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Abstract: Iris sibirica and Zantedeschia aethiopica are ornamental species that have previously been
used in pilot-scale treatment wetlands (TWs) focused on the removal of carbamazepine (CBZ), in
which good results were obtained; however, the plant influence was not completely determined. In
addition, plant uptake has been reported to play a crucial role in CBZ removal in comparison to
other mechanisms. Therefore, the aim of this study was to evaluate the capacity of I. sibirica and Z.
aethiopica to take up, translocate, and accumulate CBZ in hydroponic conditions using a nutrient
solution spiked with the drug. The maximum CBZ tolerance threshold for the two species was found
to be 10 mg/L, which was used to carry out the uptake experiments. The results showed a better
performance of I. sibirica compared to Z. aethiopica reaching 31.1% and 20.9% of removal efficiency,
respectively. The parent compound accumulated mainly on the leaves of both species. Furthermore,
a high proportion of the CBZ taken up by the plants (up to 70%) was metabolized by both species.
The performance of the two species suggests the importance of plant harvesting in TWs in order to
promote CBZ removal and indicates the need for future works.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, pharmaceuticals represent a group of aquatic environment pollutants of great concern
mainly due to their massive use, worldwide occurrence in aquatic environments at trace levels, and
physicochemical characteristics [1]. A production of more than 2 million of tons per year of a diversity
of these compounds has been reported; this quantity increases every year [2,3] and includes more than
6 million of commercial products [4]. The physicochemical characteristics are very variable among
pharmaceutical products, but all of them are biological active substances in low concentrations and,
therefore, may cause adverse effects on human health and species exposed to polluted environments [4].
Even now, however, their effects individually or together on living beings are not fully understood. In
addition, the major concern is with regard to recalcitrant drugs, such as carbamazepine (CBZ), which
persist in reclaimed water after conventional wastewater treatments [5]. Effluents from wastewater
treatment plants represent the main source for the entry of CBZ into aquatic ecosystems [6]. CBZ
is a drug used to treat a large number of mental diseases and compulsive disorders [5,7] and it is
widely consumed worldwide, reaching up to 96% of the world pharmaceutical market [8]. As a
consequence, according to some studies, CBZ is one of the drugs that is most frequently detected
in aquatic environments around the world [9,10]. Therefore, for more than a decade, CBZ has been
categorized as an anthropogenic marker in aquatic environments [11]. Moreover, several studies that
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have assessed the effects of CBZ on different living organisms indicate that this drug is among the
most dangerous in aquatic ecosystems [6,12–16].

On the other hand, treatment wetlands (TWs) have been evaluated in many studies for the removal
of a large list of pharmaceuticals and have proven to be effective at different levels, with a very high
removal of some drugs. However, CBZ is commonly found among drugs with low removal efficiencies,
generally lower than 50% with an average of 30% [17]. Nevertheless, a previous study performed by
this research group found a CBZ removal efficiency of 62% in a pilot-scale hybrid TW. In this study, the
greater removal was obtained in horizontal subsurface flow wetlands (48%) planted with a polyculture
that included Iris sibirica, Typha latifolia, and Zantedeschia aethiopica. The horizontal subsurface flow
wetland was located as the first stage and operated with a flow rate of 33.3 L/d, a theoretical hydraulic
retention time of three days and a hydraulic loading rate of 6.9 cm/d [18]. It is very likely that the plants
played a very important role in obtaining such efficiencies, because at the end of the experimentation
period, CBZ was found in the roots and aerial tissues of the three species, with higher values in the
ornamental plants. CBZ uptake by emergent vegetation in both hydroponic studies and TWs has
already been reported in the literature [19], as well as the recognition of plants capacity to uptake,
translocate, accumulate, and even metabolize organic compounds [1,17]. However, currently there is
insufficient information regarding the contribution of plants to the elimination of pharmaceuticals, as
most studies are based solely on the comparison of concentrations between influents and effluents. In
addition, for CBZ removal, according to [19], plant uptake is an especially important mechanism in
comparison to other degradation mechanisms.

Due to the aforementioned reasons, and to optimize the removal of CBZ in TWs, a deeper
understanding of plant performance is required when continuously exposed to the drug. This would
allow determining the real potential of the species as a part of CBZ removal mechanisms by knowing
the final destination of CBZ after the uptake process, at least partially. This can be carried out under
hydroponic conditions that have demonstrated to be a good strategy to obtain information regarding
plant potential for phytoremediation [20]. Therefore, the aim of this study was to evaluate the CBZ
tolerance by I. sibirica and Z. aethiopica (two species that were already used in TWs for CBZ removal),
as well as to study the capacity of the plants to uptake, translocate, and accumulate CBZ under
hydroponic conditions.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Tests to Assess CBZ Tolerance by I. sibirica and Z. aethiopica

In order to determine the maximum concentration of CBZ tolerated by each macrophyte species,
the plants were exposed in triplicate, to three different concentrations of CBZ, i.e., 5, 10, and 15 mg/L, for
21 days. Control plants without exposure to CBZ were included. The plants were placed individually
in 1 L plastic containers with 500 mL of modified Hoagland nutrient solution [21]. Each concentration
of CBZ was obtained by adding aliquots from a stock solution of methanol, with a concentration of
20 g/L (CBZ standard 99% purity, Sigma–Aldrich reagent, Saint Louis, MO, USA). The initial pH was
adjusted to 6 in each container using solutions of citric acid and sodium hydroxide, before the addition
of the plants. The plants for the tests were selected from the laboratory nursery and had a height
of approximately 30 cm and an average weight of 39.74 ± 7.9 g and 37.11 ± 4.1 g for I. sibirica and
Z. aethiopica, respectively. The tests were performed under controlled conditions in a plant growth
chamber with fluorescent lamps at 20.1 ± 1 ◦C and 70 ± 6% relative humidity (% RH). The photoperiod
was 13 h light per day with a photosynthetic photon flux density (PPFD) of approximately 154 µmol/m2,
measured by a LI-COR LI-250A light portable meter couple (LI-COR Bioscience, Lincoln, NE, USA) to
a LI-COR LI-109R quantum sensor (LI-COR Bioscience, Lincoln, NE, USA).

The tolerance of CBZ by plants was measured through daily monitoring of the relative chlorophyll
content (RChlC), evapotranspiration rate (ET), and pH solution. Additionally, the relative growth rate
(RGR) was calculated at the end of the exposure period. RChlC was selected as a control parameter
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due to the impossibility of using destructive tests along the experimentation. However, before the
experiment, a correlation between the real chlorophyll content (mg/g dry weight) and RChlC was
obtained, where the latter parameter was measured with a portable KONICA MINOLTA Spad 502
Plus meter (Konica Minolta, Inc., Chiyoda-Ku, Tokyo, Japan) and the real chlorophyll content was
determined following the methodology reported by [22]. With regard to ET, the reduction in the
volume of nutrient solution was quantified and then recovered with distilled water in order to maintain
the same volume along the experiment. With respect to pH readings, they were taken once the volume
of nutrient solution was adjusted to the initial value using a HI-pH211 pH Hanna meter (Scientific
Instrumentation, Woonsocket, MA, USA). Finally, after 21 days of experimentation, the plants were
removed from each container, dried with paper towels and weighed to obtain the fresh weight in order
to calculate the RGR values according to the equation reported by [23].

The values of RChlC, ET, and pH were used as response variables for statistical analysis in
a randomized complete block design. A significance level of p = 0.05 was used for all statistical
tests. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed using the STATGRAPHICS CENTURION
XVII software (StatPoint Technologies, Inc., Warrenton, VA, USA). When a significant difference was
observed between treatments in the ANOVA procedure, multiple comparisons were made using the
least significant difference (LSD) test for differences between means.

2.2. Assessment of CBZ Uptake, Translocation, and Accumulation by I. sibirica and Z. aethiopica

The experiments were carried out with both species of macrophytes following the same
methodology, as well as the operating conditions of temperature, % RH, PPFD and photoperiod
reported in the previous section. The concentration of CBZ that was used at this stage of the study
was determined from the tolerance tests described in the previous section, selecting the maximum
concentration tolerated by each species. The exposure times to CBZ were 0.5, 1, 3, 7, 14, and 21 days;
four plants were individually exposed to the drug and two control plants were exposed only to the
Hoagland nutrient solution for each exposure time. A uniform plant size was maintained by selecting
individuals with a height of around 30 cm and a mean weight of 41.5 ± 4.64 g and 38.7 ± 3.97 g for I.
sibirica and Z. aethiopica, respectively. Additionally, similar to the tolerance tests, RChlC, ET, RGR, and
pH were measured in each assay to confirm the plant’s tolerance to CBZ at the selected concentration.

After each exposure time, the plants were removed from the containers and the nutrient solution
was collected to measure the residual CBZ concentration. In addition, the roots of two plants per
each test of exposure time were washed with 50 mL of acetone, which was recovered and diluted
with distilled water (in a 1:3 proportion) to obtain an aqueous sample and quantify the CBZ adsorbed
externally on the roots. Then, the four plants per each exposure time were dried with paper towels and
separated in aerial (leaves and stem for Z. aethiopica and leaves for I. sibirica) and underground part.
These plants were dried at 40 ◦C for 120 h and ground with a coffee grinder, and mortar and pestle and
then kept in a desiccator until their analysis for CBZ concentration.

2.3. Quantification of CBZ in Aqueous Samples and Plant Tissues

The quantification of CBZ in aqueous samples and plant tissues was carried out based on what was
reported by [18] previously. First, a sample of 10 mL of each nutrient solution and the entire volume of
acetone–water (from the washed roots) were taken. Then, each sample was filtered through 1.6 µm
GF/A Whatman fiber glass filter (Whatman Inc., Piscataway, NJ, USA). Thereafter, it was submitted
to a solid phase extraction (SPE) using Strata-X cartridges (200 mg/6 cc, Phenomenex, Torrance, CA,
USA) that were conditioned with 5 mL of methanol and then 5 mL of deionized water. The sample
was eluted at 2 mL/min and once it passed through the cartridges, 5 mL of deionized water was added
again to remove any impurity that could cause interferences in the final analysis. Finally, after 60 min
of the vacuum dry process, the CBZ was eluted by 10 mL of methanol; 1 mL of this final elution was
filtered through 0.2 µm polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) syringe filter to be used for CBZ detection and
quantification by high pressure liquid chromatography (HPLC).
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On the other hand, the procedure for plant tissues was very similar to that mentioned above;
however in this case, the first step was to carry out an extraction by sonication on the different samples
of dry biomass. The totality of each dry biomass sample was processed, however, the original sample
was divided into a smaller quantity of approximately 1 g to carry out the extraction process. The 1 g
subsamples were transferred to a 50 mL corning tube and sonicated twice for 20 min, first with 15 mL
of methanol and then with 15 mL of acetone.

The organic phases obtained after the extraction process from the same sample were mixed and
then diluted with deionized water in a proportion of 1:3. This dilution was filtered and submitted
to SPE as mentioned previously. The final elution was concentrated to near dryness with a rotary
evaporator (IKA HB 10, IKA Works, Inc., Wilmington, NC, USA) at 40 ◦C. Then it was recovered to
1 mL with methanol which was filtered using 0.2 µm PTFE filter for further analysis.

The quantification of CBZ was conducted in a Waters HPLC with a binary pump (Waters 1525,
Waters Corporation, Milford, MS, USA) and a UV-Vis detector with diode array (Waters 2998, Waters
Corporation, Milford, MS, USA). The detection method for aqueous samples was a modification from
those reported by [24,25], while for samples obtained from biomass extraction, the method was a
modification from [26]. The method consisted of a reverse-phase, therefore a C18 symmetry column
(75 mm long, 4.6 mm internal diameter, and 3.5 µm particle size) was used. Additionally, acetonitrile
and acidified water by orthophosphoric acid in a proportion of 55:45:0.1, was used as the mobile phase.
The flow rate was 1 and 0.7 mL/min for aqueous and biomass extraction samples, respectively, using a
gradient configuration. The retention times were 3.4 min and 28 min, respectively; and a wavelength
of 285 nm was used for CBZ detection.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. CBZ Tolerance by I. sibirica and Z. aethiopica

The results corresponding to I. sibirica showed a significant difference in three of the evaluated
parameters (Table 1), two of which were RChlC and ET that exhibited a tendency towards lower
values as the CBZ concentration increased. The third parameter was pH, that in contrast, showed
an increasing tendency. In opposition to these parameters, RGR showed no significant differences,
indicating a similar biomass production between plants exposed and not exposed to CBZ.

Table 1. Summary of the parameters evaluated throughout the exposure of Iris sibirica to different
concentrations of carbamazepine (CBZ) (mean ± standard error of the mean).

Parameters
Treatments

Control 5 mg/L 10 mg/L 15 mg/L

Relative Chlorophyll Content (mg/g)
Chl a + b 0.62 ± 0.018 a 0.60 ± 0.018 a,b 0.60 ± 0.018 a,b 0.58 ± 0.018 b

Chl a 0.34 ± 0.009 a 0.33 ± 0.009 a,b 0.33 ± 0.009 a,b 0.32 ± 0.009 b

Chl b 0.28 ± 0.009 a 0.27 ± 0.009 a,b 0.27 ± 0.009 a,b 0.26 ± 0.009 b

RGR (d−1) 0.010 ± 0.001 0.010 ± 0.001 0.003 ± 0.018 0.003 ± 0.018
ET (mm/d) 5.07 ± 0.90 a 3.81 ± 0.53 a,b 3.57 ± 0.55 b 2.48 ± 0.26 c

pH 5.51 ± 0.25 a 5.90 ± 0.21 a,b 6.11 ± 0.07 b 6.09 ± 0.07 b

Different alphabetic superscripts indicate a significant difference between treatments (p < 0.05). Chl: chlorophyll
content; RGR: relative growth rate; ET: evapotranspiration rate; pH: potential of hydrogen.

With regard to Z. aethiopica, the results are reported in Table 2. In this case, the statistical analysis
revealed significant differences only for RChlC and ET, which showed a trend towards lower values as
the CBZ concentration increased. According to these results, it is possible to determine that a CBZ
concentration of 10 mg/L is the maximum tolerance threshold for both species, due to the statistical
equality between the tests with 5 and 10 mg/L of CBZ (that even in some cases showed values similar
to those obtained in the control tests). The tolerance of these two ornamental species to CBZ is
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higher in comparison to Typha spp. and Scirpus validus, whose maximum tolerated concentration was
2 mg/L [27,28]. This could probably indicate better resistance when exposed to CBZ over a prolonged
period, as found by [18] in a 12-month study where Thypha latifolia did not survive.

Table 2. Summary of the parameters evaluated throughout the exposure of Zantedeschia aethiopica to
different concentrations of carbamazepine (CBZ) (mean ± standard error of the mean).

Parameters
Treatments

Control 5 mg/L 10 mg/L 15 mg/L

Relative Chlorophyll Content (mg/g)
Chl a + b 0.36 ± 0.011 a 0.33 ± 0.011 b,c 0.35 ± 0.010 a,b 0.32 ± 0.010 c

Chl a 0.14 ± 0.004 a 0.14 ± 0.004 b,c 0.14 ± 0.003 a,b 0.13 ± 0.003 c

Chl b 0.21 ± 0.006 a 0.20 ± 0.006 b,c 0.21 ± 0.005 a,b 0.19 ± 0.005 c

RGR (d−1) 0.021 ± 0.012 0.020 ± 0.001 0.020 ± 0.001 0.017 ± 0.014
ET (mm/d) 3.04 ± 0.19 a 3.12 ± 0.25 a 2.81 ± 0.44 a,b 2.42 ± 0.22 b

pH 5.98 ± 0.07 5.96 ± 0.08 6.01 ± 0.08 5.96 ± 0.07

Different alphabetic superscripts indicate a significant difference between treatments (p < 0.05). Chl: chlorophyll
content; RGR: relative growth rate; ET: evapotranspiration rate; pH: potential of hydrogen.

On the other hand, the changes in the parameters evaluated are involved in the detoxification
process in plants [20], which is reflected in the decrease of ET rate and RChlC for both species. This
reduction in the ET rate, probably generated an alteration in the electron transport chain, diminishing
the production of NADPH (Nicotineamide Adenine Dinucleotide Phosphate) and ATP (Adenosine
Triphosphate) due to the lesser amount of water available, which is a crucial in the process conducted
by photosystem II [29,30]. Additionally, this effect in plants may also be related to a lower uptake of
inorganic nutrients, as both are transported by xylem [31] and, in consequence affect the chlorophyll
content. According to [32], nitrogen deficiency can cause chlorophyll reduction and even chloroplast
alterations, since this nutrient is closely related to the content of this pigment in plants; this could be an
explanation of the decrease in RChlC registered in this study. Moreover, this reduction in chlorophyll
was probably intensified by the deficient photosynthetic activity [32] mentioned above.

3.2. Uptake, Translocation and Accumulation of CBZ

As previously mentioned, the measurements of control parameters were taken once again in this
part of the study performed with the selected concentration of 10 mg/L of CBZ. The results confirmed
that the species have capacity to cope with this concentration of CBZ, as they did not show important
physiological alterations in this new exposure to the drug (Figure 1).

Regarding the performance of the plants, each species showed a particular behavior; which it is
an expected fact. According to different reports, micro-pollutant uptake depends on the species of the
plant as well as the specific drug [33].

With regard to I. sibirica, a constant increase in the percentage of CBZ uptake was observed as
the exposure time increased, reaching a value of 31.1 ± 1.9% after 21 d, which corresponds to a total
of 1557 ± 97 µg of CBZ (Figure 2) removed from the nutrient solution. This amount is greater than
those removed by one plant in similar experiments with Typha spp. [27] and Scirpus validus [28]. On
the other hand, CBZ was detected in roots since the first 12 h of exposure and in each exposure time,
reaching an accumulation of 161 ± 46 µg after 21 d (approximately 3.2% of the CBZ initial mass),
with a final mean concentration of 13 µg/g fresh weight (FW) roots. The analysis of samples from
washed roots indicated that CBZ was located primarily within root tissues and that only a minimal
percentage was superficially adsorbed, i.e., 0.04%. In addition, it can be observed that the highest and
lowest uptake percentages were obtained at 1 day and 3 days, respectively, which probably indicates
the activation of detoxification reactions in this interval of time. This can probably be linked to the
mechanisms of nutrient transports from the root to the xylem and even related to ET, which was one of
the most affected parameters according to the results registered for the control parameters (Figure 1),
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as well as those obtained in the previous section (Table 1). Furthermore, after 3 days of exposure, the
uptake by the roots showed a slight increase as time increased; this behavior partially adjusts to a
linear trend (R2 = 0.84) that has been previously reported as an expected behavior in the absorption of
neutral molecules such as CBZ [20]. Regarding the leaves, the presence of CBZ was detected after the
first day of exposure, showing a continuous increase as the period of exposition increased, reaching
an accumulation of 332 ± 36 µg with 21 days (approximately 6.6% of the initial amount of CBZ in
the nutrient solution) and an average concentration of 15.4 µg/g FW leaves. The molecule of CBZ is
slightly hydrophilic with a log Kow of 2.45 [27], therefore it can be transported to aerial tissues by
transpiration [20].
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Figure 2. Percentage of carbamazepine (CBZ) uptake by Iris sibirica from the nutrient solution at the
different exposure times and its corresponding total amount of CBZ (µg).

Finally, as Figure 2 shows, for each exposure time, the highest proportion of the CBZ taken up
by the plants was probably transformed or even phytodegraded. This metabolized part showed a
tendency to increase along the 21 days, and the highest value was reached with 21 days of exposure
(with 21.2% of the initial mass). This is approximately 1 mg of CBZ that it is not present as a parent
compound in the plant tissue and represents approximately 70% of the CBZ uptake by I. sibirica.
A greater transformation percentage of CBZ (86%) by Typha spp. was reported by [27], who argue
that CBZ may probably be transformed into the metabolite 10,11-dihydro-10,11-epoxycarbamazepine
(CBZ-EP). The latter is in line with the literature where it has been reported that the transformation
of micro-pollutants or their conjugation with small biomolecules, such as glucose and amino acids,
represents the second stage of detoxification process in plants. The third and last stage is related to the
transport, accumulation, and even degradation of the molecules generated in the second stage [20],
which may explain the results mentioned above as well as those reported bellow.

With respect to Z. aethiopica (Figure 3), this species showed a similar trend to an increase in the
uptake of CBZ as the exposure time increased; however, its capacity was lower in comparison to I.
sibirica, reaching a maximum uptake of 20.9 ± 3.5% of the initial mass of the drug, equivalent to 1044
± 175 µg of CBZ. In this case, the presence of the drug in the roots was detected in all periods of
exposure, but the highest uptake was found at 0.5 day, from where it decreased to the lowest value at 7
days. Such behavior might be considered as an adaptation period of the plant, because after that, a
slight increase was observed, but with similar uptake rates at 14 and 21 days, reaching 133 ± 51 µg
(approximately 2.6% of the initial CBZ mass) with an average concentration of 12.3 µg/g of FW roots
along the experiment. The probable adaptation of the plant is supported by the work of [27], who
reported that CBZ affects the normal growth of plants when suddenly exposed, but plants eventually
have the capacity to cope with its toxic effects and continue to extensively remove the compound,
as well as to recover their normal growth rate, as shown in Figure 1d. Similar to I. sibirica, the CBZ
adsorbed superficially on the roots was only 0.03% of the initial mass. Regarding the stems, evaluated
only for Z. aethiopica due to its morphology, they contributed with the lowest accumulation of CBZ,
with 61 ± 22 µg after 21 days of exposure that represents approximately 1.2% of initial mass and only
8.5 µg/g of FW steams. With regard to the leaves, the presence of CBZ was detected in all periods of
exposure, in contrast to the results with I. sibirica. After 21 days, the highest proportion of the parent
molecule was accumulated in this tissue with an amount of 242 ± 39 µg, approximately 4.85% of the
initial mass, and a mean concentration of 14.4 µg/g of FW leaves showing a close performance to that
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of I. sibirica. Another similarity between the two species was the high proportion of CBZ that was
transformed. The results of CBZ detection in roots, stems, and leaves revealed a difference between the
amount removed from the nutrient solution and the amount quantified in the plant tissues. In this case,
the highest amount of transformed CBZ (21.1% of the initial mass) was reached after 21 days (Figure 3).
This is approximately 0.6 mg of CBZ and represents the 58% of the CBZ taken up by Z. aethiopica.
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Figure 3. Percentage of carbamazepine (CBZ) uptake by Zantedeschia aethiopica from the nutrient
solution at the different exposure times and its corresponding total amount of CBZ (µg).

4. Conclusions

In general, the two ornamental species showed a high tolerance to CBZ as the plants survived the
periods of exposure where the drug concentration was close to its maximum solubility in water, i.e.,
17.7 mg/L at 25 ◦C [5]. However, a CBZ concentration of 10 mg/L was the maximum tolerance threshold
for both species. Additionally, the result obtained from the experiments confirmed the capacity of I.
sibirica and Z. aethiopica to take up, translocate, and accumulate CBZ as well as to demonstrate that
the leaves are the main part for the accumulation of the parent compound. Furthermore, the capacity
of the species was higher than that of common wetland macrophytes. Moreover, I. sibirica showed a
higher capacity for CBZ uptake than Z. aethiopica, such that these two species removed up to 31.1% and
20.9%, respectively, of the initial amount of CBZ in the nutrient solution. Therefore, I. sibirica would be
a better alternative to increase the removal of CBZ in real scale TWs. More importantly, it was also
evident that a high proportion of the CBZ taken up by the plants (up to 70%) was metabolized by
both species in a process that probably includes phytodegradation. Finally, this study contributes to a
better understanding of the processes involved in pharmaceutical removal in TWs and in particular
validates the crucial role of vegetation that has been hypothesized in scientific literature. In addition,
the capacity of these two ornamental macrophytes for CBZ uptake suggests the importance of plant
harvesting in TWs in order to promote the removal efficiency. Nevertheless, future works are needed
in order to detect and quantify the metabolites produced in the process as well as to study the probable
mineralization of the drug.
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