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Abstract: Groundwater is a major source of water, especially in rural communities. The presence of
excess fluoride in groundwater has been a health concern for many decades because it causes fluorosis.
The persistence of this problem led to the development of several approaches for reducing fluoride
in groundwater to ≤1.5 mg/L, which is the World Health Organization’s (WHO) permissible limit.
Despite recorded success in fluoride reduction, drawbacks such as cost and efficiency have remained
apparent, thus necessitating further research on defluoridation. This paper aims at assessing the
defluoridation capacity of a clay mineral, vermiculite, when modified with the cationic surfactant
hexadecyltrimethylammonium bromide. The effects of experimental parameters such as pH,
agitation time, mass of adsorbent, and temperature were examined to determine the most favourable
adsorption conditions. Using batch technique, the results showed a fluoride sorption of 51% from an
8 mg/L fluoride solution. The adsorption conformed more to Freundlich than Langmuir isotherm
with an adsorption capacity of 2.36 mg/g, while the kinetics conformed to a pseudo-second-order
reaction. pH emerged as the most influential factor in optimisation. The findings of this study
indicated that modified vermiculite could be efficient in reducing fluoride in groundwater to more
tolerable limits, but requires adequate pH control.
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1. Introduction

Groundwater is one of the major sources of water for domestic use especially in rural communities.
Due to its source, groundwater contains several ions including sulphates (SO4

2−), nitrates (NO3
−),

chlorides (Cl−), carbonates (CO3
2−), and phosphates (PO3

2−), amongst others. These ions must
remain within permissible limits to prevent negative impacts on human health. Fluoride, one of the
impurities in groundwater has received much attention in recent times because of its health concerns.
At low concentrations, fluoride is important to humans for the prevention of tooth decay, especially in
children. However, excessive consumption of fluoride can lead to health complications such as dental,
skeletal, and non-skeletal fluorosis [1]. Thus the World Health Organization (WHO) has specified the
permissible limit of fluoride in potable water as 1.5 mg/L [2].

The occurrence of high fluoride in groundwater in particular has led to the development of
defluoridation techniques based on the concepts of adsorption [3], precipitation [4], and membrane
processes [5]. Adsorption is the most appropriate method because it has a combination of affordability
and effectiveness [6].
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Clay minerals such as montmorillonite [7], kaolinite [8], and bauxite [9] have been used as
adsorbents for defluoridation. The effectiveness of these materials have been improved by modification
processes such as acid treatment [8] and metal impregnation [10], amongst others. Vermiculite—one of
the common clay minerals, which originates from the mica group—despite having its largest global
deposit in the Phalaborwa area of Limpopo Province (South Africa), has not been exploited for its
defluoridation potential. Thus this study sheds more light on the possible uses of this geological
material. Vermiculite is generally composed of hydrous magnesium aluminium layers interpolated by
layers of H2O [11]. The structure is composed of two tetrahedral sheets attached to a central octahedral
sheet, hence its structure is referred to as “2:1 phyllo-silicate” [12]. Al3+ substitution for Si4+ in the
tetrahedral layers and Mg2+ or Fe2+ substitutions for Al3+ in the octahedral layers are responsible
for the overall negative charge of the vermiculite structure [13]. This negative charge is balanced by
the presence of exchangeable cations such as Na+, K+, Ca2+, Mg2+, and Al3+ within the interlayer
spaces [14]. Besides the use of inorganic modifying agents, organic compounds, such as surfactants,
have also been used to modify clay minerals to form organoclay.

An organoclay is a class of material formed when the exchangeable cations of a clay mineral
are replaced by a quaternary ammonium cation (otherwise known as a surfactant) [15]. This
process changes the overall surface charge of the clay mineral (i.e., vermiculite) from negative
to positive, thus enhancing electrostatic attraction of negatively charged species in solution.
Hexadecyltrimethylammonium bromide (C19H42BrN) is one such cationic surfactant used to prepare
organoclays for adsorption purposes. Examples of such applications include the use of organosmectite
for the removal of chromates from solution [16], organovermiculite for the removal of anionic dyes
and herbicides from surface water [17,18], and organokaolinite for the removal of oxyanions from
wastewater [19]. Though these studies have shown that organoclays have been effectively used for the
removal of such anions from solutions, organoclays have not been actively used for the removal of
fluoride from solution, thus this study explains more on the subject area. The efficiency of vermiculite
functionalised with hexadecyltrimethylammonium bromide (HDTMABr) for fluoride sorption was
evaluated in this study using higher concentrations of the surfactants. This approach is quite contrary
to the conventional methods where surfactants concentrations equivalent to 50%, 100%, and 200% of
the cation exchange capacity (CEC) are used for organoclay preparation. The mechanism of adsorption
of anions on organomineral complexes is believed to be a strong electrostatic attraction [20] and
chemical reduction of the anion on the surface of the adsorbent [21].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

Superfine grade of vermiculite was obtained from Mandoval Vermiculite, Alberton, South Africa.
The sample was milled and sieved to ≤250 µm using a mechanical sieve. All reagents used in this
study were of analytical grade and were prepared using deionised water. The CEC of the vermiculite
was analysed by the method described in Radojevic and Bashkin [22]. Sodium fluoride (NaF) stock
solution of 1000 mg/L was prepared by dissolving 2.21 g of NaF salt in deionised water, and any
subsequently required fluoride solutions were prepared by diluting the stock solution. The clay mineral
was activated by agitating with 1 M sodium chloride (NaCl) in the ratio of 1:10 before modification,
while silver nitrate (AgNO3) was used to test the presence of any excess chloride after the activated clay
was washed with deionised water. Hydrochloric acid (0.1 M HCl) and sodium hydroxide (0.1 M NaOH)
were used to adjust the pH. Total ionic strength adjustment buffer (TISAB III) was used to remove the
effect of complexing cations.

2.2. Preparation of Surfactant-Modified Vermiculite

Pretreatment of clay minerals with sodium enhances exchange of cations with the organic
cation [23]. Vermiculite was first activated by agitating in 1 M NaCl in the ratio of 1:10 at room
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temperature. The treated vermiculite was centrifuged and washed with deionised water until chloride
was confirmed absent using AgNO3 test. The Na-activated vermiculite was dried at 105 ◦C for 6 h
and cooled in a desiccator. The CEC of vermiculite was determined to be 0.525 mmol/g, thus for 3 g
of vermiculite, 1.575 mmol would be equivalent to 100% of the CEC. Subsequently 253.81% (0.2 M),
380.71% (0.3 M), and 507.61% (0.4 M) of the CEC was used for this analysis.

The homoionic clay of 3 g and deionised water was prepared in a 5% w/v solution, into which
20 mL of 0.2, 0.3, and 0.4 M HDTMABr was added and the solution was agitated for 24 h at 40 ◦C as
carried out in Yu et al. [17]. The mixture was centrifuged and washed several times with deionised
water to remove excess bromide. This was confirmed when no white precipitate was formed on
addition of AgNO3 to the washouts. The washed adsorbent was dried at 105 ◦C for 6–12 h and
cooled in a desiccator. The adsorbents were labelled as HDTMA-VMT0.2, HDTMA-VMT0.3, and
HDTMA-VMT0.4, respectively.

2.3. Characterisation of Adsorbent

Characterisation techniques such as Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) and scanning electron
microscopy (SEM) were used on both modified and fluoride-loaded adsorbents to understand the
adsorbents as well as the properties that could be responsible for adsorption. The infrared spectrum of
the adsorbent before and after defluoridation were captured using Alpha FTIR spectrometer (Bruker
Optics, Billerica, MA, USA) in the range of 4000–400 cm−1. The SEM characterisation was carried out
using TESCAN, Vega 3XMU (TESCAN, Brno, Czech Republic).

2.4. Batch Adsorption Experiments

Batch equilibration technique was used for fluoride sorption experiments. A weighed quantity of
each form of modified vermiculite (HDTMA-VMT0.2, HDTMA-VMT0.3, and HDTMA-VMT0.4) was
agitated with 10 mg/L fluoride solution at room temperature and 200 rpm, thus, the modification with
the highest fluoride removal was used for the rest of analysis (optimisation). The optimisation was
carried out in 250 mL shaking bottles containing 50 mL of 8 mg/L fluoride solution and a weighed
quantity of the adsorbent. The effect of pH on the agitating mixture was investigated by varying
from 2 to 10 while noting the pH with the most favourable fluoride removal. Other parameters
which were investigated include: adsorbent dosage (0.1–2 g), contact time (5–70 min), adsorbate
concentration (5–100 mg/L), and temperature (25 ◦C–55 ◦C). After each experiment, the test solution
was centrifuged at 5000 rpm for 10 min and the supernatant decanted to a 100 mL beaker. To 10 mL
of the decanted solution, 1 mL of TISAB (III) was added (10:1) to complex with any cation present
and the residual fluoride was determined using an ion-selective electrode. The percentage fluoride
removal was calculated using Equation (1).

% Fluoride =
Co − Ce

Co
× 100 (1)

where Co and Ce are the initial and equilibrium concentrations of the adsorbate (mg/L), respectively.
The amount of fluoride (qe) adsorbed in milligram per gram of the adsorbent was calculated using
Equation (2).

qe =
Co − Ce

m
× v (2)

where m is the mass (g) of adsorbent and v is the volume of the solution in litres (L).
The adsorption isotherm was determined using the data obtained from optimisation of adsorbate

concentration. The adsorption kinetics and mechanism-based model were, however, determined using
data obtained from optimisation of contact time.
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3. Results

3.1. Effect of HDTMA Strength

The effectiveness of the different forms of modification are plotted in Figure 1. The plot shows
that the 0.2 M modification had the highest fluoride removal of 13.6%. This was so because the
0.2 M modified vermiculite contained the most electropositive surface (lowest solution pH). Thus
HDTMA-VMT0.2M was used for the optimisation process after the pH of the adsorbent surface was
reduced to 1.5 before drying. This was carried out to further enhance electrostatic attraction between
the surface of the organoclay and the fluoride in the solution.
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Figure 1. Plot of fluoride removal against hexadecyltrimethylammonium bromide (HDTMA) strength.

Hexadecyltrimethylammonium forms a monolayer or bilayer in the interlayer spaces of the
vermiculite depending on the concentration used. Below the critical micelle concentration (CMC),
HDTMA forms a monolayer (negative charge); however, above the CMC a bilayer is formed which is
positively charged and enhances anionic sorption [24]. The CMC of HDTMA is 0.9 mM [25], thus a
bilayer is formed when the high concentration of HDTMA was used in this study. This brings about a
positive charge on the adsorbent surface which attracts fluoride from the solution. Figure 2 shows a
diagram of the monolayer and bilayer arrangement of HDTMA on the interlayer spaces of vermiculite
with fluoride attraction.
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3.2. Fourier Transform Infrared

The FTIR analysis of HDTMA-VMT0.2M before and after defluoridation showed the functional
groups of the adsorbent and identified regions of fluoride adsorption. Figure 3 shows the IR spectra of
both stages.Appl. Sci. 2016, 6, 277 5 of 15 
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after defluoridation.

The spectra of HDTMA-VMT0.2M before and after defluoridation showed the major functional
groups and established that fluoride sorption took place. Before defluoridation, the spectra showed a
peak at 952.93 cm−1, which corresponds to Si–O stretching vibrations of Si–O–Si silicate bonding [17].
The band at 1652.17 cm−1 represents O–H bending vibration of hydrating water molecules [27], while
the bands at 669.85 and 436.69 cm−1 represent the Si–O bending modes [28]. More specifically, the
spectrum of the HDTMA-VMT0.2M showed peculiar peaks at 2916.85 (CH3), 2849.66 (CH2), and
1469.14 (CH3) cm−1, which indicates the modification of vermiculite with HDTMA as observed in
Yu et al. [17] and Slimani et al. [29].

A careful examination of the transmittance axis of HDTMA-VMT0.2M after defluoridation reveals a
decrease in intensity of specific bands at 2917.91, 2850.15, 1469.89 cm−1, and 951.69 cm−1. The reduction
to their new transmittance values suggested that the available sites created by the HDTMA (CH3, CH2)
had been occupied by fluoride and is an indication of fluoride sorption [20].

3.3. Scanning Electron Microscopy

The micrographs before defluoridation reveal that the HDTMA-VMT0.2M appears flaky (Figure 4a).
This observed morphology of HDTMA-VMT0.2M before defluoridation can be attributed to the effect of
the modifying agent which brings together the particles of vermiculite into aggregates, thereby giving
it a flaky structure as also observed by Muiambo [27]. After defluoridation, the HDTMA-VMT0.2M

shows protuberances on its morphology owing to the addition of fluoride (Figure 4b).
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3.4. Optimisation of Experimental Parameters Using HDTMA-VMT0.2M

3.4.1. Effect of Agitation Time

Figure 5 shows the plot of fluoride removal against time. The use of two different sorbent/water
ratios established the reproducibility and consistency of the result. Contact time was consistent
throughout the experiment with no significant change in fluoride removal from 5 to 60 min for both
masses. At 70 min, fluoride removal increased consistently for both 0.2 and 0.4 g of HDTMA-VMT0.2M

to give the maximum fluoride removal of 20.38% and 29.5%, respectively. The longest removal time
observed in this series (contact time) of 70 min was maintained for subsequent experiments.
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3.4.2. Effect of Adsorbent Dosage

On increase of dosage of the adsorbent (0.2–2 g) with 50 mL of 8 mg/L fluoride solution,
percentage fluoride removal increased steadily (Figure 6). Thus, increase in adsorbent dosage
resulted in an increase in fluoride removal, as similarly observed in Dang-I et al. [30]. Based on
the trend of the plot, further increase in adsorbent mass would have led to an improved fluoride
removal due to availability of adsorbent sites. However, additional mass of HDTMA-VMT0.2M

beyond 2 g caused bulkiness and near saturation of the adsorbent in the solution, which was not
appropriate for defluoridation. The adsorbent mass of 2 g was therefore chosen as the optimum mass
of HDTMA-VMT0.2M for subsequent fluoride removal trials.
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3.4.3. Effect of Adsorbate Dosage

From Figure 7, the percentage fluoride removal decreased as the concentration of fluoride
increased. This was due to the use of a constant mass of adsorbent while the adsorbate concentration
increased, thus the adsorbent sites attained early saturation. Therefore, the higher the concentration
of fluoride, the lower the defluoridation potential of HDTMA-VMT0.2M. The adsorption capacity,
however, increased as the concentration of adsorbate increased in the solution because the quantity of
adsorbate in mg, which accumulated per gram of the adsorbent increased. This was consistent with
findings by Thakre et al. [31] and Yilmaz et al. [32].
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3.4.4. Effect of pH

The effect of pH on fluoride removal is plotted in Figure 8. The plot shows low fluoride removal
at an acidic pH of 2, a peak removal at pH4 (51.13%), and a declining trend as the pH increases
to 10. The fluoride removal was very low in acidic pH of 2 because the extremely high acidity
triggered the formation of weak hydrofluoric acid, which prevented the adsorption of fluoride on the
adsorbent [32–34]. An increase in pH beyond 6 led to a definite decline of adsorption as the surface
of the adsorbent lost electropositivity and gained electronegativity, thereby creating a low force of
attraction for fluoride. This negative media also creates competition between the fluoride and hydroxyl
in solution, thus leading to reduced adsorption [32].
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3.4.5. Effect of Temperature

Investigation on the effect of temperature in this study showed that temperature has a negative
effect on defluoridation. Figure 9 shows the results, and it can be seen that there is a gradual decline in
percentage removal as the temperature increases. It was also observed that the equilibrium pH
of the solution increased after shaking. Thus, increase in temperature increased the alkalinity
of the solution, probably by removing the hydroxyl from the chemical formula of vermiculite
(Mx(Mg3+)(Si4−xAlx)O10(OH)2·nH2O). Room temperature (25 ◦C) therefore, is the most appropriate
temperature for fluoride removal in this study.
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3.5. Adsorption Isotherm

The Langmuir isotherm describes quantitatively the formation of a monolayer of the adsorbate
(fluoride) on smooth surface of the adsorbent (HDTMA-VMT0.2M) [35]. After the surface of the
adsorbent is completely occupied, no further adsorption of fluoride from solution takes place.
The linear form of the Langmuir equation is represented by Equation (3).

Ce

qe
=

Ce

qo
+

1
qoKL

(3)

where Ce and qe have been defined in Equations (1) and (2), qo is the maximum monolayer coverage
(mg/g), and KL is Langmuir isotherm constant (L/mg).
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A plot of Ce/qe against Ce for this study gave a correlation coefficient of 0.8902 but did not give a
linear plot (Figure 10). The adsorption capacity/maximum monolayer coverage was calculated from
the slope to be 2.3669 mg/g (Table 1) and it can be inferred that only a degree of monolayer adsorption
occurred on the surface of the adsorbent.
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Table 1. Adsorption isotherm constants.

Adsorbent
Langmuir Isotherm Freundlich Isotherm

qo (mg/g) KL (L/mg) R2 RL KL (L/mg) 1/n R2

HDTMA-VMT0.2M 2.3669 0.0095 0.8902 0.9294 0.0293 0.8357 0.9985

The conformity of the adsorption to Langmuir isotherm was confirmed using Equation (4).

RL =
1

(1 + bCo)
(4)

where RL is the separation factor, Co has been defined in Equation (1), and b is the Langmuir constant
(L/mg). RL > 1 represents an unfavourable monolayer adsorption, RL = 1 represents a linear adsorption,
0 < RL < 1 represents a favourable adsorption process, and RL = 0 represents an irreversible adsorption
process [29]. The RL value of this study was calculated to be 0.9294 (Table 1), thus monolayer adsorption
took place which conforms to Langmuir isotherm.

The Freundlich isotherm models multilayer adsorption on heterogeneous surfaces. The Freundlich
equation is formulated in Equation (5) as:

qe = KFCe
1/n (5)

where KF is the constant of the system and is known as the Freundlich adsorption coefficient, n is the
Freundlich constant, while the value of n should be between 1 and 10 for favourable adsorption [36].
By taking logarithm of Equation (5):

logqe = logKF +
1
n

logCe (6)

A plot of logqe against logCe for this study gave a linear plot with a correlation coefficient of 0.9985
(Figure 11). This shows that the adsorption conformed more to Freundlich isotherm than Langmuir.
The value of 1/n was also calculated to be 0.8357 (n = 1.1966), which implies an affinity between the
surface of the adsorbent and fluoride [37]. The adsorption capacity of HDTMA-VMT0.2M, though on
the higher side, is approximately similar to the capacities of many other fluoride adsorbents reported in
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literature as shown in Table 2. This can simply be attributed to a higher amount of adsorbate (fluoride)
adsorbed per gram of HDTMA-VMT0.2M than the other adsorbents used for comparison in this study.Appl. Sci. 2016, 6, 277 10 of 15 
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Table 2. Fluoride adsorption capacity of various adsorbents in literature.

Adsorbent Adsorption Capacity (mg/g) References

Magnesium Titanate 0.03 [38]
Granula acid treated bentonite 0.094 [39]

Pumice 0.31 [40]
Zeolite 0.47 [41]

Regenerated spent bleach earth 0.6 [42]
Fe/Zr-Alginate microparticles 0.981 [43]

Gypsiferous limestone 1.07 [44]
Synthetic Siderite 1.77 [45]

Hydrous bismuth oxide 0.06–1.93 [46]
Iron impregnated granular ceramic 1.70–2.16 [47]

Fe-Al-Ce nanocomposite 2.22 [48]
CMPNS 2.3 [49]

Stilbite zeolite modified Fe3+ 2.31 [50]
HDTMA-VMT0.2M 2.36 Present study

Also, in comparison with other adsorption methods (such as the use of alumina), vermiculite
is a naturally occurring clay mineral whereas alumina has to be purchased commercially, making it
more expensive than vermiculite. Application of biosorbents in an adsorption method is also generally
limited by the water-soluble components of the biosorbent which could dissolve in water and reduce
its potability, while pH and temperature variation could also further denaturise the biosorbent [51,52].
Thus vermiculite is less complex in a defluoridation application.

3.6. Adsorption Kinetics

Two major models are used in the study of adsorption kinetics: pseudo-first-order and
pseudo-second-order kinetic models. Both models are expressed in Equations (7) and (8).

log (qe − qt) = logqe −
K1t

2.303
(7)

t
qt

=
1

K2qe2 +
t
qe

(8)

where qe and qt are the amounts of adsorbate adsorbed at equilibrium and time “t” (mg/g), K1 and
K2 are the pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order rate constants in 1/minute and g/mg min,
respectively. A linear plot of log(qe – qt) against t (time) for this study, shows a low correlation
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coefficient of 0.2335, thus suggesting that the adsorption did not conform to pseudo-first-order model
(Figure 12). On the other hand, a plot of t/qt against t gave a linear plot with a correlation coefficient of
0.9964 (Figure 13). The results showed that the adsorption conformed to pseudo-second-order reaction,
which essentially implies that the mechanism of adsorption is chemisorption [53]. The closeness of the
calculated qe (0.2896) to the experimental qe (0.2950) values for HDTMA-VMT0.2M further confirms
that it obeys pseudo-second-order reaction based on the study by Yu et al. [17] (Table 3).
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Table 3. Parameters for pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order kinetic models.

Adsorbent
qe exp
(mg/g)

Pseudo-First-Order Model Pseudo-Second-Order Model

K1
(×103 min−1)

qe cal
(mg/g) R2 K2

(×10 g·mg−1·min−1)
qe calc
(mg/g) R2

HDTMA-VMT0.2M 0.2950 0.0274 0.0143 0.0069 0.6757 0.2896 0.9964

The same mechanism was discovered in other anionic adsorption studies such as Senturk et al. [22],
Kumar et al. [54], Onyango et al. [20], Yu et al. [17], Wang et al. [28], Asgari et al. [26], Aroke et al. [19],
and Slimani et al. [29], amongst others. The formation of a positively charged bilayer on the clay
surface was responsible for fluoride attraction [26,55]. Further study by Haggerty [56] also confirms
this fact, as it states emphatically that sorption onto positively charged admicelle formation is a major
mechanism for anionic component removal by an organomodified adsorbent.
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3.7. Mechanism-Based Model

The Weber–Morris model was used to ascertain if intraparticle diffusion was the rate-controlling
step of this adsorption using Equation (9).

qt = Kd
√

t + I (9)

where Kd is the intraparticle diffusion rate constant mg/(g/min1/2) and I (mg/g) is a constant
associated with the thickness of the boundary layer [57]. A plot of qt against t0.5 which passes through
the origin indicates intraparticle diffusion as the major rate-controlling step. However, a plot which
does not pass through the origin denotes that intraparticle diffusion is not the only rate-controlling
step [53]. The intraparticle diffusion plot of this study, as shown in Figure 14, shows a linear plot
which deviates from the origin, thus intraparticle diffusion is involved but is not the only mechanism
controlling the rate of fluoride adsorption on HDTMA-VMT0.2M.
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Fluoride sorption efficiency of vermiculite modified with HDTMA was investigated in this 
study. The optimised conditions of 2 g adsorbent dosage, 70 min contact time, solution pH of 4, and 
room temperature (25 °C) guaranteed 51.13% fluoride removal from an 8 mg/L fluoride solution with 
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introduced to the clay mineral by HDTMABr. This study has shown that vermiculite modified with 
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other cationic surfactants with higher electropositivity. Efforts should also be made to understand 
the behaviour of fluoride compounds with change in pH. 
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4. Conclusions

Fluoride sorption efficiency of vermiculite modified with HDTMA was investigated in this
study. The optimised conditions of 2 g adsorbent dosage, 70 min contact time, solution pH of 4, and
room temperature (25 ◦C) guaranteed 51.13% fluoride removal from an 8 mg/L fluoride solution
with a maximum adsorption capacity of 2.36 mg/g. This suggests that HDTMA-VMT0.2M can be
efficient for fluoride sorption. The adsorption isotherm conformed to both Langmuir and Freundlich
isotherms but more to the latter, which indicated that multilayer adsorption took place on the adsorbent.
The kinetics obeyed the pseudo-second-order reaction model, which predominantly denotes a case
of chemisorption as the mechanism of adsorption while intraparticle diffusion was estimated to be
involved in the attraction rate of fluoride onto HDTAM-VMT0.2M surface. The adsorption of fluoride
onto HDTMA-VMT0.2M was also attributed to the CH3 and CH2 groups introduced to the clay mineral
by HDTMABr. This study has shown that vermiculite modified with HDTMABr exhibits fluoride
sorption properties, however, further studies should focus on increasing the efficiency of HDTMA-VMT
by considering more effective pretreatment procedures as well as other cationic surfactants with higher
electropositivity. Efforts should also be made to understand the behaviour of fluoride compounds
with change in pH.
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