsui CNTs were spiked into a 50 mg sample of cyanobacteria and
allowed to mix. Samples were digested with 10 mL of tetramethylammonium hydroxide
(TMAH, 25% in H2O, Sigma Aldrich 331635) at 65°C for 24 hrs, followed by
centrifugation at 13,000 g. The pellet, containing non-digestible OC and CNTs, was
transferred to a QFF and heat treated in air at 500°C for 15 minutes to remove low-stability
organic carbon. The treated pellet was then used for further analyses.

Analytical Methods
Thermal analysis was performed using a commercial OC-EC analyzer equipped with optical
correction (Sunset Laboratory, Inc., Forest Grove, OR). The instrument is commonly used
for NIOSH soot determinations as well as atmospheric OC and EC measurements in air
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pollution studies. Instrument details are provided in the SI, and a schematic of the
instrument setup is shown in Figure SI-1.

The EC-OC instrument is controlled through user-defined temperature programs, which
emerged as critical for CNT analysis. These programs allow the temperature, temperature
residence time, and carrier gas to be adjusted according to the type of sample under analysis.
Although this instrument is standard for analysis of air pollutants, its operation is briefly
described because optimization for CNT analysis requires a basic understanding. For this
study, an inert (100% He) and an oxidizing carrier gas (90%He/10% O2) were used with
temperatures ranging from 0 to 910°C. Samples were first heated under inert conditions to
remove volatile OC. The sample chamber was then cooled and switched to oxidizing
conditions. OC that does not volatilize may undergo pyrolysis becoming pyrolytically
generated elemental carbon (PEC; i.e., char), which has thermal properties similar to EC.
Fixed or variable residence times can be used at each temperature step, where variable
residence times are defined by a minimum and maximum time that allows for complete
desorption at each temperature step. Variable residence times were used during the inert
phase to allow for complete desorption of OC so as to minimize interferences with EC
during the oxidizing phase. Both variable and fixed residence times were used during the
oxidizing phase and depended on the sample matrix and CNT type.

As the sample is analyzed, the volatilized and combusted carbon travels to an oxidizing oven
(MnO2 catalyst at 870°C), where it is transformed into carbon dioxide (CO2). The CO2
passes through a methanator (Ni firebrick–supported catalyst) and is reduced to methane
(CH4). The CH4 signal is measured using a flame ionization detector (FID) and is converted
to TC using a CH4 standard. TC is split into two types of carbon post-analysis: OC and EC.
The portion of TC that is OC or EC is defined by the method, which determines where the
OC-EC split is placed post-analysis. This split can be automatic on the basis of automatic
optical correction; the optical transmittance or reflectance is observed throughout analysis
using a 632 nm laser, and the split is placed where the transmittance/reflectance returns to
the initial reading. For samples in which optical correction does not work, a manual split
defined by the analyst should be used. For samples containing no PEC, the split can be
placed between the two carrier gas modes; everything to the left of the split (inert
conditions) would be OC, and everything to the right (oxidizing conditions) would be EC.
This method is based on the assumption that EC is stable under inert conditions and that OC
is not. If PEC is present but combusts at lower temperatures than the EC under analysis, then
a manual split can be placed between OC and EC, usually at a defined temperature. If the
PEC overlaps with the EC, then the manual split must be placed where interference is
minimal. Figure SI-2 shows a sample thermogram of sucrose using the NIOSH temperature
program [26, 32] and how OC, EC, and PEC are traditionally defined using optical
correction.

The automatic optical correction (i.e., TOT/R) is successful when using well dispersed
CNTs that can be loaded homogeneously on the filter at concentrations that allow for proper
transmittance [23]. However, optical correction will err when dealing with CNT samples
that are more indicative of that found in the environment (e.g., aggregated, low
concentrations), such that only a few aggregates are heterogeneously dispersed on the filter
[28, 29]. For all CNTs examined (Table 1), the optical correction method was not reliable,
and a manual split method was required for aqueous and solid samples (see the SI for further
discussion). Because of the lack of optical correction, the thermal analysis method discussed
herein for CNTs is referred to as programmed thermal analysis (PTA).

Raman spectroscopy was performed on a custom-built instrument in 180° geometry. The
sample was excited using a 532-nm laser with 100-mW maximum power, which was
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controlled using neutral density filters. The data were collected using an Acton 300i
spectrograph and a back thinned Princeton Instruments liquid nitrogen cooled CCD detector
with a spatial resolution <1 µm and spectral resolution of <1 cm−1.

For analysis of the CNTs, dry powders were loaded onto quartz slides, and spectral analysis
was done in triplicate. Analysis of CNTs in environmental matrices was performed directly
on the QFF. For all samples, the background was subtracted from the spectra.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
CNT Thermal Stability and Method Optimization

Using the manual split method to quantify CNTs in complex matrices requires a deeper
understanding of the thermal behavior of CNTs under both inert and oxidizing conditions.
This method cannot be developed around one type of CNT because CNTs have different
thermal properties depending on whether they are single-walled, multiwalled,
functionalized, annealed, etc. To optimize a set of temperature programs for a range of
CNTs, we first analyzed a representative group of CNTs (Table 1) under inert conditions to
determine the maximum temperature at which no CNT loss occurs, and then analyzed them
under oxidizing conditions to determine the minimum temperature at which the CNTs begin
to combust.

Figure 1 shows the fraction of CNT mass remaining after heating to 870°C under inert
conditions for several CNTs. This is the maximum temperature used in the NIOSH program
and previous CNT thermal studies [21, 23, 26]. Mass loss curves for this and subsequent
figures were generated by integrating the thermogram FID signal (e.g., Figure SI-4). In
Figure 1, the raw CVD MWCNTs (MW-O, MW-15, MW-20, MW-30, MW-100) were
represented by MW-O and MW-15, the functionalized MWCNTs (MW-F, MW-OH, MW-
COOH) by MW-F, the purified MWCNTs by MW-P, the graphitized or ordered MWCNTs
(MW-Arc, MW-15G, MW-Mitsui) by MW-Arc, and the SWCNTs (SW, SW-65) by SW-65.
Figure 1 shows that only the graphitized MWCNTs were stable under inert conditions up to
870°C. The MW-P CNTs were the least stable, exhibiting nearly 100% mass loss after
~1000 seconds at 870°C. All CVD MWCNTs were unstable at 870°C, and they exhibited
mass loss with what appears to be a zero-order rate. Thus, using the temperature programs
outlined in existing methods is not valid for all CNTs.

Several factors could have influenced the observed range of CNT thermal stability including
functional group content, metal catalyst content, and defect density. If oxygenated groups
were responsible for the observed mass loss (Figure 1) then the expected order of mass loss
rate should follow MW-O ~ MW-P < MW-F; however, the rate of mass loss followed MW-
P < MW-O < MW-F. The MW-O had the most metal (oxide) impurities (4.49% Ni/0.76%
Fe), but they were more stable than MW-P (1.80% Ni/0.08% Fe). Furthermore, the MW-
Mitsui CNTs, which contained ~10% iron impurities, did not exhibit any mass loss. This
suggests that, for MWCNTs, oxygen associated with functional groups or metals does not
affect the rate of mass loss under inert conditions. The difference in thermal stabilities
between CNTs under inert conditions may be explained by the defect density rather than the
abundance of oxygenated functional groups or metal oxides. MWCNTs produced by CVD
will generate additional defects when heated under inert conditions until a limiting
temperature is reached, at which point the defects begin to heal [33]. If this temperature is
not reached, then defects may continue to develop. High-temperature annealing of CNTs
reorders the sp3 bonds to sp2, which makes them more thermally stable [34–39]. For CNTs
created or treated at high temperatures (>2500°C), such as MW-Arc and MW-15G,
respectively, no defects were introduced because they had already reached a high state of
thermodynamic stability. Also, no mass loss was observed for MW-15G, unlike MW-15; the
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only difference between the two was thermal treatment. Although defects are likely the
cause of mass loss under inert conditions, the mechanisms behind this are unknown.
Sublimation has been shown to occur for C60 under inert heating conditions [40], but similar
behavior has yet to be shown to occur for CNTs.

To optimize the temperature program for the CNTs exhibiting mass loss under inert
conditions, the MW-O, MW-P, MW-F, and SG-65 CNTs were analyzed at several
maximum temperatures, including 675, 700, 750, and 870°C (MW-O shown in Figure SI-5).
No significant (<5%) CNT mass loss occurred below 675°C for any CNTs in this study. The
minimal CNT mass loss (<5%) observed at temperatures as low as ~250°C was attributed to
either oxidation caused by oxygen associated with surface C atoms or amorphous carbon
(Figure SI-4).

The thermal behavior of CNTs was examined under oxidizing conditions to determine the
temperature at which CNTs begin to combust as well as the maximum temperature required
to completely oxidize the CNTs. Figure 2 shows the fraction of CNT mass remaining with
increasing temperature under oxidizing conditions. MW-F and MW-O CNTs were
representative of all other MWCNTs not shown in Figure 2 (all mass loss curves are shown
in Figure SI-6). The purified SWCNTs (SW-65) were the least stable CNTs, with almost
100% mass loss occurring before 650°C. Most of the weak CNTs began combusting at
~650°C and reached a maximum rate at ~700°C. MW-15 also started combustion between
650 and 700°C, but at a slower rate than other weak CNTs, which suggests that MW-15
represents the upper limit of the weak CNTs. Similar to inert conditions, under oxidizing
conditions MW-Arc, MW-Mitsui, and MW-15G were more stable than all other CNTs; their
initial oxidation temperatures ranged from ~750 to 800°C. When a weak CNT (MW-15) was
annealed at ~2000°C (MW-15G), the rate of mass loss was decreased. The MW-Arc CNTs,
which are synthesized at greater than 3000°C, were the most stable; most of their oxidation
occurred above 900°C. This is consistent with previous studies that showed MWCNTs
produced by arc were much more stable than those produced using CVD [41, 42]. No linear
correlation was found between thermal stability and CNT diameter, unlike as shown
previously for CNTs synthesized by a common method [38], which in our case may be
attributed to the differences in CNT production temperature rather than diameter.

On the basis of these results, the CNTs can be grouped into two thermal classifications:
CNTs that are stable at the maximum temperature (870°C) under inert conditions and did
not begin oxidation until ~750–800°C were classified as thermally “strong,” and CNTs that
are not stable above ~700°C under inert conditions were classified as thermally “weak.” The
range of weak CNTs was much broader; the SG-65 and MW-15 represent the lower and
upper bounds, respectively. Whereas MWCNTs are classified by their defect density,
SWCNTs are classified as weak because of their small diameter and high percentage
(~100%) of surface atoms, which decreases thermal stability due to an increase in bond
strain [43] and a larger number of carbon atoms exposed to oxygen, respectively.

“Weak” and “Strong” Classification Using Raman Spectroscopy
Raman spectroscopy has been shown to be a reliable characterization tool for CNTs with
spectral peaks that are specific to graphitic carbon [44]. Between 1300 and 1600 cm−1, there
are two distinct peaks for CNTs, called the D-band (~1350 cm−1) and the G-band (~1580
cm−1) (Figure SI-7a). The D-band indicates disorder present within the CNT sample, and its
intensity is proportional to defect density. The G-band is a result of C-C bond stretching
unique to sp2 hybridizations found in graphitic carbon. The ratio of the D-band and G-band
intensities (ID/IG) is often used to quantify the defectiveness of CNTs, and this ratio can be
used to estimate the thermal stability of CNTs [33, 36, 38, 42, 45, 46]. Another advantage of
Raman spectroscopy is that it can be used to distinguish between SWCNTs and MWCNTs
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by inspection of the radial breathing mode (RBM) at lower frequencies [44]. For SWCNTs,
there will be multiple peaks between 100 and 300 cm−1, whereas MWCNTs will have no
characteristic peaks (Figure SI-7b). If RBM peaks are present, then the sample will be
classified as weak, independent of the ID/IG ratio.

Raman spectroscopy was used to distinguish thermally “strong” from “weak” CNTs. There
is a strong linear relationship (R2 = 0.96) between the ID/IG ratio and the temperature at 50%
CNT mass loss (Figure 3, Table SI-2). MWCNTs with ID/IG > 0.60 and SWCNTs were
synonymous with weak CNTs, and MWCNTs with ID/IG ≤ 0.60 with strong CNTs. This
suggests that Raman spectroscopy can be used to determine the thermal stability
classification of the CNT (i.e., weak or strong), which can then be used to determine the
approximate temperature at which the CNTs will combust. The key to using Raman for CNT
thermal classification will be to eliminate background Raman peaks by extracting the CNTs
from the sample. If the CNT type cannot be determined using Raman spectroscopy, then
assuming the CNTs to be weak would be an appropriate conservative estimate.

Thermal Behavior of Environmental and Biological Matrices
Under inert conditions organic matter can form PEC, and this may cause interference if it
combusts in the same temperature range as CNTs. Furthermore, environmental samples that
have been exposed to anthropogenic EC such as wastewater sludge, air, soils, and sediments
can also cause interference. We define all “non-CNT EC” evolving during the oxidizing
phase as NEC, and this includes PEC, anthropogenic EC (e.g., soot), and natural EC.

Figure 4a shows the percent NEC (µg NEC/µg TC × 100%) generated under inert conditions
for several environmental and biological matrices. The NEC percentage was independent of
the TC loading and used to quantify charring of organic matter and the presence of
background EC. The dispersants, which are free of background EC, had negligible NEC
(<1%), which indicates little PEC formation. Of the environmental matrices, surface water
and lab activated sludge had less than 10% NEC, and the urban air and sediment samples
had a substantial amount of NEC, which is most likely attributed to the background EC (e.g.,
soot). Of the biological matrices, urine had very little NEC, whereas lung tissue, milk, and
human serum had high NEC percentages, most likely owing to charring of fats and proteins
rather than background EC. Matrices that had less than 10% NEC content were defined as
“simple,” and those that that had greater than 10% NEC were defined as “complex.”

Figure 4b shows the percent NEC mass remaining for complex matrices and percent EC
mass remaining for three CNTs with increasing temperature under oxidizing conditions.
MW-F and MW-15 CNTs represent the average and upper bound of the thermally weak
CNTs, respectively, and MW-Arc represents the thermally strong CNTs. Of the
environmental and biological samples examined, the simple matrices had less than 5%
interference at combustion temperature ranges similar to both the weak and strong CNTs,
whereas the complex matrices had more substantial interferences depending on the CNT
classification. All of the complex matrices were observed to overlap with all weak CNTs to
some degree. The most substantial interference with weak CNTs was observed for the
sediment and urban air samples, which may be due to thermally stable EC (e.g., soot). The
biological samples exhibited <5% interference with the upper bound weak CNTs (MW-15),
but approximately 10% and 20% of the urban air and sediment samples, respectively,
remained when the MW-15 CNTs began oxidizing. No matrices exhibited any significant
(>5%) interference with the strong CNTs. On the basis of these results, complex matrices
will interfere with weak CNTs during the oxidizing phase (Figure 2). Furthermore, these
complex matrices have OC that desorbs at the same temperature as the weak CNTs under
inert conditions (Figure 1); this makes interference even more significant, especially if long
residence times at temperatures greater than 700°C are required to remove the OC.
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Given the small sample size of the matrices tested, even the smallest amount of interference
can compound in a larger environmental sample to overshadow the CNT signal. For
example, 5.0 µL of human serum contained 200 µg of TC, of which 26 µg was considered
NEC and 15 µg (7.5%) and 0.16 µg (0.08%) interfered with weak and strong CNTs,
respectively. A procedure was developed to account for these potential interferences. First,
an optimized temperature program for thermally strong and weak CNTs, differentiated using
Raman spectroscopy, must be used. Second, digestion techniques must be used to degrade
organic matter to prevent PEC formation (see below). However, the digestion technique
should be non-selective for CNTs such that they will not be degraded to CO2, as is observed
with harsh chemical oxidant digestion methods. Techniques to separate graphitic EC from
CNTs in soils, sediments, sludge, and air will be more challenging to develop because of
their similar chemical and thermal properties

Demonstration of CNT Detection in Environmental Matrices
We have outlined a method that can be used to identify the thermal classification of CNTs
using Raman spectroscopy followed by quantification using PTA. Using two different
environmental matrices, cyanobacteria and urban air, the applicability of this method is
demonstrated for a strong CNT (MW-Mitsui). Weak CNTs require development of more
elaborate extraction methods that are beyond the scope of this study. CB were selected
because they are a ubiquitous primary producer in surface waters, and research has
suggested that they may be a good indicator organism for ecotoxicity tests [47, 48].
Similarly, green algae have been used as an indicator organism to examine the toxicity
effects of CNTs [49–52].

CB (50 mg dry-weight) was spiked with 0.51, 2.7, and 11 µg of MW-Mitsui MWCNTs
corresponding to a mass ratio of 10, 54, and 220 µg CNTs/g CB, respectively. Recovery is
expressed as the mean and standard error of triplicate samples. After pre-treatment, samples
were loaded onto a QFF and then analyzed with Raman spectroscopy. CNT aggregates were
easily located using the Raman microscope due to their opacity, and a spectrum with clear
CNT peaks was obtained with relatively low noise (Figure SI-8). The important steps for
isolating CNT aggregates for Raman spectroscopy were: (1) extracting the CNTs by
digesting the CB and (2) centrifuging the sample to aggregate the CNTs. The ID/IG ratio was
0.26 ± 0.08, which would appropriately classify the CNTs as “strong.” After Raman
analysis, the samples were analyzed using PTA with an OC/EC split point at 750°C. CNT
mass recovery for 10 µg CNTs/g CB, 54 µg CNTs/g CB, and 220 µg CNTs/g CB was 160 ±
29%, 99 ± 1.9%, and 96 ± 3.0%, respectively. Although CB is a relatively simple matrix
(i.e., no background EC), a small amount (~0.20 µg) of interference is still caused by PEC
formation, which evolves at the same temperature as the MW-Mitsui CNTs. Although the
interference had little effect on larger CNT masses (e.g., 2.7 and 11 µg) and excellent
recoveries were obtained, it was significant enough that when the CNT mass was closer to
the interference mass, the recovery was less accurate. PTA is appropriate for exposure
studies using CB as an indicator organism, but dosage levels should be greater than 10 µg
CNTs/g CB (dry) to obtain reliable recoveries.

Graphitic particles are ubiquitous in soils, sediments, air, and wastewater sludge, and these
will have a thermal stability very close to if not greater than CNTs. Urban air contains EC
that combusts at the same temperature as the weak CNTs (i.e., Figure 4b), thus making it
difficult to detect a low concentration of CNTs in an urban air sample with a large EC
content (Figure SI-9a). However, less interference occurs with the strong CNTs (Figure
SI-9b). Urban air samples (1.5 cm2 filter punch) were spiked with 2.8 µg (465 ng/m3) of
MW-Mitsui CNTs and analyzed using PTA. Recovery is expressed as the mean and
standard error of nine replicates. The CNTs began combusting at ~750°C, which was used to
develop the temperature program and the location of the split point. A non-spiked urban air
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sample from the same filter contained 45 µg (7,477 ng/m3) of TC, with 12% (5.5 µg, 914 ng/
m3) EC as determined by optical correction, and 0.46% (0.21 µg, 35 ng/m3) combusting
after 750°C. The mean mass of nine replicates was 2.8 µg with a standard deviation of 0.11
µg resulting in a recovery of 100 ± 4.0%. The EPA standard method was used to calculate
detection limits [53]. The method detection limit (MDL) with 99% confidence was
calculated to be 55 ng/m3 (0.33 µg). The lower critical limit (LCL) and the upper critical
limit (UCL) for 95% confidence were calculated to be 22 ng/m3 (0.13 µg) and 76 ng/m3

(0.46 µg), respectively. The limit of detection (LOD) and limit of quantitation (LOQ) were
calculated to be approximately 136 ng/m3 (0.82 µg) and 183 ng/m3 (1.1 µg), respectively.

Applicability and Future Development Needs
A temperature program specific to different CNTs and environmental matrices is required
for reliable quantification. CNTs have a wide range of initial oxidation temperatures ranging
from approximately 500°C to 800°C; most initial oxidation occurs at ~650°C. The
temperature programs will depend on the matrix under analysis and the split point on the
type of CNT. For weak CNTs, the maximum temperature that should be used during inert
conditions is 675°C, and if higher temperatures are required, then small residence times
should be employed to reduce CNT mass loss. During oxidizing conditions, the highest
temperature should be a minimum of 800°C to ensure complete CNT oxidation.

Currently, the method described herein is ideal for working at concentrations commonly
used in toxicity studies [1, 54–57] for strong CNTs and some weak CNTs in controlled
experiments (e.g., toxicity tests, lab-scale removal tests). The future challenge will be
processing large volumes of CNT-containing sample (e.g., wastewater) or CNTs in samples
containing large amounts of interfering carbon (e.g., soils). Extraction, separation, and
purification steps are key to working with such samples. Our work with TMAH represents
the first step in such a pre-treatment strategy, but additional work is needed on the Raman/
PTA approach demonstrated here before it can be applied to environmental monitoring at
trace levels.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Percent CNT mass remaining after heating to 870°C under inert conditions for several
CNTs.
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Figure 2.
Percent CNT mass remaining after heating to 910°C under oxidizing conditions. MW-F and
MW-O were representative of all other raw CVD MWCNTs not shown.
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Figure 3.
ID/IG ratio as a function of oxidation temperature at 50% mass loss for all MWCNTs.

Doudrick et al. Page 15

Environ Sci Technol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 November 20.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 4.
(a) Percent of NEC (NEC/TC × 100%) present in various laboratory, environmental, and
biological matrices. (b) Percent NEC mass remaining from various matrices and percent
mass remaining for three CNTs representing the lower (MW-F) and upper (MW-15) range
of weak CNTs and strong (MW-Arc) CNTs. NEC mass is the percent remaining after
treatment under inert conditions such that all volatile OC has been removed.
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