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ABSTRACT

In this study, a novel magnetic Fe3O4/sepiolite composite (MFSC) was synthesized via
chemical co-precipitation method. The synthesized MFSC was characterized by the several
kinds of methods. The characterization results showed that MFSC was composed of Fe3O4

nanoparticles on the surface of sepiolite. Moreover, MFSC was used as an adsorbent for the
removal of Eu(III) from aqueous solutions. The influences of contact time, pH, ionic
strength, and temperature were investigated. The synthesized MFSC had a Langmuir
adsorption capacity of 30.85 mg/g at 293 ± 1 K, which was much higher than that of some
common and low-cost adsorbents. Ion exchange and surface complexation were the main
adsorption mechanisms of Eu(III) adsorption on MFSC. The novel MFSC adsorbent is
efficient and economical for Eu(III) removal for its good adsorption characteristic, excellent
regeneration property, and high magnetic separation efficiency.
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1. Introduction

Sepiolite (Mg8Si12O30(OH)4(OH2)4·8H2O) is a
hydrated magnesium silicate that widely exists in nat-
ure as a fibrous clay mineral [1]. It presents a structure
of needle-like particles, which can be described as an
arrangement of talc-like layers (two layers of tetrahe-
dral silica and a central octahedral magnesium layer)
separated by channels running along the c-axis of the
particles [2]. The channels measure ~1.06 × 0.37 nm2 in
cross section, which contain “zeolitic water” and some
exchangeable Mg2+ and Ca2+. The structure properties
determine the high specific surface area of sepiolite.
Moreover, some isomorphic substitutions in the

tetrahedral layer, such as Al3+ for Si4+, lead to the
negatively charged surface of sepiolite. Therefore,
sepiolite is a suitable adsorbent for the removal of
harmful metal ions from aqueous solutions [3,4].

However, the pristine sepiolite always contains
part of impurities such as calcite, talcum, and quartz,
and exists in the form of fiber clusters, leading to the
decrease in specific surface area of sepiolite, it is
necessary to purify the pristine sepiolite and take
some defibered treatment of sepiolite fiber clusters [4].
Another problem encountered in practical wastewater
treatment is that it was difficult to isolate and recover
of sepiolite from aqueous solutions owing to its small
size and low density. The drawbacks of sepiolite
restrict the widespread applications of sepiolite in
wastewater treatment. In recent years, the application*Corresponding author.
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of magnetic adsorbents in wastewater disposal has
received widespread attention due to its convenience
and speediness in separation and recovery processes
[5–10]. The magnetic adsorbent could be easily sepa-
rated and recovered from the aqueous solutions at an
external magnetic field.

With the development of nuclear industry, a large
amount of radioactive contamination is produced in
many states and the harmful radionuclides are
discharged into the environment or biosphere leads to
a serious threat to human beings and animals. For
example, exposure to radioactive waste can cause seri-
ous diseases, such as diarrhea, spasms, cardiovascular
system damage, neurological disorder, leukemia, and
even cancers [11]. Therefore, the removal of harmful
radionuclides, especially the long-life radionuclides
such as the lanthanides and actinides, at the solid–wa-
ter interface is an important concern in nuclear waste
treatment [12]. As an eco-friendly and economical
method, the adsorption technique has been employed
widely for the removal of radionuclides from large
volumes of wastewaters [13–15]. Furthermore, to the
best of our knowledge, few researches focus on the
adsorption of radionuclides on the magnetic
Fe3O4/sepiolite composite (MFSC).

As Eu(III) has adsorption properties similar to
those of other trivalent lanthanides and actinides, Eu
(III) is selected as both a fission product and a homo-
logue of trivalent lanthanides and actinides [16]. In
this study, we present a simple approach for synthe-
sizing MFSC via a chemical deposition of Fe3O4

nanoparticles onto sepiolite fibers. The physicochemi-
cal properties of the synthesized MFSC were carefully
characterized by scanning electron microscopy (SEM),
X-ray diffraction (XRD), Fourier transform infrared
spectroscopy (FT-IR), N2 adsorption–desorption,
vibrating sample magnetometer (VSM), and X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS). Afterwards, the
synthesized MFSC was used for the removal of
radionuclide Eu(III) from aqueous solutions. The
effects of pH, ionic strength, contact time, and tem-
perature on Eu(III) adsorption on MFSC were investi-
gated. Based on these studies, the adsorption kinetics
and thermodynamics of Eu(III) were evaluated.

2. Experimental section

2.1. Reagents and raw material

All chemicals used in the experiments were pur-
chased as analytical purity without any further
purification. Double distilled water was used in all
experiments. Europium stock solution was prepared
from Eu2O3 after dissolution, evaporation, and

redissolution in perchloric acid. Pristine sepiolite was
obtained from Nanyang county (Henan, China) and
was milled through a 350-mesh prior to its use in the
experiments.

2.2. Preparation of defibered sepiolite

The pristine sepiolite was treated with 1.0 mol/L
hydrochloric acid for 2.0 h to remove the calcite, then
washed with double distilled water until no chloride
was detected with 0.1 mol/L AgNO3. The purified
sepiolite was mixed with double distilled water in
proportion of 1:20 by weight, and a small amount of
sodium hexametaphosphate as dispersant was added
into the mixed suspensions, and stirred with a high
speed (2,000 rpm) for 2.0 h. Then the mixed suspen-
sions were operated with ultrasonic cleaner for 0.5 h
in order to disperse the sepiolite fibers. The defibered
sepiolite were dried at 373 ± 1 K for 2.0 h to eliminate
the free water and used to synthesize the MFSC.

2.3. Synthesis of MFSC

The MFSC was synthesized by the chemical co-pre-
cipitation of Fe2+ and Fe3+ in alkaline solution in the
presence of as-prepared defibered sepiolite [7]. 1.00 g
purified sepiolite was transferred to a flask with
200 mL of double distilled water, and the mixed sus-
pensions were operated with ultrasonic cleaner for
0.5 h in order to disperse the sepiolite fibers. Then
1.55 g FeCl3·6H2O and 0.80 g FeSO4·7H2O were added
into the mixed suspensions under N2 atmosphere at
343 ± 1 K. A NaOH solution (5.0 mol/L) was added
dropwise to precipitate magnetite, then the mixture
was adjusted to pH 11.0 and stirred for 1.0 h. The mix-
ture was aged at 343 ± 1 K for 4.0 h and washed with
double distilled water until the supernatant pH near
to neutral. The obtained sample was dried in a vac-
uum oven at 353 ± 1 K for 4.0 h. The whole synthesis
process of MFSC is schematically illustrated in Fig. 1.

2.4. Physicochemical characterization

The synthesized MFSC was characterized by SEM,
XRD, FT-IR, N2 adsorption–desorption, VSM, and
XPS. The morphology of as-synthesized MFSC was
studied by a field emission scanner (JEOL JSM-6700F).
The crystallographic structures of the MFSC were
characterized with XRD patterns on a Rigaku diffrac-
tometer (D/max-γB) with a Cu Kα radiation. FT-IR
spectra were recorded with a FT-IR spectrometer
(Nicolet 67) in the range of 4,000–400 cm−1, using KBr
pellets at room temperature. N2 adsorption–desorption
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isotherms (at 77.3 K) and pore size distribution curves
were obtained using a Tristar II 3020 automatic sur-
face area and pore analyzer. The adsorption data were
then employed to determine surface area using the
Brunauer, Emmett, and Teller (BET). The magnetic
measurement was performed in a MPMS-XL SQUID
magnetometer at room temperature, and magnetic
field was ranging from −20.0 to +20.0 kOe. The XPS
measurements were conducted with an ESCALAB250
electron spectrometer.

2.5. Batch adsorption study

The sorption of Eu(III) on MFSC was carried out in
10-mL polyethylene centrifuge tubes under ambient
conditions by batch technique. The MFSC content and
the concentration of NaClO4 were 0.5 g/L and
0.01 mol/L, respectively. The Eu(III) stock solution
including trace quantities of radiotracer 152+154Eu(III)
was added in the polyethylene tubes to achieve the
desired concentrations. The pH values were adjusted
to required value by adding negligible volumes of
0.1 mol/L or 0.01 mol/L HClO4 or NaOH solution.
The centrifuge tubes were shaken on a rotating oscilla-
tor for 6.0 h to achieve adsorption equilibrium. After-
ward, the solid was separated from aqueous solutions
by a magnetic process using a permanent magnet.

The concentration of 152+154Eu(III) in the super-
natant was determined by liquid scintillation counting
(Packard 3100 TR/AB Liquid Scintillation analyzer,
Perkin–Elmer) with an ULTIMA GOLD AB (Packard)
Scintillation cocktail. The adsorption percentage (R) of
Eu(III) on MFSC was calculated according to the equa-
tion of R(%) = 100% × (1 − AL/Atot), where AL is the
activity of 152+154Eu(III) in supernatant and Atot is that
of 152+154Eu(III) in suspension.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Characterization of MFSC

The SEM micrographs of pristine sepiolite, defi-
bered sepiolite, and MFSC are illustrated in Fig. 2.

Obviously, the fiber clusters of pristine sepiolite
(Fig. 2(A)) almost disappear after defibering treatment,
and it can be observed that defibered sepiolite
(Fig. 2(B)) presents in the form of dispersive fibers
with a high length-diameter ratio. Compared with the
morphology of defibered sepiolite, noticeable differ-
ences can be found in the SEM micrograph of MFSC
(Fig. 2(C) and (D)), which can be illustrated from the
Fe3O4 nanoparticles covered on the surfaces of defi-
bered sepiolite. Fig. 2(D) shows a relatively high
magnification image of MFSC. From Fig. 2(D), one can
see that the Fe3O4 nanoparticles have a uniform size
and are almost evenly distributed on the surfaces of
defibered sepiolite. The SEM micrographs prove the
successful synthesis of MFSC and indicate that the
surface of sepiolite is modified by Fe3O4 nanoparticles
in the material.

Fig. 3 shows the XRD patterns of pristine sepiolite,
defibered sepiolite, and MFSC. The peaks marked by
(S, C, T, and M) are the characteristics of sepiolite, cal-
cite, talc-2 M, and magnetite, respectively. The peaks
of calcite almost disappear completely in the XRD pat-
tern of defibered sepiolite, indicating that the main
impurity calcite in pristine sepiolite is removed effec-
tively. It is obvious that the purity of defibered sepio-
lite is much higher than pristine sepiolite. Compared
with defibered sepiolite, the XRD pattern of MFSC dis-
plays five new peaks at 30.1˚, 35.5˚, 43.3˚, 57.2˚, and
62.7˚, which can be assigned to the characteristic peaks
of cubic magnetite phase (JCPD No. 89-3854). Besides,
the characteristic peaks of sepiolite in the XRD pattern
of MFSC weaken obviously, indicating that the struc-
ture of sepiolite may be partly destroyed resulting in
confusional crystal lattice [17].

Fig. 4 describes the FT-IR spectra of pristine sepio-
lite, defibered sepiolite, and MFSC. The bands in the
FT-IR spectrum of defibered sepiolite may be summa-
rized as follows: (I) the band at 3,686 cm−1 corre-
sponds to the triple bridge group Mg3OH; (II) the
stretches at 3,425 cm−1 and the –OH bending mode at
1,669 cm−1 are associated with zeolitic water; (III)
bands in the range of 1,200–400 cm−1 are characteristic
of silicate, that is, bands centered at 1,025 and 465 are

Fig. 1. Synthesis route of MFSC.
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due to Si–O–Si vibration and bands at 1,216,
1,083 cm−1 are due to Si–O bonds [18]. For pristine
sepiolite, the bands at 1,432, 876, and 712 cm−1 corre-
spond to the stretching vibration peaks of CO2�

3 [19],
it is noticeable that the three peaks disappear in the
FT-IR spectrum of defibered sepiolite, indicating that
the impurity calcite has been effectively removed after
purification. As the defibered sepiolite alters to MFSC,
changes in the defibered sepiolite adsorption bands of
the sample are noted at 3,686, 3,575, and 691 cm−1.
The band at 3,575 cm−1 is replaced by a broad band at
3,432 cm−1, which is due to stretching vibrations of

hydroxyl groups from Fe3O4 and water [20]. In addi-
tion, the band at 588 cm−1 corresponds to the charac-
teristic stretching vibration of the Fe–O bond, which
demonstrates the presence of Fe3O4 nanoparticles. The
assignments of the peaks observed are shown in
Table 1.

N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms and corre-
sponding Barrett, Joyner, and Halenda (BJH) pore-size
distribution curves of defibered sepiolite and MFSC
are shown in Fig. 5. It is found that the isotherms for
N2 are type I for defibered sepiolite and MFSC in the

Fig. 2. SEM images of pristine sepiolite (A), defibered sepiolite (B), and MFSC ((C) and (D)).
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IUPAC classification [21], suggesting that defibered
sepiolite and MFSC belong to typical microporous
materials. The N2-BET specific surface areas of defi-
bered sepiolite and MFSC are measured to be 116.43
and 106.33 m2/g, respectively. The average pore sizes
for defibered sepiolite and MFSC are 13.12 and
11.30 nm, respectively, with a wide distribution of
pore size. The results indicate that both the specific
surface area and average pore size of MFSC decrease
slightly after Fe3O4 nanoparticles coating on the sur-
face of sepiolite.

The magnetization property of MFSC was
investigated at room temperature by measuring
magnetization curves (Fig. 6). Fig. 6 shows the super-
paramagnetic property of MFSC and the saturation
magnetization, Ms, of MFSC is about 16.85 emu/g,
indicating that MFSC has a high magnetism. Fig. 7
shows photographs of the magnetic separation process
of MFSC. MFSC can be dispersed in double distilled
water by sonicating for 1 min. As a permanent magnet
was used to approach the glass vial containing MFSC
dispersed double distilled water, the particles of
MFSC are attracted toward the magnet very quickly
(within 5 min) and accumulated to the side of glass
vial, leaving the aqueous solutions clear and trans-
parent. However, the defibered sepiolite in the glass
vial maintains the original dispersive institutions and
cannot be attracted by the external magnetic field. The
easy and highly efficient magnetic separation process
demonstrates that the synthesized MFSC can be used
as a magnetic adsorbent in metal ion pollution
management.

Table 1
Peak assignments of pristine sepiolite, defibered sepiolite,
and MFSC

Band position (cm−1) Assignments

3,691, 3,686, 3,685 MgOH (trioctahedral) stretch
3,572, 3,575, 3,560 OH-stretch from coordinated water
3,432, 3,430, 3,425 Water OH stretch, FeOH stretch
1,669,1,658,1,653 Water OH bend
1,432 Calcium carbonate impurity
1,216, 1,215 SiOH stretch
1,083, 1,080 SiOH stretch
1,028, 1,025, 1,018 SiOH stretch
876 Calcium carbonate impurity
712 Calcium carbonate impurity
691 OH translation
646 OSiO bends
588 Fe–O stretch
465, 463 OSiO bends

Fig. 5. N2 adsorption–desorption isothermal curves (A)
and corresponding BJH poresize distribution curves (B) of
defibered sepiolite and MFSC, the pore-size distribution
was calculated from the desorption branch of the isotherm.
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3.2. Effect of pH and ionic strength

Solution pH governs the speciation of metals and
also the dissociation of active functional sites on the
adsorbent [22]. It has been considered to be the most
important variable affecting metal adsorption on the
adsorbent, this can be partly attributed to the strongly
competitive effects between hydrogen ions and adsor-
bate [23]. In view of this point, the adsorption of Eu
(III) on MFSC as a function of pH was investigated in
0.001, 0.01, and 0.1 mol/L NaClO4 solutions, respec-
tively. As shown in Fig. 8, the removal percentage of
Eu(III) in 0.01 mol/L NaClO4 solution increases gradu-
ally from ~10 to ~90% as pH increases from 2.0 to 7.0,
and then maintains at an aptotic value (~95%) with
increasing pH. The result is similar to that of Eu(III) in
mesoporous molecular sieve as a function of pH
values [14].

The observed removal trends are related with the
surface properties of MFSC and the distribution of Eu
(III) species in solution. Since there is a great number
of silanol groups and hydroxyl groups in the external
surfaces of sepiolite and Fe3O4 nanoparticles, the
hydroxyl groups on the surfaces of MFSC (≡XOH,
where ≡X represents the surface of MFSC, and –OH
represents the oxygen-containing functional groups)
can be considered as the surface complexation site.
The surface of MFSC is positively charged at low pH
due to the protonation of reaction on the surfaces (i.e.
H+ + ≡XOH → ≡XOHþ

2 ). The low removal percentage
is attributed to the electrostatic repulsion occurred
between metal ion and the edge groups with positive
charge (XOHþ

2 ) on the surface of MFSC. At high pH,
the surface is of negatively charged due to the depro-
tonation reaction (≡XOH → ≡XO− + H+) and electro-
static repulsion decreases with increasing pH due to
the reduction of positive charge density on the edges,
which enhances the removal of the positively charged
Eu(III) ions through electrostatic force of attraction. In
addition, more surface functional groups are dissoci-
ated at high pH values than that at low pH values,
which provides more available sorption sites and
therefore causes higher Eu(III) removal.

According to the hydrolysis constants of Eu(III)
listed in Table 2 [13], the relative distribution species
of Eu(III) in 0.01 mol/L NaClO4 solution as a function
of pH are shown in the inset of Fig. 8. It is obviously
that Eu3+ is dominated at pH < 6.0, and the removal

Fig. 7. Photographs of the magnetic separation processes of defibered sepiolite (A) and MFSC (B).
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Table 2
Eu(III) hydrolysis reactions and equilibrium constants [13]

Reactions Log K

Eu3+ + H2O ↔ EuðOHÞ2þ + H+ −7.64

Eu3+ + 2H2O ↔ EuðOHÞþ2 + 2H+ −15.1

Eu3+ + 3H2O ↔ EuðOHÞ03 + 3H+ −23.7

Eu3+ + 4H2O ↔ EuðOHÞ�4 + 4H+ −36.2
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of Eu(III) is mainly accomplished via outer-sphere
complexation and ion-exchange process in the pH
range. The process can be expressed as follows
[15,24,25]:

� XOHþ Eu3þ !� XOHEu3þ (1)

3 � XOHþ Eu3þ ! ð� XOÞ3Euþ 3Hþ (2)

While at pH > 6.0, hydroxides EuðOHÞþ2 , EuðOHÞþ2
and Eu(OH)3 become predominantly, and the inner-
sphere complexation and surface precipitation become
predominant. This can be explained by the following
reactions:

� XO� þ Eu3þ !� XOEu2þ (3)

2ð� XO�Þ þ Eu3þ ! ð� XOÞ2Euþ (4)

2ð� XO�Þ þ Eu3þ þH2O ! ð� XOÞ2EuOHþHþ (5)

Eu3þ þ 3H2O ! EuðOHÞ3ðsÞ þ 3Hþ (6)

The effect of ionic strength on Eu(III) removal as a
function of pH is also shown in Fig. 8. One can see
that Eu(III) removal is affected obviously by ionic
strength at pH < 7.0, and no effect is found at >7.0.
Outer-sphere surface complexes are expected to be
more impressionable to ionic strength variations than
inner-sphere complexes as the background electrolyte
ions are placed in the same plane for outer-sphere sur-
face complexes [26]. From the above discussion, it is
plausible that ion exchange and outer-sphere surface
complexation mainly contribute to Eu(III) removal on
MFSC at pH < 7.0, while inner-sphere surface com-
plexation and precipitation is the main mechanism of
Eu(III) removal on MFSC at pH > 7.0 [27].

3.3. Adsorption kinetic study

The effect of contact time on the adsorption of Eu
(III) by MFSC is illustrated by Fig. 9. The regularity
for Eu(III) adsorption between the two different initial
Eu(III) concentration as a function of contact time is
similar. The adsorption capacity of Eu(III) increased
rapidly at the initial stage of adsorption. Maximum
adsorption was reached within 3 h for Eu(III); there-
after, the adsorption capacity increased slowly and
reached completely equilibrum at 6 h. The quick
adsorption of Eu(III) on MFSC suggests that chemical

adsorption rather than physical adsorption contributes
Eu(III) adsorption on MFSC surface [28].

In order to analyze the adsorption rate of Eu(III)
on MFSC, two common kinetic models (pseudo-first-
order and pseudo-second-order) were applied to
simulate the kinetic adsorption. The pseudo-first-order
equation is expressed as [29]:

dqt
dt

¼ kðqe � qtÞ (7)

After integration, the linear form of Eq. (7) becomes:

lnðqe�qtÞ ¼ ln qe�kt (8)

where qt (mg/g) is the amount of Eu(III) adsorbed on
MFSC at time t (h), qe (mg/g) is the adsorption capac-
ity at equilibrium, and k is the rate constant of the
pseudo-first-order sorption (h−1).

The pseudo-second-order equation can be
expressed as following formulation [30]:

t

qt
¼ 1

Kq2e
þ 1

qe
t (9)

where K (g/(mg h)) is the pseudo-second-order rate
constant.

Fig. 9 illustrates the comparative results of the two
kinetic models and Table 3 lists the adsorption equilib-
rium and rate constants. For the two applied kinetic
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I = 0.01 mol/L NaClO4.
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models, one can see that the pseudo-second-order
model fitted the adsorption data better than pseudo-
first-order model from the fitting curves shown in
Fig. 9 and the correlation coefficients shown in Table 3.

3.4. Adsorption isotherms

Adsorption isotherms of Eu(III) adsorption on
MFSC obtained at 293, 313, and 333 ± 1 K are shown
in Fig. 10. With Eu(III) concentration increasing, the
adsorption increases gradually. This could be
explained by the fact that increasing metal concentra-
tion in the aqueous solutions may enhance the con-
tacting probability between metal ions and adsorbent
surface. Adsorption isotherms become higher in the
order of 293, 313, and 333 ± 1 K, suggesting that the
adsorption process is favored at high temperatures.

The Langmuir and Freundlich models are used
most commonly to describe the adsorption characteris-
tics of adsorbent. The Langmuir isotherm model is
commonly used to describe monolayer adsorption
process onto surfaces. Its form can be expressed by
the following equation [31]:

Ce=qe ¼ 1=KLqm þ Ce=qm (10)

where qm (mg/g), the maximum adsorption capacity,
is the amount of adsorbate at complete monolayer
coverage, qe (mg/g) is the equilibrium adsorption
capacity, and KL (L/mol) is the Langmuir constant
that relates to the heat of adsorption.

The Freundlich isotherm model is an empirical
relationship describing the adsorption of solutes from
a liquid to a solid surface, and assumes that different
sites with several adsorption energies are involved.
The model can be represented by the following
equation [32]:

log qe ¼ logKF þ n logCe (11)

where KF (mg1−n Ln/g) is roughly an indicator of the
adsorption capacity and n is the degree of heterogene-
ity of adsorbent. The Freundlich parameters (KF and
n) indicate whether the nature of adsorption is either
favorable or unfavorable.

The relative values (KL, qm, KF, and n) calculated
from the two models are listed in Table 4. From the
fitting curves in Fig. 10 and the correlation coefficients
(R2) listed in Table 4, it is clear that the Freundlich
model fits the adsorption data better than the Lang-
muir model. It is generally regarded that the Lang-
muir isotherm model is valid for dynamic equilibrium
adsorption process on completely homogenous sur-
faces, whereas the Freundlich isotherm model is
applicable to heterogeneous surface. The result found
in this work was identical to that reported in the refer-
ence of [25], which showed that the adsorption of Eu
(III) on attapulgite can be fitted by Freundlich model
better than Langmuir model.

Table 3
Kinetic parameters for the adsorption of Eu(III) on MFSC at different concentrations

Adsorbate concentration (mg/L)

Pseudo-first-order model Pseudo-second-order model

k (h−1) qe (mg/g) R2 K (g/mg/h) qe (mg/g) R2

C0 = 15 0.893 12.88 0.841 0.660 13.12 0.999
C0 = 30 0.774 18.90 0.793 0.306 19.95 0.998
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Fig. 10. Adsorption isotherms of Eu(III) adsorption on
MFSC at different temperatures.
Notes: Symbols denote experimental data, solid lines
represent the model fitting of Langmuir equation, and
dashed lines represent the model fitting of Freundlich
equation; pH = 5.00 ± 0.05, m/V = 0.5 g/L, CEu(III))initial = 5–
60 mg/L, I = 0.01 mol/L NaClO4.
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3.5. Comparison of Eu(III) adsorption with other adsorbents
and reusability

In order to verify the feasibility of using MFSC as
a potential adsorbent for radioactive wastewater dis-
posal, the maximum adsorption capacity (i.e. qmax

obtained from Langmuir model fitting) of MFSC
toward Eu(III) was carefully compared with those
reported in previous literature [11–13,33–40]. The val-
ues of adsorption capacities are presented in Table 5.
The results showed that MFSC has a high adsorption
capacity for Eu(III) as comparable with that of other
adsorbents except activated carbon and graphene
oxide. However, activated carbon and graphene oxide
are not able to support wide application, because of
their high raw-material cost or high synthetic cost, as
well as their potential ecological toxicity. In contrast,
the MFSC can be easily synthesized by a simple
chemical co-precipitation method. Besides, the MFSC
can be easily separated from aqueous solutions in
several minutes by a permanent magnet.

In addition, the regeneration and reusability of
MFSC through many cycles of sorption/desorption
were investigated. Since the iron oxide nanoparticles
can be partly degraded at low pH and it can lead to
the damage of adsorbent structure, NaOH was used

as the strippant to conduct the regeneration operation
and the regenerated MFSC was used for six consecu-
tive cycles. The Eu(III)-loaded MFSC was left in con-
tact with 0.05 mol/L NaOH solutions in a solid–liquid
ratio of 1.0 g/L. The initial concentration of Eu(III)
was chosen to 60.0 mg/L. After shaken for 2.0 h, the
sample was separated from the dispersions by a
permanent magnet. Fig. 11 shows the relationship
between regeneration cycle number and the corre-
sponding adsorption capacity of Eu(III). With increas-
ing cycle number, the adsorption capacity of Eu(III)
decreases slightly from 27.02 to 24.80 mg/g. The puny
decrease in adsorption capacity is attributed to the
incomplete Eu(III) desorption from the surfaces of
MFSC [35]. The excellent regeneration property of
MFSC suggests that it can be used as a cost-effective
material for the removal of Eu(III) from aqueous
solutions.

3.6. Adsorption mechanism

In order to further confirm the adsorption mecha-
nism, the FT-IR and XPS analysis were performed and
the results are presented in Figs. 12 and 13, respectively.
FT-IR spectra of the unloaded and Eu(III)-loaded MFSC

Table 4
Parameters for Langmuir and Freundlich models of Eu(III) adsorption on MFSC

Experimental conditions (K)

Langmuir Freundlich

qmax (mg/g) b (L/mg) R2 KF (mg1−n Ln/g) n R2

T = 293 ± 1 30.85 0.105 0.967 6.17 0.381 0.989
T = 313 ± 1 32.72 0.134 0.969 7.38 0.354 0.992
T = 333 ± 1 33.88 0.198 0.964 11.14 0.260 0.985

Table 5
Comparison of Eu(III) adsorption capacities of MFSC with that of different adsorbents

Adsorbents qmax (mg/g) (Eu(III)) Experimental conditions Refs.

ZSM-5 zeolite 3.28 pH 5.0; T 298 K [11]
Fe3O4@HA MNPs 10.56 pH 5.0; T 293 K [12]
Bare TiO2 1.51 pH 4.5; T 293 K [13]
Synthetic saponite 0.71 pH 5.0; T 298 K [33]
Na-montmorillonite 1.02 pH 5.0; T 298 K [33]
MWCNTs 1.40 pH 4.5; T 298 K [34]
GMZ bentonite 5.59 pH 6.2; T 298 K [35]
Activated carbon 46.50 pH 5.0; T 298 K [36]
Graphene oxide 161.29 pH 4.5; T 298 K [37]
γ-Al2O3 11.40 pH 6.5; T 293 K [38]
PANI@GO 250.73 pH 3.0; T 298 K [39]
PAM/GO 25.28 pH 6.0; T 295 K [40]
MFSC 30.85 pH 5.0; T 293 K This work
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in the range of 400−4,000 cm−1 were taken (Fig. 12).
Comparison of the spectra presented in Fig. 12 indicates
that the intensities of bands at 3,686, 3,432, 1,653, and
646 cm−1 weaken significantly for the Eu(III)-loaded
MFSC. As mentioned above, the band at 3,686 cm−1 is
due to the triple bridge group Mg3OH; the band at
3,432 cm−1 corresponds to the stretching vibration of
Fe–OH and H–OH; the band at 1,653 cm−1 belongs to
the bending vibration of –OH, which is associated with
zeolitic water; the band at 646 cm−1 is assigned to bend-
ing vibration of O–Si–O. The intensity decrement of

bands at 3,686, 3,432, 1,653, and 646 cm−1 implies the
decrease in triple bridge group Mg3OH, zeolitic water,
Fe–OH, and SiOH in the structure of MFSC [41]. The
FT-IR analysis indicates that the Mg3OH, Fe–OH, and
SiOH groups on the surface of MFSC and zeolitic water
in the channel of sepiolite mainly involve in the adsorp-
tion of Eu(III).

Fig. 13(A) shows the XPS spectra of Eu 3d for
unloaded MFSC and Eu(III)-loaded MFSC. Two main
peaks, Eu 3d5/2 at 1,135.3 eV and Eu 3d3/2 at
1,165.0 eV, with a peak separation of 29.7 eV between
the two peaks are observed in Eu(III)-loaded MFSC,
whereas no noticeable peaks of Eu 3d are found in
unloaded MFSC. The Eu 3d5/2 core level region
spectrum is fitted by deconvolution (Fig. 13(B)). Two
peaks at 1,133.7 and 1,135.9 eV are achieved in binary
Eu/MFSC system. According to the surface complexa-
tion model results, the peaks at 1,133.7 eV may be
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Fig. 11. Recycling of MFSC in the removal of Eu(III).
Notes: pH = 5.00 ± 0.05, CEu(III))initial = 60 mg/L, T = 293
± 1 K, m/V = 0.5 g/L, I = 0.01 mol/L NaClO4.
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assigned to the species of ≡SOHEu3+ and ≡X3Eu
0, and

the peaks at 1,135.9 eV may be attributed to the spe-
cies of ≡SOEu2+ [13,42–45]. The XPS analysis indicates
that surface hydroxyl groups contribute to Eu(III)
adsorption to MFSC and surface complexation is one
of the main adsorption mechanisms. The results of
FT-IR and XPS analysis support the notion that
physisorption and chemisorption are involved in the
process of Eu(III) adsorption and reveal that ion
exchange and surface complexation mainly contribute
to Eu(III) adsorption on MFSC.

4. Conclusions

MFSC was synthesized by chemical co-precipita-
tion method and adopted to evaluate its ability to
remove Eu(III). The characterization of XRD, FT-IR
and N2 adsorption–desorption showed that the syn-
thesized material was composed of Fe3O4 and sepio-
lite. SEM image of MFSC showed that the surface of
sepiolite was uniformly coated by Fe3O4 nanoparticles.
Furthermore, VSM analysis suggested that MFSC had
a superparamagnetic property with the saturation
magnetization of 16.85 emu/g, which was high
enough to make MFSC be separated from aqueous
solutions using an easy magnetic separation method.

The adsorption experiments showed that the
removal of Eu(III) on MFSC was highly pH and ionic
strength dependent. Adsorption kinetics of MFSC was
in good agreement with pseudo-second order. The Fre-
undlich adsorption isotherm provided the better
correlation with the adsorption data of MFSC than
Langmuir adsorption isotherm. MFSC had a Langmuir
adsorption capacity of 30.85 mg/g at 293 ± 1 K, which
was much higher than that of some common and low-
cost adsorbents. By integrating the FT-IR and XPS
analysis, it is plausible that ion exchange and surface
complexation mainly contribute to Eu(III) adsorption
on MFSC. Considering the good adsorption characteris-
tic, high separation efficiency and excellent regenera-
tion property of MFSC, MFSC is a promising candidate
for preconcentration and immobilization of radionu-
clides from large volumes of aqueous solutions.
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