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Abstract 
Environmental pollution caused by release of toxic metals (rare earth elements, etc.) into aquatic 
environment as a result of industrial activity is one of the serious global issues, thus development 
of different efficient methods for removal of these metals from wastewaters seems to be important 
subject today. Carbon nanoparticles (CNPs) are well-known to have the superior adsorption effi-
ciency toward heavy metals in aqueous solution. However, little research has been dedicated to 
exploit their use for the removal of rare earth elements (REEs) from contaminated water. There-
fore, the environmental application of CNPs to remove Lanthanum (La III) and Neodymium (Nd III) 
from wastewater was performed. In this work, Adsorption experiments were carried out by batch 
mode adsorption to investigate the influence of different conditions that enhanced the adsorption 
of La(III) and Nd(III) by CNPs such as pH of solution, adsorbent dose, contact time, and initial con-
centration of investigated rare earth elements. The obtained results showed that the optimum 
adsorption for the removal both studied metals from contaminated water were 0.02 g/25 ml of 
CNPs at pH 7.0 after 40 min of adsorption. This work demonstrates that CNPs can be considered as 
potential adsorbents to target metal ions from wastewater. 
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1. Introduction 
One of the world’s major environmental problems is the disposal of large volumes of wastewater containing 
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heavy metals. 
In recent years, the presence of heavy metal ions in aquatic environment systems had become much more se-

rious and attracted attention with a rapid development of industries and listed as high priority contaminants by 
the 2007 CERCLA Priority List of Hazardous Substances compiled by the US Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) [ATSDR, 2007], due to their adverse effects on public health and their toxicities in relatively low concen-
trations in ecological systems [1]-[4]. 

As heavy metals do not degrade biologically like organic pollutants and can accumulate in living tissues, their 
increase in ecosystem effluents is a public health problem because of their tendency towards bioaccumulation in 
higher trophic concentrations of the food chain through waste discharge into bodies of water. Therefore, more 
stringent requirements for the removal of these toxic metals from wastewaters before releasing into the envi-
ronment are required [5] [6]. Consequently, their presence in wastewater requires treatment and strict environ-
mental regulations on the discharge of metal ions as well as rising demand for clean water with extremely low 
level of heavy metal ions make it greatly important to develop different efficient methods of removing metal 
ions from wastewaters before releasing into the environment [7]. Therefore, heavy metal ions removal from wa-
ter has become an important subject today. 

Extensive industrialization and improper disposal are attributed to be a prime factor responsible for the release 
of toxic metals into the ecosystems. The main sources of these metals are metallurgical, chemical manufactur-
ing , mining, tannery, fossil fuel, battery manufacturing industries, the modern chemical industry is based largely 
on catalysts, production of plastics, such as polyvinyl chloride, involves the use of metal compounds, particu-
larly as heat stabilizers etc. [8].  

A variety of water remediation technologies have been used to remove heavy metals from aqueous solution 
include chemical precipitation, ion exchange, membrane filtration [9], coagulation and flotation [10], solvent 
extraction [11], and adsorption [12]. 

Among the different technologies described above, adsorption technique is considered simple operation, 
economy, fastness, efficiency, and a lack of harmful by products; moreover, both the adsorbent and the pollu-
tants can be regenerated, these advantages making it a promising alternative to costly removal methods for the 
separation and removal of heavy metals from polluted water [13]-[17]. 

The common adsorbents which have been studied for adsorption of metal ions include fly ash [18] [19], acti-
vated carbon [20] [21], kaolinite, crab shell [22], manganese oxides [23], zeolite [24], biomaterials [25] [26] 
have been reported to be capable of adsorbing heavy metal ions from aqueous solutions. 

With the emergence of nano science and technology in the recent years, a great deal of attentions has focused 
on to the unique properties of nonomaterials [27], such as high surface area and adsorption capacity, unsaturated 
surfaces, simple operation, and simple production [28] [29]. 

Much research on carbon-based nanoparticle in the environment has been devoted to elucidate the physical, 
chemical, and biological mechanisms that affect their stability, mobility and toxicity [30]. As a new member of 
carbon family, carbon nanomaterials (CNMs) may exist in numerous forms, such as, multi-walled carbon nano-
tubes (MWCNTs), carbon beads, single-walled carbon nanotubes (SWCNTs), carbon fibres and nanoporous 
carbon [27]. 

Activated carbon is the common adsorbents which have been studied for adsorption of heavy metal ions but 
few data are available about CNMs which offer a better surface area for adsorption, higher thermal and chemical 
stabilities, surface functional groups and also the recent progress in their large-scale production make them at-
tractive for prospective environmental applications because their adsorption characteristics are better in compar-
ison to conventional adsorptive materials [31]. 

Carbon nanomaterials exhibit great potential for the adsorption removal of different kinds of pollutants such 
as metallic ions [32] [33], synthesized dye [34], dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane and its metabolites in water 
samples [35], organophosphorous pesticides in wastewater sludge [36], chlorophenol [37], polyhalogenated or-
ganic pollutants and, polyaromatic hydrocarbons in environmental water samples [38] [39]. 

Rare earth elements (REEs) are extensively recognized by geochemists as useful geotracers for many geolog-
ical processes and their application fields are extensive, as a consequence of their peculiar spectroscopic and 
magnetic properties [40] [41]. 

Recently, REEs have been widely used in the several disciplines: coordination chemistry, organometallic 
compounds, luminescent compounds, catalysis, solid state chemistry, metallurgical machinery such as laser, the 
petroleum chemical industry, glass ceramics, electronic information storages, textile and light industry, pharma-
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cy and environmental chemistry [42]-[44]. REEs are also used in agriculture to improve the yield and quality of 
crops as well as the production of animal in many countries [45] [46]. 

Lanthanum and Neodymium have been widely used in Russia in electronics components, artistic glasses, op-
tic filters, steel modifiers, and hydrogen stockage. Because of their applications in various fields, the content of 
these metals have increased in the environment. 

REE-based applications in expansive districts and various fields over a long period of time have increased the 
content of REEs in the environment [47] [48]. Therefore, the increase in REEs level in the environment caused 
by anthropogenic activities has become a global environmental issue [49]. 

Based on the above considerations, the aim of this investigation is carried out to determine the adsorption po-
tential of carbon nanoparticles for the removal REEs [Lanthanum (La III) and Neodymium (Nd III)] from a 
model solution of wastewater. The effective parameters such as solution pH, dosage of CNMs, contact time fac-
tor and the initial concentration of REEs on the adsorption were optimized in order to achieve a better under-
standing of the adsorption process and to enhance the maximize efficiency of REEs removal from polluted water 
in batch experiments. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Materials and Reagents 
Carbon nanoparticles were provided by D. Mendeleyev University of Chemical Technology of Russia and were 
used as received. Nanostructure of the CNPs was determined by Scanning electron microscope (scanning elec-
tron microscope EPMA JEOL 1610LV; SSD, X-Max, JEOL, Japan). 

All glassware used in these experiments was acid-washed prior to use with nitric acid 5%, 24 h, and deionized 
(DI) water were used to prepare dilute solutions of the wastewater. 

2.2. Batch Adsorption Experiments 
Batch mode adsorption studies were carried out by soaking 25 mg of the CNPs into 25 ml wastewater containing 
Lanthanum(III) and Neodymium(III). 

To study the effect of contact time, batch experimental procedures were conducted in different shaking times 
of: 25, 50, 75, 100, and 125 min at pH value of 3.0, while the other parameters such as sorbent dosage 25 mg 
and concentration of metals were kept constant. 

Adsorption experiments were conducted by shaking 25 mg of the CNPs with different initial concentrations of 
Lanthanum and Neodymium ranging from 1 to 30 µg/l for 2 h. After separation, the final concentrations of metal 
ions in the solutions were measured. 

To study the effect of sorbent dosage, batch experiments were conducted by mixing different sorbents masses 
of 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04 and 0.05 g/25 ml and the other parameters such as contact time 120 min, pH 3 and con-
centration of metals were kept constant. 

Adsorption behaviors of La(III) and Nd(III) for the same initial concentration and equilibration time were 
studied as a function of pH, the initial pH values were adjusted from 2.0 to 10.0 using solutions of 0.1 mol/L of 
H2SO4 and 0.1 mol/L of NaOH and the suspensions were obtained by adding 25 mg of the adsorbent to 25 mL of 
metal solution. Then, the suspensions were agitated at desired speeds using a mechanical shaker for 120 min at 
20˚C ± 1˚C and monitoring the pH with calibrated pH meter. The removal efficiency of lanthanum and Neody-
mium was calculated as the difference between the initial and final concentrations when the equilibrium was 
reached. The results are based on at least three replicate experiments for each pH value. 

After equilibrium was reached, the suspensions were filtered through 0.1 µm membranes, and the initial and 
equilibrium metal concentrations then measured using the ICP-MS (XSeriesII Thermo Scientific Inc., USA). 
The removal efficiency of Lanthanum and Neodymium was calculated as the difference between initial and 
equilibrium metal concentration. 

2.3. Adsorption Kinetics 
The amount of metal ion adsorbed onto CNPs was expressed as the adsorption capacity and computed by the 
following equation [50]. 
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q is the amount of metals ions adsorbed by the carbon nanoparticles (mg/g). 
C0 and Ct are the initial and equilibrium concentrations of metal ions, respectively, in solution.  
V and m are volume of solution and weight of adsorbent, respectively.  
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where: C0 and Ce are the initial and final concentration of heavy metals in the solution phase. All the batch expe-
riments were performed in triplicate and the negative controls (with no adsorbent) were simultaneously carried 
out to determine metal ion loss during the adsorption due to the glassware or any of the experimental. 

3. Results and Discussion 
The physical characterization of the nanocomposite is crucial to prove that the nanomaterial was well developed. 
The textual structure of adsorbent surface (Figure 1) was observed by using a scanning electron microscope 
(Scanning electron microscope EPMA JEOL 1610LV; SSD, X-Max, JEOL, Japan). 

The morphology of the investigated carbon nanoparticle samples is fairly heterogeneous and comprised of 
grains with particles sizes and the specific surface area was > 1800 m2/g. The structural uniformity is lacking 
and grains of varying particle sizes reflects to the process used for synthesis of carbon nanoparticles. 

Details of the microstructure of the particles and surface structure of CNPs are revealed by high-resolution 
TEM images, as shown in Figure 2. Clearly, the particles of these CNMs exhibit well-graphitized structure, and 
no amorphous carbon is present. 
 

 

 
Figure 1. Scanning electron microscope images of carbon nanoparticles used 
for La(III) and Nd(III) adsorption from aqueous solution.                     
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Figure 2. TEM image of carbon nanoparticles used for La(III) and Nd(III) ad-
sorption from aqueous solution.                                          

3.1. Effect of Solution pH 
Because the pH value of the solution acts as an important parameter controlling the adsorption process, which 
can alter the surface properties of the adsorbent by involving complex mechanisms [51], the influence of hydro-
gen ion concentration on the adsorption of La(III) and Nd(III) was conducted at pH levels ranging from 2.0 to 
10.0. The relationship between the initial pH values and the quantities of La and Nd adsorbed on CNPs adsor-
bents is illustrated in Figure 3.  

As shown in the figure, the adsorption of La(III) and Nd(III) on CNPs was strongly dependent on pH. Clearly, 
the removal efficiency of La and Nd shows a gradual increased from 0.00% to 99.00% and 0.88% to 99.00% 
respectively. The percentage adsorption of La and Nd shows a gradual increase from pH 2 to pH 7, then the ad-
sorption remains constant up to pH 10.  

The low sorption in the acidic region can be partially attributed to the positively charged sites in the acidic re-
gion is dominate; this enhances the electrostatic repulsion forces existing between the sorbent surface and metals 
[7]. Therefore, the active sites of adsorbents are less available to metal ions because of the protonation of active 
sites at the high concentration and mobility of the hydronium ions (H+) present favored the preferential adsorp-
tion of hydrogen ions over metal ions which lead to the high competitive adsorption between hydrogen ions and 
metals on the same sites. These changes could be explained by considering the surface charge of the carbon na-
noparticles; the degree of ionisation; and the species of metals available in aqueous solution [52]. Hence, adsor-
bents have low capacity at low pH levels. 

Higher pH is favorable for the deprotonation of hydroxyl groups on the sorbent surface [53]. Increased de-
protonation results in the increase of the negatively charged sites, and then the linked H+ released from the ad-
sorbent is greater, consequently more active sites become available for binding with metal ions due to the de-
crease of protons (H+) in solution. Because of the release of H+ from the surface, the surface charge of CNPs is 
more negatively charged, which enhances an electrostatic attraction forces between the sorbent surface and the 
metals; however, La(III) and Nd(III), which are positively charged, can easily bind to negatively dissociated 
forms of active groups and form metal complexes with surface groups, and thus results in an increase in the ad-
sorption capacity [28] [54].  

3.2. Effect of Contact Time 
The time needed for the interaction between the adsorbate and adsorbent is crucial (i.e., the faster the removal, 
the better the adsorbent). Hence, it is important to study the effect of contact time on the removal of the target 
metals with carbon nanoparticles.  
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Figure 3. Effect of pH on the removal efficiency (%) of La(III) and Nd(III) 
from aqueous solution by carbon nanoparticles (experimental conditions: La(III) 
and Nd(III) concentration 12 µg/l, contact time 120 min, adsorbent dosage 25 
mg/25 mL at room temperature).                                          

 
Figure 4 shows the effect of contact time ranging from 20 to 120 min on the adsorption of La(III) and Nd(III) 

from an aqueous solution by CNPs as a function of contact time while all the other parameters were kept con-
stant. 

As can be observed, the % adsorption of La and Nd were (8.48% and 14.73%) after 20 min,and it increased 
gradually to reach 50.29% and 52.59%, respectively, after 40 min of adsorption and then remained constant for 
the rest of the experimental time (120 min). Based on these results, the optimal removal of La(III) and Nd(III) 
from an aqueous solution by CNPs was practically achieved within 40 min for confident that equilibrium was 
achieved.  

Figure 4 shows that the removal efficiency of La and Nd from the aqueous solution was increased quickly 
with time and then slowly reached equilibrium. The two steps adsorption, the first rapid and quantitatively pre-
dominant and the second slower and quantitatively insignificant, has been extensively reported in literature [55]. 

This observation demonstrates that the used nanostructured materials are more efficient because they can re-
move the metals much faster. Our results in agreement with previous studies, that have reported similar findings 
[56] [57]. 

3.3. Effect of Carbon Nanoparticles Mass 
The aim of this section is determination the effect of sorbent dosage on removal efficiency that can be achieved 
at any pH. The influence of the carbon nanoparticles dosage on the percentage of REEs adsorbed from aqueous 
solutions is shown in Figure 5. The experimental results revealed that the removal efficiencies of metalions in-
creased with the increase in the sorbent mass. 

An increase in the absorbent dosage from 0.01 to 0.02 g/25ml led to an increase sharply in the percentage of 
removal efficiency of La(III) from 99.1 to 99.5 and from 99.1 to 99.4 for Nd(III) while with the increase in the 
amount of investigated CNPs from 0.03 g to 0.05 g further significantly improvements in the percentage sorp-
tion of metal ions were not observed. 

The increase of sorption percentage of metals with a rise in mass of absorbent could be due to the fact that in-
creasing the adsorbent dose provided a greater surface area and more in the availability of activated adsorption 
sites which lead to increasing number of binding sites for the metals [58] [59]. 

3.4. Effect of Initial REEs Concentration 
REEs that are present in contaminated environments exist in different concentrations depending on the sources 
of contamination. Thus, the adsorption behavior of CNPs for removal performance of La(III) and Nd(III) from 
wastewater was investigated as a function of their concentrations at constant temperature (25 ± 0.1˚C) by dif- 
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Figure 4. Effect of contact time on the removal efficiency of La(III) and Nd(III) 
from aqueous solution by carbon nanoparticles (experimental conditions: La(III) 
and Nd(III) concentration 12 µg/l, pH 3.0, adsorbent dosage 25 mg/25mL at 
room temperature).                                                  

 

 
Figure 5. Effect of adsorbent dose on the removal efficiency of La(III) and 
Nd(III) from aqueous solution by carbon nanoparticles (experimental condi-
tions: La(III) and Nd(III) concentration 12 µg/l, pH 7.0, contact time of 120 
min at room temperature).                                                    

 
ferent initial metal concentration from 1 to 30 µg∙L−1, while keeping all other parameters constant. The sorption 
results of La(III) and Nd(III) using nanoparticles are shown in Figure 6. 

Generally, for both elements the percentage of adsorption increases slightly with increasing amounts of metal 
concentrations adds. The % adsorption of the La(III) and Nd(III) increased from 99.00 and 99.70 to 98.57 and 
99.73%, respectively, with increasing of metal ions concentration from 1.0 µg/l to 30.0 µg/l. This observation 
could be attributed to saturation of the availability of active adsorption sites of the CNPs is still the same with 
increasing of metal ions concentration since the adsorbent used is the same [60]. 

This simply suggests that, the saturation of the available active sites could strongly depend on the pH of the 
solution and its dose rather than on the initial concentration [60]. 

3.5. The Sorption Capacity 
The equilibrium sorption uptake (adsorption capacity) is one of the most important factor because it determines 
how much of the contaminant can be removed from the cleaned solution by a unit mass of the adsorbent. 

Figure 7 shows the sorption capacity of REEs onto CNPs sorbent as the relationship between the amount of 
REEs sorbed per unit mass of a given CNPs based sorbent and the equilibrium concentration of the respective 
ion in solution with various pH values from 2.0 to 10.0. 
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Figure 6. Effect of initial metal concentrations on adsorption of La(III) and 
Nd(III) onto carbon nanoparticles (experimental conditions: contact time 120 
min, pH 7.0, adsorbent dosage 25 mg/25 mL at room temperature).                  

 

 
Figure 7. Adsorption capacity of La(III) and Nd(III) onto carbon nanoparticles 
Experimental conditions: C0 = 12 µg/L; sorbent dose 25 mg/25 mL, contact 
time 120 min.                                                      

 
As observed in the figure, both the adsorption capacity of La(III) and Nd(III) present increasing trend with the 

rise of pH value. Moreover, it is observed that the adsorption capacity of La(III) is lower than that of Nd(III) in 
the pH ranging from 2.0 to 5.0 while the adsorption capacity of La(III) is higher than that of Nd(III) in the pH 
range from 6.0 to 10.0. This because of the lower penetration and inability of La to reach and occupy all active 
adsorption sites on CNPs sorbent in acidic region in comparison with Nd(III). While in alkaline region the in-
vestigated metals could be adsorbed on CNPs by the formation of metal complexes (covalent or ionic bonding) 
and/or precipitation and/or electrostatic attraction [28]. Preference of these mechanisms in each adsorbent and 
metal to some extent related to chemistry of metal, solution and nature of functional groups which induce nega-
tive charge on the CNPs surface and consequently oxygen atoms of these functional groups donate their single 
pair of electrons to the metal ions [26]. Therefore, the dominant mechanism adsorption of investigated REEs 
may be complexes and precipitation. 

“This research was done at the expense of the grant of the Russian Science Foundation (project № 14-29- 
00194) D.I. Mendeleev University of Chemical Technology of Russia.” 

4. Conclusions  
The application of carbon nanoparticles for the removal of metal ions from wastewater is one of the pioneer stu-
dies which have been done in environmental field.  
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In the present study, carbon nanoparticles was characterized with by field emission scanning electron micro-
scopy and it has been investigated in the application as potential adsorbents to La(III) and Nd(III) from waste 
water. The efficiencies of the adsorbent have been determined by finding its adsorption capacity. The effects of 
varying parameters that affected the removal/adsorption process such as pH of the solution, the adsorbent dose, 
the time contact and the initial concentration of REEs were investigated.  

The results demonstrated that CNPs could remove both of La(III) and Nd(III) from wastewater successfully 
and the percentage adsorption of La and Nd on CNPs was strongly dependent on pH. The removal efficiency of 
La(III) and Nd(III) shows a gradual increase from pH 2 to pH 7, and then the adsorption remains constant up to 
pH 10. Similar trend has been found in the effect of contact time which increases remarkably at the beginning of 
the experiment and then reaches equilibrium at 40 min.  

The optimum absorbent dosage to achieve the maximum adsorption capacity was 0.02/25 ml and the percen-
tage of adsorption increases for both elements slightly with decreasing amounts of metal concentrations adds. 
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