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Abstract: Catalytic hydrodechlorination (HDC) has been considered as a promising method for the
treatment of wastewater containing chlorinated organic pollutants. A continuous flow Pd/carbon
nanotube (CNT)-Ni foam micro reactor system was first developed for the rapid and highly efficient
HDC with formic acid (FA) as a hydrogen source. This micro reactor system, exhibiting a higher
catalytic activity of HDC than the conventional packed bed reactor, reduced the residence time and
formic acid consumption significantly. The desired outcomes (dichlorination >99.9%, 4-chlorophenol
outlet concentration <0.1 mg/L) can be obtained under a very low FA/substrate molar ratio (5:1) and
short reaction cycle (3 min). Field emission scanning electron microcopy (FESEM) and deactivation
experiment results indicated that the accumulation of phenol (the main product during the HDC of
chlorophenols) on the Pd catalyst surface can be the main factor for the long-term deactivation of
the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor. The catalytic activity deactivation of the micro reactor could
be almost completely regenerated by the efficient removal of the absorbed phenol from the Pd
catalyst surface.
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1. Introduction

Chlorophenols (CPs), existing widely in polluted groundwater and the wastewater effluents
of industry [1,2], have been listed as priority pollutants in many countries because of their high
toxicity, adverse environmental impacts and poor biodegradability [3–5]. For the safe disposal of these
highly toxic chlorinated organic pollutants, many detoxification techniques such as biodegradation [6],
photochemical degradation [5], advanced oxidation [7,8] and catalytic hydrodechlorination [9,10] have
been proposed. Among the available water treatment techniques mentioned above, hydrodechlorination
(HDC) presents the advantages of greater flexibility, low energy consumption and relatively safe
by-products, showing promising prospects in the treatment of wastewater containing chlorinated
organic pollutants [11–13].

Molecular hydrogen (H2) is the most widely employed hydrogen source for HDC [10,14–18].
However, the low H2 utilization efficiency caused by its very low solubility in water (0.84 mM, at 288
K and PH2 = 100 kPa) [19,20], and the low process safety associated with hydrogen gas usage [21,22],
may lead to some adverse influences during the treatment of wastewater on a large scale through HDC.
To overcome these drawbacks, other potential hydrogen sources, including isopropanol, hydrazine,
formic acid and formate, have been reported [19,20,23,24]. Formic acid, with high solubility in water,
has been proven to be a promising alternative hydrogen source of HDC [14,20].

The HDC of chlorinated organic compounds are generally performed in a conventional batch
reactor with a powder Pd catalyst [11,25–28]. A high formic acid (FA) consumption (FA/substrate
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molar ratio ≥35:1) and relatively long reaction time (tens of minutes or several hours) is required for a
high dechlorination of the substrate during HDC, as FA is utilized to provide hydrogen [14,19,20,23].
Furthermore, the inherent difficulty of scale-up is still a challenge during the industrial application of
a batch reactor system [29,30]. The application of a small-scale continuous flow reactor (micro reactor)
system may offer some advantages, especially for heterogeneous catalytic reactions such as HDC,
over a conventional batch reactor system [29]. The micro reactor, with short diffusion paths and large
interfacial areas, can provide efficient mixing and fast mass transfer during HDC, contributing to the
achievement of desired outcomes (e.g., high dechlorination, low FA consumption and short reaction
cycle) [30–32]. Scaling up a continuous reactor system is also generally easier than scaling up a batch
reactor system [30,33,34]. Thus, it is interesting to develop a new micro reactor system for HDC in
continuous flow.

A carbon nanotube (CNT)-Ni foam-supported Pd catalyst has been found to be an excellent
catalyst candidate for HDC [35]. Notably, this monolithic Pd/CNT-Ni foam composite catalyst can
also be utilized as a micro reactor, due to its highly porous channel with a micrometer size and
well-dispersed active Pd catalyst on the surface of the micro channel. Herein, we report the usage of a
micro reactor system for conducting HDC in continuous flow for the first time. Our aim is to develop
a new micro reactor system possessing a high catalytic HDC performance. The Pd/CNT-Ni foam
micro reactor system was configured and its HDC of CPs was evaluated in detail by using the safe and
efficient formic acid as a hydrogen source. Finally, the long-term deactivation and regeneration of the
Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor were investigated.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Catalyst Characterization

Figure 1 presents Field emission scanning electron microcopy (FESEM) results of the Pd/CNT-Ni
foam micro reactor. A highly porous Ni foam skeleton with irregular micro channels of about
150–500 µm in size (Figure 1a) was found in this monolithic micro reactor. Uniformly dispersed
Pd nanoparticles were observed on the CNT surface of the fresh Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor, and
their amount increased significantly with the Pd loading (Figure 1b,c). The micro reactors were used
for 76 h and deactivated with a high-concentration phenol solution, following which similar organic
layers were observed on the Pd catalyst surface (Figure 1d,e). After regeneration treatment, the organic
layer covered on the Pd catalyst surface disappeared (Figure 1f), indicating an efficient removal of the
absorbed organic layer from the catalyst surface during regeneration.
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Figure 1. Field emission scanning electron microcopy (FESEM) images of 0.5 wt.% fresh (a,c),
0.2 wt.% fresh (b), 0.5 wt.% used (d), 0.5 wt.% deactivated with phenol (e) and 0.5 wt.% regenerated
(f) Pd/carbon nanotube (CNT)-Ni foam micro reactors. The inset in (a) is the photograph of the
Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor.
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The fresh and used Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactors were also investigated by TEM/HRTEM.
Figure 2a shows that the Pd particles were well dispersed in a fresh Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor,
which is consistent with the FESEM observation. The average particle size was about 2.68 nm
(Figure 2c). The nanoparticle composition was confirmed to be metal Pd by the HRTEM results
and the corresponding fast Fourier transform (FFT). The lattice plane with the interplanar distance
of 2.26 Å and its corresponding FFT pattern, assigned to the (111) plane of the face-centered cubic
(fcc) Pd, are presented in Figure 2e [36,37]. The Pd particle characteristics including dispersion, size
distribution and composition in the used micro reactor (Figure 2b,d,f) are almost the same as those
presented in the fresh micro reactor, revealing the excellent stability of Pd particles during HDC.
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Figure 2. TEM (a,b) images and HRTEM (e,f) images of the fresh and used Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro
reactors, respectively. (c,d) The corresponding particle size distribution of (a,b). The insets in (e,f) are
the fast Fourier transform (FFT) patterns corresponding to the labeled regions.

2.2. HDC of 4-CP in Continuous Flow Micro Reactor and Packed Bed Reactor

For a comparison of the catalytic performance between the micro reactor and packed bed reactor,
the HDC evaluations were controlled at analogous reaction conditions, such as the same reactor volume
(about 4.8 mL), residence time and FA/substrate molar ratio. As shown in Figure 3, a significant
increase in dechlorination and decrease in 4-CP outlet concentration was observed when switching
from the packed bed reactor to the micro reactor. Desired outcomes (dichlorination >99.9%, 4-CP
outlet concentration <0.1 mg/L) of HDC was obtained in the micro reactor. With the reduction of the
FA/substrate molar ratio from 5:1 to 2:1, the enhancement of catalytic activity in the micro reactor
would be increased.

For HDC with the alternative hydrogen source of FA (a typical liquid–solid heterogeneous catalytic
process), the reaction rate depends on the concentration of the reactants (4-CP and FA) available on the
catalyst surface sites, which means that the observed catalytic activity is influenced by both the surface
hydrodechlorination reaction rate and the reactants’ mass transport rate from the liquid phase to the
catalyst surface [34,38]. In this work, the reaction scale is reasonable enough to be the main difference
between the micro reactor and packed bed reactor, because these two heterogeneous catalytic reactors
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possess the same catalyst characteristics, including active Pd loading (0.5 wt.%) and Pd particle size
(about 2.68 nm). Generally, the reduction of the reaction channel to a micro size is beneficial for
enhancing the mass transport rate of reactants significantly [29,31,32,39]. Therefore, a higher HDC
activity was exhibited by the micro reactor. In HDC, by using FA as a hydrogen source, a higher
FA concentration on catalyst surface sites is necessary to generate a sufficient Pd-H reactive species,
due to the incomplete FA decomposition during reaction [14,23]. A micro reactor with a very short
diffusion distance can undoubtedly improve the refill of FA on the catalyst surface, especially under
a low FA/substrate molar ratio. That is why the more obvious advantage of the micro reactor was
observed under a lower FA/substrate molar ratio.
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Figure 3. Hydrodechlorination (HDC) performance under 2:1 formic acid (FA)/substrate molar ratio
(a) and 5:1 FA/substrate molar ratio (b) in different continuous flow reactors. Reaction conditions:
residence time (3 min), Pd loading (0.5 wt.%), 4-chlorophenol concentration (1 mmol/L).

2.3. HDC of 4-CP in Micro Reactor with Different Pd Contents

Figure 4 shows 4-CP dechlorination in a continuous flow Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor with
different Pd contents. For the micro reactor without Pd, a very low dechlorination (<5%) of 4-CP was
found. A significant decrease of 4-CP dechlorination from 80.2% to 47.8% during the first 6 h was
presented by the micro reactor with 0.1 wt.% Pd. The catalytic activity and stability were obviously
enhanced by the increase of Pd loading from 0.1 to 0.5 wt.%. A very highly efficient and stable
HDC of 4-CP was exhibited by the micro reactor with 0.5 wt.% Pd. No significant changes of 4-CP
dechlorination and catalytic stability were observed with the further increase of Pd content in the
micro reactor from 0.5 to 2 wt.%.
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In the HDC mechanism (Scheme 1) [38], the CPs (4-CP) were adsorbed on the surface sites of
the Pd catalyst and consumed by the surface hydrodechlorination reaction, involving the adsorbed
atomic hydrogen and adsorbed CPs. The accumulation of 4-CP on the catalyst surface may occur,
as the surface reaction rate is very low. For the micro reactors with a lower Pd loading (less than
0.2 wt.%), the surface reaction rate is expected to be lower, due to the limited availability of active
Pd sites (Figure 1b). Jadbabaei et al. [38] reported the obvious catalytic deactivation caused by the
4-CP accumulation on the surface of a catalyst with a low Pd loading (<0.44 wt.%) during the HDC
of 4-CP. This phenomenon was also observed during our study. For the micro reactor with 0.1 wt.%
Pd, the 4-CP dechlorination decreased rapidly from 80.2% to 47.8%. The catalyst active surface sites
in the low Pd loading micro reactor were gradually covered by the accumulating 4-CP during the
reaction, resulting in the reduction of the HDC catalytic activity. Thus, the micro reactors with lower
Pd loadings (0.1 and 0.2 wt.%) present lower catalytic activity and stability. As the Pd loading in the
micro reactor increased, the surface reaction could be accelerated by the increase in active Pd sites
(Figure 1b,c) [40,41]. Additionally, the accumulation of 4-CP on the catalyst surface was alleviated or
even eliminated. Therefore, high catalytic activity (dechlorination >99.9%) and stability was exhibited
by the micro reactor with a relatively high Pd loading (≥0.5 wt.%).
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2.4. HDC of 4-CP in Micro Reactor under Different FA/Substrate Molar Ratios

The FA decomposition rate is considered to be slower than the hydrodechlorination rate
during HDC, although it can be stimulated by hydrodechlorination simultaneously [14,20]. A high
FA/substrate molar ratio is required to provide sufficient active adsorbed atomic hydrogen for a highly
efficient HDC process. The influence of the FA/substrate molar ratio on the dechlorination of 4-CP
during HDC in continuous flow Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor was evaluated. As shown in Figure 5,
the catalytic activity and stability were enhanced significantly with the increase of the FA/substrate
molar ratio from 1:1 to 5:1. The lower activity and stability under low FA/substrate molar ratios
(1:1 and 2:1) may also be attributed to the low 4-CP consumption rate on the catalyst surface caused
by the insufficiently active adsorbed atomic hydrogen under these conditions [19,38]. Notably, the
FA/substrate molar ratio required for the almost complete dechlorination of 4-CP during HDC in our
study was far less than that reported in other works [20,23].

2.5. The Longevity, Deactivation and Regeneration of Pd/CNT-Ni Foam Micro Reactor

An HDC durability test was conducted for the evaluation of long-term catalytic stability in a
continuous flow Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor. Figure 6a shows the 4-CP dechlorination as a function
of reaction time. The 4-CP dechlorination maintains a very high and stable value (≥99.9%) during the
initial 30 h. However, a gradual loss of catalytic activity with reaction time was observed after 30 h.
Only 60.9% dechlorination of 4-CP was found at the final 76th hour. The long-term deactivation of
HDC could occur in a continuous flow Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor.
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HCl poisoning, which may induce severe Pd leaching and the alteration of Pd particles through
corrosive action, has been widely reported as an important factor of Pd catalyst deactivation during
HDC [12,38,42,43]. In our study, the continuous flow operation in the micro reactor achieved a more
effective removal of HCl from the Pd catalyst surface, limiting the influences of HCl by-products
during HDC [44]. Additionally, Pd particles with excellent stability, which may result from the
strong interaction between the transition metal (Pd) atoms and sp2-hybridized carbon atoms [12,45],
is expected to be resistant to HCl poisoning during the very short residence time (3 min). These
inferences were supported by the Pd leaching measurement and TEM/HRTEM analysis. As illustrated
in Figure 6b, Pd leaching in the effluents of the micro reactor was very low (<0.05 ppm) and almost
undetectable (<0.01 ppm) after the 10th hour. The dispersion, distribution and composition of Pd
particles were also largely unchanged during 76 hours of reaction time (Figure 2). Therefore, the
influence of HCl poisoning on the catalytic stability was not significant during HDC in the Pd/CNT-Ni
foam micro reactor.

The fresh and used Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactors were further investigated by FESEM.
It was found that the Pd catalyst surface in the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactors was covered by
an organic layer after 76 h (Figure 1c,d). The used Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor was soaked in
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ethanol for 4 h to perform an organics partial desorption test. Many phenols (about 37.8 mg/L
in solution), the main product for the HDC of 4-CP, were detected. To confirm the role of phenol
accumulation on the deactivation of the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor, a deactivation experiment
with a high-concentration phenol solution (1 mol/L) treatment was carried out for 4 h. A similar
organic layer to that caused by phenol accumulation was observed on the catalyst surface of the
deactivated micro reactor (Figure 1e). According to the HDC performance results shown in Figure 7,
serious deactivation of the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor was observed. The 4-CP dechlorination
decreased remarkably from almost 100% to a very low level, less than 15%. Serious deactivation of
HDC induced by phenol accumulation on the Pd catalyst surface was also observed in the work of
Jadbabaei et. al. [38].
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Lastly, a deactivated Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor was regenerated for 3 h in an argon
atmosphere (20 mL/min flow rate) at 250 ◦C. An almost complete recovery of the HDC catalytic
activity was presented by the regenerated micro reactor (Figure 7), due to the efficient removal of the
absorbed phenol layer from the Pd catalyst surface during the regeneration process (Figure 1f). This
result demonstrated that the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor system can be regenerated efficiently
through a simple heating process, facilitating its practical application significantly.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Preparation of Pd/CNT-Ni Foam Micro Reactor (Pd/CNT-Ni Foam Composite Catalyst)

A detailed preparation of the Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor has been reported in the
literature [35]. The active Pd was introduced into the micro channel of a monolithic CNT-Ni
foam composite through the wetness incipient impregnation method. The pretreated CNT-Ni foam
composite (about 15 wt.% CNTs) was impregnated with an acetone solution, then calcined at 300 ◦C
for 2 h. Finally, the samples were reduced with 20 mL/min hydrogen flow at 300 ◦C for 2 h.

3.2. Catalytic Performance Evaluation

The HDC performance evaluations in micro reactors were carried out in a continuous flow
Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor system (Figure 8a) at room temperature and atmospheric pressure.
Seven pieces of 65 × 6 × 1.8 mm (L × W × H) Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor (about 1.5 g) were
embedded into the stainless steel reaction chamber (Figure 8b) to assemble the reactor system with
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two fixed stainless steel plates. The 4-CP (1 mmol/L) and FA aqueous solution with an appropriate
flow rate was made to flow into a micro reactor through a micro pump. The effluent liquid products of
the reactor were collected for further analysis.
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We also evaluated the HDC performance in a continuous flow packed bed reactor with
a Pd/CNT-Ni foam composite catalyst. Small pieces of Pd/CNT-Ni foam composite catalysts
(3 × 3 × 1.8 mm) were packed into a 100-mm length of quartz tubing (8 mm I.D.) to assemble the
packed bed reactor. The reagents aqueous solution was then pumped into the reactor, and the effluent
liquid products of the reactor were collected for further analysis.

The effluent liquid samples were analyzed by high-performance liquid chromatography
(HPLC) with a Zorbax XDB-C18 column (Agilent, USA) [1,12,35]. Inductively coupled plasma
mass-spectrometry (ICP-MS) was employed to measure the Pd contents in the effluents.

3.3. Catalyst Characterization

A JSM-4800F electron microscope (JEOL Ltd., Tokyo, Japan) was employed for the field emission
scanning electron microcopy (FESEM) analysis. To carry out transmission electron microscopy (TEM)
and high resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) on A JEOL-2100F electron microscope
(JEOL Ltd., Tokyo, Japan), the powder Pd/CNTs sample was prepared by separating it from the Ni
foam skeleton through hydrochloric acid (0.1 M) immersion and ultrasonic treatment. The tests of
Pd concentration in the effluents were conducted through Agilent 7500a (Agilent, USA) inductively
coupled plasma mass-spectrometry.

4. Conclusions

The HDC of CPs using FA as a hydrogen source was investigated for the first time in a continuous
flow micro reactor. A continuous flow Pd/CNT-Ni foam micro reactor system was developed for the
rapid and highly efficient HDC of CPs. This micro reactor system, providing a micro size reaction
channel (100–500 µm) and well-dispersed Pd nanoparticles (2.68 nm), exhibited a higher catalytic
activity of HDC compared with the conventional packed bed reactor.

The influences of the Pd content and FA/substrate molar ratio on HDC performance in a
continuous flow micro reactor were discussed. A very low FA/substrate molar ratio (5:1) and short
reaction time (3 min) were required to obtain the desired outcomes (dichlorination >99.9%, 4-CP outlet
concentration <0.1 mg/L) for a micro reactor with 0.5 wt.% Pd loading. Moreover, the long-term
deactivation of HDC, which can be mainly attributed to the phenol accumulation on the Pd catalyst
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surface, was observed. The catalytic activity deactivation of this micro reactor system can be almost
completely recovered by the efficient removal of the absorbed phenol layer from the Pd catalyst surface,
making it a promising candidate for the HDC of wastewater containing highly toxic chlorinated organic
pollutants and other Pd-catalyzed hydrogenation reactions.

This work shows that the usage of a micro reactor system is practicable and highly efficient for
HDC in continuous flow. Future plans involve the development of a new Pd-based micro reactor
system with designable structures and unique physical and chemical properties, which could remove
target contaminants and enable the in situ regeneration of active components simultaneously.
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