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ABSTRACT

This study focused on the modification of flat-sheet polysulfone ultrafiltration membranes
for nanofiltration (NF) through sequential deposition of poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA) and
sodium carboxymethyl cellulose (CMCNa) with glutaraldehyde cross-linking after each
deposition. The contents of PVA and CMCNa in the coating solutions were varied to opti-
mize the membrane performance and the modified membranes were characterized in terms
of surface and permeation properties. It was found that the membrane surface became den-
ser, more hydrophilic, and negatively charged at neutral pH after modification and the
modified membrane possessed the NF separation characteristic. Under 5.0 bar, the opti-
mized modified membrane exhibited a high-pure water flux of 89.5 l/m2 h and rejections of
37.8 and 93.8% to 500 mg/l NaCl and Na2SO4 aqueous solution, respectively. The modified
membrane could also efficiently remove anionic dyes from aqueous solution, showing reten-
tions of 99.7 and 99.5% to methyl blue and congo red, respectively, under neutral pH and
5.0 bar. Additionally, the modified membrane possessed good chlorine stability, and acid
and alkaline resistances. The technique developed is potentially applicable for the fabrica-
tion of high-flux negatively charged NF membranes for partial desalination and anionic dye
removal.

Keywords: Nanofiltration; Thin-film composite membrane; Membrane modification; Poly
(vinyl alcohol) (PVA); Sodium carboxymethyl cellulose (CMCNa); Dye removal

1. Introduction

Nanofiltration (NF) membrane has been widely
used in the fields of water and wastewater treatment,
partial desalination, and industrial fluids separation
for its key distinguishing characteristics of low

rejection to monovalent ions, high rejection to
multivalent ions, and higher water permeability
compared to reverse osmosis (RO) membranes [1–7].
However, the most commercially available polyamide
composite NF membranes are faced with two major
obstacles of low chemical stability and poor chlorine
tolerance. Therefore, it is still of great interest to
investigate the novel NF membranes with high
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chemical stability, good chlorine tolerance as well as
high separation performance [8].

Poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA), as a water-soluble
biodegradable polymer with inherent hydrophilicity,
good film-forming property, and excellent chemical
stability, has been adopted to fabricate membranes
having the characteristics of high chemical stability,
good chlorine tolerance, and low fouling [9]
for a number of separation processes including
microfiltration [10], ultrafiltration [11], RO [12], and
pervaporation [13]. It has also been exploited as the
barrier layer for the preparation of composite NF
membranes through solution coating followed by
chemical cross-linking [14–18]. However, most of the
PVA composite NF membranes exhibit relatively low
water permeability and poor solute selectivity, since
the separation of the PVA NF membrane with
neutral selective skin layer depends solely on size
exclusion [19].

Compared with the neutral NF membrane, charged
NF membranes are preferable for better membrane
performance, since the separation of charged mem-
brane relies not only on the sieving effect, but also on
the Donnan effect [20]. Additionally, the hydrophilic
surface of the charged membrane also benefits fouling
reduction since it can increase the membrane wettabil-
ity and thus provide a better cleaning efficiency [21].
Thus, as one of the best candidates that can provide
these characteristics to membrane surface, polyelec-
trolyte offers a new solution to improve the NF mem-
brane’s performance. Polyelectrolytes such as
quaternary ammonium cellulose ether [22], sodium
carboxymethyl cellulose (CMCNa) [23], polystyrene
sulfonate [24], polyallylamine hydrochloride [25], and
poly(diallyl dimethyl ammonium chloride) [26] have
been investigated to fabricate the composite NF mem-
branes through methods such as static deposition,
dynamic deposition, single-layer coating, layer-by-
layer coating, and so forth. However, the coating of
polyelectrolyte is quite influenced by the material and
molecular weight cut-off of the support and most of
the prepared polyelectrolyte-based membranes have
the trade-off problem between permeability and
selectivity [27].

Accordingly, in this study, unlike the method of
incorporation polyelectrolyte into the PVA matrix
to prepare composite NF membranes [28–33], the
approach of sequential deposition of PVA and
CMCNa on polysulfone ultrafiltration support
membrane was adopted to prepare the composite
NF membrane. Glutaraldehyde (GA) cross-linking
was performed after each deposition to improve
the stability and enhance the size exclusion effect of
the deposited active layers. The coating of PVA

improved the effectiveness of the CMCNa coating.
The concentrations of PVA and CMCNa in the
coating solutions were optimized to achieve high
water permeability and solute selectivity. The
physicochemical properties of the resulting modified
membranes were characterized through Fourier trans-
form infrared spectroscopy (ATR-FTIR) in attenuated
total reflection mode, scanning electron microscopy
(SEM), and measurements of surface zeta potential
and water contact angle. The membrane permeation
properties including water permeability, molecular
weight cut-off, and rejections to different electrolytes
and organic dyes were characterized via cross-flow
permeation tests.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Materials and reagents

The flat-sheet polysulfone (PSf) ultrafiltration
support membrane with a molecular weight cut-off
(MWCO) of around 90,000 Da and a pure water
permeability of approximately 110 l/m2 h bar was
provided by Hangzhou Tianchuang Environmental
Technology Co. Ltd, China. CMCNa (degree of sub-
stitution: 0.65) with an intrinsic viscosity of 850.8 ml/g
in 0.01 M sodium chloride (NaCl) aqueous solution at
25.0˚C was purchased from Sinopharm Chemical
Reagent Co. Ltd, China. Poly(vinyl-alcohol) (PVA,
hydrolysis degree = 98%, Mw = 72,000 g/mol) was
purchased from Sigma–Aldrich. Cross-linking agent
GA was obtained from Tianjin Kemiou Chemical
Reagent Co. Ltd, China.

Inorganic salts such as NaCl, MgCl2, Na2SO4, and
MgSO4 of analytical grade were used as the model
electrolytes to determine the permeation characteristics
of the resultant membrane. Polyethylene glycol (PEG)
fractions with molecular weights of 600, 1,000, 2,000,
4,000, and 6,000 Da purchased from Sigma–Aldrich
were used as the model neutral solutes to estimate the
MWCO of the obtained membrane.

Organic anionic dyes such as congo red (Fisher
Scientific, Hong Kong), methyl blue (Shanghai Speci-
men and Model, China), and sunset yellow (Aladdin)
were used as model solutes to investigate the dye
removal performance of the obtained membrane. The
molecular structures of the dyes are shown schemati-
cally in Fig. 1.

Deionized water with a resistivity of 18.0 MΩ was
used to prepare the aqueous solutions for membrane
modification and performance evaluation as well as to
rinse the membrane samples. All other chemicals
involved were all of analytical grade and used without
further purification.
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2.2. Modification of PSf ultrafiltration support membrane

Modification of polysulfone ultrafiltration support
membrane was conducted by employing a four-step
process: (1) to begin with, an aqueous coating solution
containing certain content of PVA ranging from 0.025
to 0.075 wt% was firstly poured onto the surface of
the porous PSf support membrane that has been fixed
in a polyfluortetraethylene (PTFE) frame. After a resi-
dence time of 30 min, the coating solution was drained
off and the coated support membrane was air-dried at
room temperature until no liquids remained; (2) then,
the surface of the precoated support membrane was
contacted with an aqueous solution containing 1.0 wt
% GA and 0.5 wt% H2SO4 for 1.0 min, and the mem-
brane sample was air-dried for 30.0 min, and cured
under 60.0˚C for 10 min before being thoroughly
washed with deionized water; (3) after that, the sur-
face of the PVA-coated membrane was further coated
with the second aqueous solution containing certain
amount of CMCNa, ranging from 0.05 to 0.15 wt%, by
repeating step 1; (4) finally, the membrane sample was
treated with GA aqueous solution again by repeating
step 2 and the obtained membrane was washed thor-
oughly with deionized water and stored wetly.

2.3. Membrane acid and alkaline treatments

Membrane acid and alkaline treatments were
carried out using 0.5-M sulfuric acid and sodium

hydroxide aqueous solution, respectively, through
soaking tests performed in Pyrex glass bottles covered
with PTFE caps. All the membrane samples were
immersed in acidic or alkaline aqueous solution for
36.0 h at 25.0˚C and then rinsed thoroughly with
deionized water and stored wetly for further
experiments.

2.4. Membrane chlorine exposure experiments

Membrane chlorine exposure experiments were
carried out using commercial sodium hypochlorite
aqueous solution (NaClO, effective chlorine content:
10 wt%) through soaking tests performed in Pyrex
glass bottles covered with PTFE caps. In the soaking
tests, membrane samples were exposed to 2000-mg/l
sodium hypochlorite aqueous solution at pH 9.0 and
25.0˚C for 15.0 h. The chlorine treated membrane sam-
ples were thoroughly rinsed with deionized water and
stored wetly until performance evaluation.

2.5. Membrane characterization

Membrane surface chemical composition was ana-
lyzed by attenuated total reflectance ATR-FTIR using
a Nicolet Aratar 370 FTIR spectrometer with a ZnSe
crystal as the internal refection element with an angle
of incidence 45˚. Membrane surface morphological
structure was investigated through SEM with a field
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Fig. 1. Molecular structures of the organic dyes used in the experiments: (a) Congo red, (b) Methyl blue, and (c) Sunset
yellow.
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emission scanning electron microscopy (FE-SEM)
(Hitachi S-4800, Japan).

Membrane surface hydrophilicity was studied
through contact angle measurements by employing a
DSA10-MK2 contact angle analyzer (KRUSS BmbH,
Germany). The sessile drop method was used to mea-
sure the contact angle of deionized water (about
0.4 μl) on the dried membrane surface at 25.0˚C. At
least, 10 measurements on different locations of the
membrane sample were performed and averaged to
obtain the contact angle of the measured membrane
sample.

Membrane surface charge was evaluated through
measuring the surface-streaming potential employing
an electrokinetic analyzer (EKA, Anton Paar GmbH,
Austria) with 0.001-mol/l KCl aqueous solutions at
25.0 ± 1.0˚C and pH ranging from 3.0 to 9.0. Surface
zeta potentials were calculated from the measured
streaming potentials according to the Helmholtz–
Smoluchowski equation [34]. The data presented were
average values from three samples of each membrane
type.

2.6. Cross-flow permeation tests

Cross-flow filtration tests were carried out employ-
ing a lab-scale filtration set-up as described in our
previous study [35]. Each permeation cell of the filtra-
tion set-up has an effective membrane area of
19.0 cm2. All the permeation tests were conducted at
the constant temperature of 25.0˚C, transmembrane
pressure of 5.0 bar, and feed pH of 7.0 ± 0.2 in a total
recirculation model, under which the retentate stream
was circulated back to the feed tank while the
permeate stream was collected for measurements of
volume and solute content if necessary and then
returned to the feed tank to maintain a constant feed
concentration.

All the membrane coupons loaded in the filtration
cells were pressurized under 10.0 bar with deionized
water for 2 h before permeation tests to ensure stable
flux. The pure water flux of the tested membrane was
evaluated with deionized water, while the water flux
and solute rejection performance were measured with
aqueous solution containing model solute of NaCl,
MgCl2, Na2SO4, MgSO4, PEG fraction, or organic dye.
The concentrations of PEG, organic dye, and inorganic
salt in the feed aqueous solutions were 50, 100, and
500 mg/l, respectively.

A 60 d long-term permeation test was also con-
ducted with 500-mg/l Na2SO4 aqueous solution under
the circulation model and operating pressure of
5.0 bar to investigate the durability and performance

stability of the obtained NF membrane. Periodical
measurements were carried out to check the perme-
ability and rejection of the tested membrane.

2.7. Analytical methods and measurements

Water flux was determined by measuring the
permeate water volume collected over a certain period
in terms of liter per square meter per hour (l/m2 h)
and using the following equation:

J ¼ V

A� Dt
(1)

where J is the volumetric permeate water flux, A is
the effective area of the membrane for permeation,
and V is the volume of permeation over a time
interval Δt.

The observed solute rejection (Rs) was calculated
using the following equation:

Rs %ð Þ ¼ Cf � Cp

Cf
� 100 (2)

in which Cf and Cp are the solute concentrations in
feed and permeate streams, respectively.

PEG concentration was determined using a
spectrometric titration at 535 nm after iodine com-
plexation [36]. Dye concentration was measured using
an ultraviolet–visible spectrophotometer (UV759,
Shanghai, China) at the maximal absorption wave-
length of each organic dye. Salt concentration was
obtained through measuring the conductivity of the
aqueous solution using a conductivity meter (DDSJ-
308A, Cany Precision Instruments, China) and
comparing the calibration plot drawn between salt
concentration and conductivity.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Modification of PSf ultrafiltration support membrane

In this study, the modification of flat-sheet PSf
ultrafiltration support membrane for NF was carried
out through sequential deposition of PVA and
CMCNa, with GA cross-linking after each deposition.
The reactions of GA with PVA and CMCNa are
schematically shown in Fig. 2.

The performance of the modified membrane was
optimized by varying the concentrations of PVA and
CMCNa in the coating solutions. It is obvious from
Table 1 that the modified membrane has a good solute
separation capability and the performance of the
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resulting membrane can be modulated through vary-
ing the PVA and/or CMCNa contents. With an
increase in the PVA content from 0.025 to 0.075 wt%
at a fixed CMCNa concentration of 0.05 wt%, the pure
water flux of the resultant membrane declines appre-
ciably from 105.2 l/m2 h of membrane NF1 to 74.6 l/
m2 h of membrane NF3, while the rejections to Na2SO4

and NaCl ascend from 73.6 to 93.8% and 22.5 to
38.0%, respectively. On the other hand, as the CMCNa
content increases from 0.05 to 0.15 wt% at a fixed PVA
content of 0.05 wt%, the pure water flux declines shar-
ply from 95.6 l/m2 h of membrane NF2 to 66.5 l/m2 h
of membrane NF5, while the rejections to Na2SO4 and
NaCl achieve their maximum values at the CMCNa
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Fig. 2. Schematic diagrams for the reactions of GA with PVA and CMCNa, respectively.

Table 1
Effects of PVA and CMCNa contents on membrane performance

Membrane
PVA content
(wt%) CMCNa content (wt%)

Pure water Fluxa

(l/m2 h) Rejection to Na2SO4
b (%) Rejection to NaClb (%)

NF1 0.025 0.05 105.2 ± 2.5 73.6 ± 0.6 22.5 ± 0.6
NF2 0.05 0.05 95.6 ± 1.6 85.6 ± 0.5 30.7 ± 0.7
NF3 0.075 0.05 74.6 ± 0.6 93.8 ± 0.7 38.0 ± 0.8
NF4 0.05 0.10 89.5 ± 2.0 93.6 ± 0.5 37.6 ± 0.6
NF5 0.05 0.15 66.5 ± 1.5 88.5 ± 0.6 35.2 ± 0.7

aTested with deionized water under 5.0 bar and 25.0˚C.
bTested with 500-mg/l salt aqueous solution under 5.0 bar, 25.0˚C, and pH 7.0.
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content of 0.10 wt% (membrane NF4). Higher contents
of PVA and/or CMCNa usually result in a denser and
thicker skin layer and thereby a lower membrane flux
and a higher salt rejection. However, the further
decrease in water flux at CMCNa content of 0.15 wt%
(membrane NF5) will lead to an overall decline in salt
rejection as a result of the concentration buildup in
the permeate stream [37].

Considering both water permeability and solute
selectivity of the obtained membrane, the relative opti-
mal contents for the PVA and CMCNa coating solu-
tions are 0.05 and 0.10 wt%, respectively. Accordingly,
laboratory scale trials were conducted to investigate
the repeatability of the membrane modification. The
results shown in Table 2 clearly demonstrate that the
modification process developed in this study has good
repeatability and the obtained modified membrane
exhibits a good NF performance, showing average
trial-to-trial flux of 89.5 l/m2 h to pure water and
rejections of 37.8 and 93.8% to 500-mg/l NaCl and
Na2SO4 aqueous solution, respectively, under 5.0 bar.

3.2. Membrane physicochemical properties

Membrane surface chemical structure was charac-
terized by ATR-FTIR. Fig. 3 presents the spectra of the
PSf support membrane, modified membrane with a
single cross-linked layer of PVA (PVA/PSf), and
modified membrane with cross-linked layers of PVA
and CMCNa (CMCNa/PVA/PSf) (trial no. 1). Com-
pared with the spectrum of the PSf support membrane
(Fig. 3(a)), the new peaks presented in the spectra of
the modified membranes clearly illustrate the pres-
ences of PVA, CMCNa, and GA on the surface of the
modified membrane. The broad absorption peak at
3,300–3,600 cm−1 of spectrum b is ascribed to the
stretching vibration of OH groups of PVA chains [38]
and its enhancement in spectrum c is due to the OH
groups from CMCNa molecules [39]. The peak at
about 1,720 cm−1 (spectra b and c) is attributed to the

stretching vibration of C=O from the unreacted alde-
hyde group of GA molecule. Furthermore, the relative
weak peak at about 1,046 cm−1 of spectrum b is
ascribed to the stretching vibration of C–O–C bonds
resulted from the reaction of PVA and GA and its sig-
nificant enhancement in spectrum c is due to both of
the C–O–C bonds from CMCNa chains and the forma-
tion of C–O–C bonds through the reaction of CMCNa
and GA [39].

Membrane morphological structure was character-
ized by FESEM and the surface and cross-sectional
SEM images of the obtained CMCNa/PVA/PSf com-
posite membrane (trial no. 2) are shown in Fig. 4,
which also presents the surface and cross-sectional
SEM images of the corresponding PVA/PSf composite
membrane and the surface SEM image of the PSf sub-
strate. It can be seen from the figure that both the
CMCNa/PVA/PSf and PVA/PSf membranes exhibit a
composite structure with a relatively dense skin layer
laminated on the surface of the porous PSf support.

Table 2
Pure water fluxes and rejections to Na2SO4 and NaCl of the lab-scale modified membranes

Trial no. Pure water fluxa (l/m2 h) Rejection to Na2SO4
b (%) Rejection to NaClb (%)

1 90.5 93.4 37.3
2 88.0 94.3 38.5
3 91.5 93.0 36.7
4 89.8 94.0 38.2
5 87.5 94.5 38.6
Average 89.5 ± 1.7 93.8 ± 0.6 37.8 ± 0.8

aTested with deionized water under 5.0 bar and 25.0˚C.
bTested with 500-mg/l salt aqueous solution under 5.0 bar, 25.0˚C, and pH 7.0.

a: PSf substrate

b: PVA/PSf 
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Fig. 3. ATR-FTIR spectra of PSf substrate (a), PVA/PSf
modified membrane (b), and CMCNa/PVA/PSf-modified
membrane (trial no. 1) (c).
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The thickness of the skin layer increases from about
50 nm of the PVA/PSf membrane (Fig. 4(d)) to about
120 nm of the CMCNa/PVA/PSf membrane
(Fig. 4(e)).

Membrane surface hydrophilicity was studied
through measuring the contact angle between the

membrane surface and the air–water interface and the
measured contact angle values are presented in
Table 3. The deposition of PVA results in a significant
decrease in surface contact angle and the following
deposition of cross-linked CMCNa leads to a further
decline of surface contact angle, indicating the

Fig. 4. FESEM images of the surfaces of PSf substrate (a), PVA/PSf composite membrane (b), CMCNa/PVA/PSf compos-
ite membrane (trial no. 2) (c), cross sections of PVA/PSf composite membrane (d), and CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite
membrane (trial no. 2) (e).
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formation of a hydrophilic skin layer on the
hydrophobic surface of PSf support membrane.

Membrane surface charge was studied through
measuring the surface streaming potential and the
measured surface zeta potentials under different pHs
are presented in Fig. 5. It is clearly illustrated that all
the surfaces of the three tested membranes are nega-
tively charged within the testing pH scope of 3.0–9.0,
and the membrane CMCNa/PVA/PSf possesses the
highest negative charge under each pH. The surface
zeta potential of the obtained CMCNa/PVA/PSf com-
posite membrane (trial no. 1) is about −55 mV under
neutral pH.

3.3. Permeation properties

The permeation properties of the obtained modi-
fied membrane were investigated in terms of MWCO,
rejections to different salts, retentions to anionic
organic dyes, and long-term performance.

Membrane MWCO was determined through
cross-flow permeation tests using five PEG fractions as
neutral model solutes. The MWCO value is taken by

the molecular weight of PEG molecule that is rejected
by the membrane to 90% [40]. From the retention
cures illustrated in Fig. 6, one can find that the opti-
mized composite membrane obtained through sequen-
tial deposition of PVA followed by CMCNa has a
MWCO of around 1,400 Da.

Membrane salt rejection characteristic was
investigated using four typical salts of MgCl2, NaCl,
MgSO4, and Na2SO4 through cross-flow permeation
tests and the results are presented in Fig. 7. The
desired obtained composite membrane exhibits a salt
rejection order of MgCl2 (22.8%) <NaCl (38.1%) <
MgSO4 (90.2%) <Na2SO4 (94.2%), showing a typical
salt rejection characteristic of negatively charged
polymeric NF membranes. Under neutral pH, the
negatively charged membrane surface rejects prefer-
ably the anions of higher valence and thus, the
rejections to Na2SO4 and MgSO4 are higher than those
to NaCl and MgCl2. On the other hand, the stronger
affinity between the cations of higher valence and
membrane surface is the reason for the lower rejec-
tions of MgSO4 and MgCl2 compared with Na2SO4

and NaCl, respectively [41].

Table 3
Surface water contact angle values tested with deionized water at 25.0˚C

Membrane Surface water contact angle (˚)

PSf support membrane 83.8 ± 1.5
PVA/PSf composite membrane 69.9 ± 1.3
CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite membrane (trial no. 1) 53.5 ± 1.0
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The dye removal performance of the obtained
membrane was also investigated through the cross-
flow permeation tests. The time-dependent water
fluxes of the tested modified membrane (trial no. 3) to
different anionic dye aqueous solutions are illustrated
in Fig. 8 and the steady-state dye removal and water
flux to each dye aqueous solution are listed in Table 4.
The obtained modified membrane can effectively
remove the anionic organic dyes from aqueous solu-
tion. The removals of methyl blue and congo red are
much higher than that of sunset yellow. Dyes with
more negative charge and/or higher molecular weight
are more efficiently rejected by the membrane for the
stronger effects of steric hindrance and electrostatic
repulsion [42]. Additionally, the equilibrium flux
decline ratios are only 10.4, 13.6, and 16.8% to sunset
yellow, methyl blue, and congo red aqueous solutions,
respectively. The relatively low flux decline is due to
the electrostatic repulsion between the membrane sur-
face and dye molecules which mitigates the adsorp-
tion of dye molecules on membrane surface and
thereby lighting membrane fouling [43].

Fig. 9 illustrates the changes of the water flux and
salt rejection of the obtained modified membrane (trial
no. 3) during a 60 d continuous filtration of 500-mg/l
Na2SO4 aqueous solution under 5.0 bar, 25.0˚C, and
pH 7.0. It is apparent from the graph that both the
Na2SO4 rejection and water flux of the tested mem-
brane keep nearly constant values of around 94.3%
and 87.6 l/m2 h, respectively, during the whole testing
period, indicating good durability and long-term per-
formance stability.

3.4. Chemical stabilities

Chlorine stability of the obtained composite mem-
brane was evaluated by soaking the membrane sam-
ples in a 2000 mg/l sodium hypochlorite aqueous
solution for 15.0 h at pH 9.0 and 25.0˚C. The salt rejec-
tions and water fluxes of the pristine and chlorinated
CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite membranes (trial no. 4)
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Fig. 7. Rejections to different salts of the CMCNa/PVA/
PSf composite membrane (trial no. 4) tested with 500 mg/l
salt aqueous solution under 5.0 bar, 25.0˚C and pH 7.0.
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( ), methyl blue ( ), and congo red ( ). Test conditions:
50-mg/l dye concentration, 5.0 bar, pH 7.0, and 25.0˚C.

Table 4
Steady-state dye removal and water flux values of the CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite membrane (trial no. 3)

Dye
Molecular weight
(g/mol)

Maximum absorbance
wavelength (nm)

Steady-state dye
removala (%)

Steady-state water fluxa

(l/m2 h)

Methyl
blue

799.80 595 99.7 77.3

Congo red 696.7 500 99.5 74.5
Sunset

yellow
452.37 480 78.3 80.2

aTested with 50-mg/l dye aqueous solution at 5.0 bar, 25.0˚C, and pH 7.0.
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are shown in Fig. 10. It is clear that both the salt
rejection and water flux remain nearly constant after
chlorination, indicating excellent chlorine stability of
the tested membrane.

Acid and alkaline resistances of the obtained
composite membrane were evaluated by soaking the
membrane samples in 0.5 M sulfuric acid and sodium
hydroxide aqueous solutions, respectively, for 36.0 h
at 25.0˚C. The salt rejections and water fluxes of the
pristine, acid-treated, and alkaline-treated CMCNa/
PVA/PSf membranes (trial no. 4) are presented in
Table 5. The very slight changes of salt rejection and
water flux after acid or alkaline treatment indicate that
the obtained modified membrane possesses good acid
and alkaline resistances.

4. Conclusions

In this work, the modification of polysulfone ultra-
filtration membrane for NF through sequential deposi-
tion of cross-linked PVA and CMCNa has been
investigated. The following conclusions can be drawn
from the experimental results.

(1) Negatively charged composite membrane for
NF could be obtained through sequential
deposition of PVA followed by CMCNa on
polysulfone ultrafiltration support membrane
with GA cross-linking between each deposition.

(2) The optimized membrane exhibited a MWCO of
about 1,400 Da, a salt rejection order of
MgCl2 < NaCl < MgSO4 < Na2SO4 at neutral pH,
and a good removal performance to the anionic
dyes. Under 5.0 bar, the optimized membrane
had a high pure water flux of 89.5 l/m2 h and
rejections of 37.8 and 93.8% to 500 mg/l NaCl
and Na2SO4 aqueous solution, respectively.

(3) The obtained membrane possessed good durabil-
ity, performance stability, chlorine stability as
well as acid and alkaline resistances. The
modification technique developed in this
study possesses good repeatability and is
potentially applicable for preparing high-flux NF
membrane for partial desalination and anionic
dye removal.
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Fig. 9. Changes of water flux ( ) and salt rejection ( ) with
filtration time for the CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite mem-
brane (trial no. 5) tested with 500-mg/l Na2SO4 aqueous
solution at 5.0 bar, pH 7.0, and 25.0˚C.
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Fig. 10. Pure water fluxes ( ) and rejections to Na2SO4

( ) and NaCl ( ) of the pristine and chlorinated
CMCNa/PVA/PSf composite membranes (trial no. 4)
tested with deionized water and 500-mg/l salt aqueous
solution, respectively, at 5.0 bar, pH 7.0, and 25.0˚C.

Table 5
Pure water fluxes and rejections to Na2SO4 and NaCl of the pristine, acid-treated, and alkaline-treated CMCNa/PVA/PSf
composite membranes (trial no. 4)

Membrane Pure water fluxa (l/m2 h) Rejection to Na2SO4
b (%) Rejection to NaClb (%)

Pristine membrane 89.8 94.0 38.2
Acid-treated membrane 90.5 94.1 38.0
Alkaline-treated membrane 89.2 93.8 37.8

aTested with deionized water at 5.0 bar, pH 7.0, and 25.0˚C.
bTested with 500 mg/l salt aqueous solution at 5.0 bar, pH 7.0, and 25.0˚C.
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