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ABSTRACT: Dissolved black carbon (BC) released from biochar can be one
of the more photoactive components in the dissolved organic matter (DOM)
pool. Dissolved BC was mainly composed of aliphatics and aromatics
substituted by aromatic C−O and carboxyl/ester/quinone moieties as
determined by solid-state nuclear magnetic resonance. It underwent 56% loss
of absorbance at 254 nm, almost complete loss of ﬂuorescence, and 30%
mineralization during a 169 h simulated sunlight exposure. Photoreactions
preferentially targeted aromatic and methyl moieties, generating CH2/CH/C
and carboxyl/ester/quinone functional groups. During irradiation, dissolved BC
generated reactive oxygen species (ROS) including singlet oxygen and
superoxide. The apparent quantum yield of singlet oxygen was 4.07 ± 0.19%,
2−3 fold higher than many well-studied DOM. Carbonyl-containing structures
other than aromatic ketones were involved in the singlet oxygen sensitization.
The generation of superoxide apparently depended on electron transfer reactions mediated by silica minerals in dissolved BC, in
which phenolic structures served as electron donors. Self-generated ROS played an important role in the phototransformation.
Photobleaching of dissolved BC decreased its ability to further generate ROS due to lower light absorption. These ﬁndings have
signiﬁcant implications on the environmental fate of dissolved BC and that of priority pollutants.

■

INTRODUCTION
Black carbon (BC) is the refractory carbonaceous residue
generated from incomplete combustion of biomass and fossil
fuel. Owing to its massive annual production and recalcitrant
nature, BC plays a key role in the global carbon budget.1,2
Dissolved BC, which is the water-soluble fraction of BC, can be
readily mobilized from soils by inﬁltration and surface runoﬀ.
Globally, dissolved BC accounts for 10% of the riverine ﬂux of
dissolved organic carbon, being an important terrestrial BC
input to oceans.3 It comprises 5−7% of coastal oceanic
dissolved organic matter (DOM) and >2% of oceanic DOM.4,5
The photochemistry of DOM has been extensively studied and
was found to be important in many aspects of aquatic
environmental chemistry.6 As an important constituent of the
DOM pool,3−5 the photochemistry of dissolved BC is expected
to be important for understanding its own fate and that of
priority pollutants.
A few studies have investigated the photochemistry of
dissolved BC.7−11 Dissolved BC in Congo River water
(identiﬁed by Fourier transform ion cyclotron resonance
mass spectrometryFT-ICR MS) was more photolabile than
other structural components in DOM, with an almost complete
loss during a 57-day simulated sunlight irradiation.7 Consis© 2015 American Chemical Society

tently, oceanic dissolved BC, as quantiﬁed by benzene
poly(carboxylic acid) markers, was found to undergo photodegradation faster than oceanic colored DOM.8 A recent study
investigated the phototransformation/mineralization of dissolved and particulate BC released from biomass-derived BC
(i.e., biochar).9 The dissolved BC was more susceptible to
phototransformation than particulate BC. The condensed
aromatics in dissolved BC identiﬁed by FT-ICR MS were
preferentially degraded during photoreactions, mainly yielding
partially oxidized products. During sunlight exposure, the
molecular weight distribution of dissolved BC shifted to lower
ranges owing to the photodecomposition of high molecular
weight fractions.9,11 However, solar irradiation was found to
induce the production of BC-like molecules from terrestrial
DOM in the presence of iron.10 This photochemical process
potentially led to an annual ﬂux of photoproduced BC to
sediments equivalent to the ﬂux of dissolved BC to the ocean.
FT-ICR MS analysis provided the molecular masses and
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h and neutralized with 1 M NaOH. The residual salts were
removed by dialysis using dialysis bags (1000 Da, Union
Carbide, U.S.A.).16 The demineralization procedure was
repeated twice and the resulting sample was freeze-dried and
harvested as demineralized dissolved BC. To probe the role of
carbonyl-containing structures in the photochemistry of
dissolved BC, reduction reaction was carried out using
NaBH4 to reduce carbonyl groups of aliphatic and aromatic
ketones/quinones to alcohols, phenols, and hydroquinones17
based on procedure modiﬁed from a previous study.18 50 mL of
400 mg/L dissolved BC was sparged with N2 for 30 min.
NaBH4 was added into the solution at a mass ratio of NaBH4/
dissolved BC = 10:1. The mixture was stirred at 200 rpm and
sparged with N2 for 3 h. Then, the pH of the solution was
lowered to 5.0 using HCl and sparged with air for 1 h to
quench the excess NaBH4. The resulting sample was diluted to
200 mg/L, adjusted to pH 7.0, and stored overnight before the
experiments.
Photochemical Experiments. Production of 1O2, O2−,
and ·OH was quantiﬁed using probe molecule FFA, XTT, and
TPA, respectively. For most experiments, 100 mL of 100 mg/L
dissolved BC solution (corresponding to 14.46 mg C/L) with a
respective probe molecule was magnetically stirred at 200 rpm
in a 250 mL cylindrical quartz cell equipped with a watercirculating jacket. The reaction temperature was maintained at
20 ± 0.1 °C by a water circulating temperature control system
(DC0506, Shanghai FangRui Instrument Co., Ltd., China). The
solutions were irradiated from the top by a xenon lamp (CELHXF300, AULTT, China) with an output energy of 50 W at a
distance of 0.2 m (see Figure S1a for the details about
experimental setup). The lamp spectrum was collected using a
spectrometer USB2000+ (Ocean Optics, FL, U.S.A.), which
was similar to that of natural sunlight (Figure S1b). The
irradiation energy at the water surface was 25.3 mW/cm−2 in
the range of 290−400 nm, equivalent to 5.8 sun power.19
Sample aliquots of 0.5 mL were withdrawn periodically from
the reactor during the irradiation for analysis. The solution pH
was 7.2 ± 0.3 without any adjustment. Solutions containing
ROS probe molecules without dissolved BC were irradiated
under the same condition as blank controls. Experiments were
also carried out in the dark as dark controls. For experiments
using demineralized and photobleached dissolved BC, ROS
measurements were conducted in a 40 mL glass bottle with 20
mL of 30 mg/L demineralized dissolved BC solution
(corresponding to 14.38 mg C/L, at pH of 6.95) or 100 mg/
L photobleached dissolved BC which was immersed in a watercirculating bath at 20 ± 0.1 °C. A parallel sample with 20 mL of
100 mg/L original dissolved BC was irradiated at the same
experiment conditions for comparison. A summary of
experimental conditions can be found in Table S1.
Singlet oxygen (1O2) formation was quantiﬁed by monitoring
the loss of FFA as described previously.20,21 FFA was added to
dissolved BC solutions at an initial concentration of 0.2 mM.
During the irradiation, the remaining FFA in the solutions was
measured using an HPLC (Agilent 1100, Agilent Technologies,
U.S.A.) with a Zorbax Eclipse SB-C18 column (Agilent) and
the detection wavelength was 220 nm. The mobile phase was
30% acetonitrile/70% 0.1 wt % phosphoric acid. The steadystate concentration and apparent quantum yield of 1O2 was
determined according to previously reported methods (see
details in the Supporting Information, SI).22 The formation of
XTT formazan from XTT (at an initial concentration of 0.05
mM) was used to quantify superoxide (O2−).23,24 XTT

allowed the comparison of compound types in diﬀerent
dissolved BC samples. However, this technique is qualitative
to semiquantitative due to the large variation in ionization
eﬃciencies of diﬀerent molecules.12 Our understanding of the
quantitative structural changes of dissolved BC during solar
irradiation and the underlying mechanism is still limited. Solidstate nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) is a suitable
technique for quantitative investigations of the DOM structure.
However, it has not been used to study the phototransformation of dissolved BC. Reactive oxygen species
(ROS) are highly reactive phototransients which promote the
indirect photodegradation/transformation of organic contaminants and DOM.6,13 To date, the ability of dissolved BC to
generate ROS is still unknown.
In the present study, we investigated the phototransformation process of dissolved BC leached from bamboo biomassderived biochar under simulated sunlight and its ability to
generate ROS. Our objectives were to (1) quantify the
photoinduced structural changes of dissolved BC, and (2)
characterize ROS generation by dissolved BC and the role of
self-generated ROS in the phototransformation process. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the ﬁrst study to evaluate ROS
generation of dissolved BC and to provide quantitative
information regarding its photoinduced structural changes
using 13C solid-state NMR.

■

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Materials. Furfuryl alcohol (FFA, 98%), 2,3-bis(2-methoxy4-nitro-5-sulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium-5-carboxanilide (XTT, >
90%), sodium borohydride (NaBH4, > 98%), terephthalic acid
(TPA, 98%), sodium azide (>99.5%), phenol (>99%), and
superoxide dismutase (SOD, from bovine erythrocytes) were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich, U.S.A. Deuteroxide (D2O, 99.8
atom % D) was purchased from Tokyo Chemical Industry,
Japan. Deionized water (18.2 MΩ·cm resistivity at 25 °C)
produced by an ELGA Labwater system (PURELAB Ultra,
ELGA LabWater Global Operations, U.K.) was used in all the
experiments.
Preparation of Dissolved BC. BC was prepared from
bamboo shavings collected from Lishui, Zhejiang Province,
China. The biomass was pulverized into ﬁne powder using a
high-speed pulverizer (FW 100, Tianjin Taisite Instrument,
China) and pyrolyzed in a muﬄe furnace under oxygen-limited
conditions. The pyrolysis temperature was programed to
increase from 20 to 400 °C in 2 h and maintain at 400 °C
for another 3 h. The resulting BC was further ground to pass a
100-mesh sieve. Our previous study suggests that dissolved BC
can be readily released from bulk BC by stirring in water.14 30 g
BC was mixed with 500 mL deionized water in a 1000 mL glass
beaker. The mixture was sonicated in a bath sonicator (KH800TDB, Kunshan Hechuang Ultrasonic Instrument, China) at
100 W for 30 min to achieve the extensive release of dissolved
BC. It was then ﬁltered through 0.45-μm membranes (Pall,
U.S.A.). The residue retained on the membrane was collected
and subjected to another round of sonication and ﬁltration.
After three cycles of sonication extraction, dissolved BC
solution (i.e., the ﬁltrate passing through 0.45-μm membranes)
was collected and freeze-dried. The resulting dissolved BC
powder was stored in a desiccator at room temperature prior to
use.
Part of the dissolved BC was demineralized using a previous
described procedure.15 Brieﬂy, dissolved BC powder was
treated with 1 M HCl and 1 M HF mixture (w:v, 1:10) for 4
1219
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formazan was measured using a UV-6100 double beam
spectrophotometer (Mapada, China) at 475 nm. The extinction
coeﬃcient of XTT formazan is 23800 M−1cm−1.24 The loss of
TPA was used to quantify the production of hydroxyl radical (·
OH).25 TPA stock solution was made in 2 mM NaOH and
ﬁltered through a 0.45-μm membrane. The initial concentration
of TPA in the dissolved BC solutions was 0.5 mM. The
concentration of TPA was quantiﬁed by HPLC using a mobile
phase of 30% acetonitrile/70% 0.1 wt % phosphoric acid and
detection wavelength of 254 nm.
Phototransformation Experiments. Phototransformation experiments were carried out in the same irradiation
setup as described above. 100 mL of 100 mg/L dissolved BC
was exposed to the simulated sunlight in a 250 mL cylindrical
cell at 20 °C. The phototransformation kinetics of dissolved BC
was monitored by UV−vis and ﬂuorescence spectroscopy. The
absorption spectral slopes, S275−295 and S350−400, and slope
ratios, SR, were calculated according to the procedure described
in a previous study.26 The ﬂuorescence excitation−emission
matrix (EEMs) spectrum was collected on a F-7000
ﬂuorescence spectrophotometer by scanning excitation wavelengths from 200 to 600 nm and detecting the emission
ﬂuorescence between 200 and 600 at 5 nm interval. The
photomineralization kinetics was examined by total organic
carbon (TOC) measurements (multi N/C 3100, ANALYTIKJENA, Germany). To explore the role of self-generated
ROS in the photochemical transformation of dissolved BC,
ROS scavengers including sodium azide and SOD were used to
quench speciﬁc ROS in the inhibition experiments. D2O was
used to probe the role of 1O2 by extending its lifetime.
NMR Analysis. For solid-state NMR analysis, 100 mL of
1000 mg/L dissolved BC was irradiated in a 250 mL cylindrical
cell at 20 °C for 288 h (12 days). The original and irradiated
dissolved BC were both freeze-dried and characterized by
quantitative 13C multiple Cross-Polarization/Magic Angle
Spinning (multiCP/MAS) NMR. The NMR spectra were
acquired on a Bruker AVANCE III 400 NMR spectrometer
(Bruker, Massachusetts, U.S.A.) at a spinning speed of 14 kHz
and a 90° 13C pulse-length of 4 μs. The nonprotonated and
mobile carbon in dissolved BC was further diﬀerentiated using
multiCP/MAS with recoupled dipolar dephasing technique
(multiCP/MAS/DD).27,28 The recycle delay was set to be 0.5 s
and the dipolar dephasing time was 60 μs.28

Figure 1. (a) UV spectra of 100 mg/L dissolved BC under simulated
sunlight irradiation and (b) phototransformation kinetics of 100 mg/L
dissolved BC monitored by absorption at 254 nm.

■

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Dissolved BC Underwent Phototransformation under
Simulated Sunlight. The phototransformation kinetics of
dissolved BC under simulated sunlight was monitored using
UV−vis and ﬂuorescence spectrometers (Figure 1 and 2).
Sunlight irradiation led to a decrease in absorbance with
increasing exposure time over the entire range of the UV
spectrum (Figure 1a). The phototransformation kinetics was
examined by plotting the absorbance at 254 nm (A254) as a
function of exposure time (Figure 1b). The A254 decreased with
increasing exposure time, with a 56% reduction in 169 h. The
phototransformation followed ﬁrst-order kinetics (R2 = 0.97).
The pseudo-ﬁrst-order model reaction rate constant was 3.7 ×
10−3 h−1 (half-life of 187 h). Spectral ratios, spectral slopes, and
slope ratios were often used to interpret structural information
from the UV−vis spectra of DOM and were tentatively used for
dissolved BC (Figures S2−S6). The E2/E3 of dissolved BC (i.e.,
the UV absorbance at 254 nm divided by that at 365 nm)
gradually increased from 5.47 to 11.69 during 169 h irradiation

(Figure S2). Meanwhile, the slope ratio of dissolved BC, SR,
increased from 1.14 to 2.40 (Figure S5). The overall trend of
E 2 /E 3 and S R collectively indicated that the colored
components in dissolved BC changed from high molecular
weight compounds to low molecular weight compounds.26,29,30
This is in agreement with previous studies on the photobleaching of DOM.9,26,31 The E4/E6 ratios (the ratio of
absorption at 465 to 665 nm) of dissolved BC was found to
decrease with irradiation time, indicating the decrease of its
aromaticity (Figure S6).32
The original EEM spectrum of dissolved BC had a strong
peak at excitation/emission wavelength pair of Ex 320 nm/Em
420 nm, which is commonly associated with the presence of
humic acid-like compounds (Figure 2a).33 This peak was also
found in the EEM spectra of dissolved BC derived from a
biomass mixture of tealeaf willow and feather moss.9 The EEM
spectra of dissolved BC observed here were simpler than that of
common DOM which often contained peaks in several EEM
1220
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Figure 2. Fluorescence excitation emission matrices of 100 mg/L dissolved BC (a) before and (b) after 169 h simulated sunlight irradiation; and (c)
phototransformation kinetics of 100 mg/L dissolved BC monitored by Ex/Em 320 nm/420 nm.

regions,33 indicating its less complex ﬂuorophore components.
Figure 2b clearly shows that the original ﬂuorescence was
almost completely removed after 169 h irradiation. The
intensity of the EEM peak reduced with increasing irradiation
time, with a sharp decrease in the ﬁrst 26 h and a 96%
reduction in 169 h (Figure 2c). The half-life of the
phototransformation of dissolved BC determined by ﬂuorescence indicators was about 19 h, much shorter than that
determined by UV−vis indicators. Similarly, previous studies
suggested that the ﬂuorescent fulvic and humic aromatic
structures of various DOM were preferentially degraded under
solar irradiation.34 Meanwhile, only 30% of dissolved BC was
found to be mineralized during 169 h irradiation as indicated by
the TOC measurements (Figure S7). Thus, dissolved BC
mainly underwent phototransformation rather than complete
photomineralization under sunlight, in line with previous
ﬁndings.9
Structure of Dissolved BC was Signiﬁcantly Altered
by Simulated Sunlight Exposure. Structural changes of
dissolved BC during the simulated sunlight exposure were
investigated using quantitative solid-state 13C multiCP/MAS/
DD NMR (Figure 3). The spectrum of dissolved BC contained
sharp and well-resolved peaks, which were diﬀerent from the
broad bands in the spectra of DOM caused by the overlay of
signals from various moieties, indicating its relative simple
structure (Figure 3a). The spectrum was separated into
following regions:35 7−22 ppm, methyl; 22−50 ppm, CH2,
CH, or C in aliphatics; 50−90 ppm, O- or N-alkyl; 90−150
ppm, aromatic carbon; 150−165 ppm, aromatic C−O in

phenolic or aromatic C−O−C groups; 165−190 ppm, C=O in
N−C=O, carboxyl, ester, or quinone; 190−220 ppm, C=O in
ketone, quinone, or aldehyde. The composition of functional
moieties in dissolved BC samples as determined by NMR were
summarized in Table 1. The peaks at 18.8 and 25.2 ppm were
assigned to CH3 groups and −(CH2)n− moieties. These
moieties were mobile/ﬂexible as their signals were preserved
after recoupled dipolar dephasing.36 The peak at 128.3 ppm
was the characteristic signal of aromatic rings. It is worth noting
that as there was little signal of NCH (44−64 ppm) of amide35
in the spectrum, the bonds between 165 and 190 ppm should
be ascribed to C=O in carboxyl/ester/quinone. The peaks at
180.2 ppm might represent the carboxyls. There was little signal
in the 50−90 ppm and 190−220 ppm regions, suggesting
minimal presence of O/N-alkyl, ketone, or aldehyde structures
in dissolved BC. Thus, the original dissolved BC was mainly
comprised of aromatics substituted by aromatic C−O moieties
and C=O in carboxyl/ester/quinone, as well as mobile/ﬂexible
aliphatics.
After irradiation, the structure of dissolved BC changed
substantially (Figure 3b, Table 1). The aromatic carbon in
dissolved BC reduced from 43.7% to 35.0%, leading to the
decrease of the aromaticity (aromatic and aromatic C−O
carbon) from 49.2% to 40.9%. This was in line with the E4/E6
data of the UV−vis spectra. The peak for methyl at 18.8 ppm
was eliminated after irradiation. However, CH2/CH/C in
aliphatics increased from 15.1% to 20.4%; aromatic C−O
slightly increased from 5.5% to 5.9%; and C=O in carboxyl/
ester/quinone increased from 32.4% to 35.8%. The multiCP/
1221
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Figure 3. Quantitative solid-state 13C multiCP/MAS NMR sepctra (thin lines) and multiCP/MAS after recoupled dipolar dephasing (thick lines) of
dissolved BC samples (a) before and (b) after 288 h simulated sunlight irradiation.

Table 1. Composition of Functional Groups (in % of total C) in Dissolved BC Obtained by Quantitative 13C multiCP/MAS
NMRa
7−22

22−50

50−90

90−150

moieties location (ppm)

CH3

CH2/CH/C

O/N-alkyl

C−C

original dissolved BC
irradiated dissolved BC

3.4
2.9

15.1
20.4

N.D.
N.D.

29.0
25.8

aromatic

a

150−165

165−190

190−220

CH

aromatic C−O

carboxyl/ester/quinone

ketone/quinone/aldehyde

14.7
9.2

5.5
5.9

32.4
35.8

N.D.
N.D.

aromatic

N.D. represents non-detectable.

dissolved BC. Fast FFA degradation was observed in the
presence of dissolved BC under sunlight, with a 93% loss in an
8-h period. The pseudosteady-state concentration, [1O2]ss, was
calculated to be 1.46 ± 0.07 × 10−12 M. The apparent quantum
yield Φsinglet oxygen was calculated to be 4.07 ± 0.19%.
Meanwhile, the Φsinglet oxygen for Suwannee River humic acid
measured in this work was 1.57% (Figure S8), close to that
reported in earlier studies.39,40 The apparent quantum yield of
dissolved BC was higher than that of many well-studied DOM,
including Suwannee River humic acid (1.38 ± 0.08% and 1.60
± 0.08%),37,38 Suwannee River fulvic acid (1.85 ± 0.15% and
2.11 ± 0.31%),39,40 Suwannee River natural organic matter
(2.02 ± 0.23% and 1.81%),22,40 Nordic aquatic humic acid
(1.18%),22 Nordic aquatic fulvic acid (2.03%),22 Nordic DOM
(2.48%),22 and Pony lake fulvic acid (1.34 ± 0.09%).39 Thus,
dissolved BC is one of the more photoactive components in the
DOM pool in terms of generating 1O2.
Previous studies of DOM photochemistry suggested that 1O2
production occurred through energy transfer from DOM
triplets, 3DOM*, to O2.22 Several studies suggested that there
was a positive correlation between the E2/E3 ratio of DOM and
its Φsinglet oxygen.18,22,40 The E2/E3 of dissolved BC was 5.47,
higher than commonly studied DOM (3.06−4.77).40 The high
E2/E3 of dissolved BC likely indicates its lower molecular
weight as compared with other DOM30 and consequently less
intramolecular charge transfer,22 resulting in enhanced
quantum yield of 3DOM* and consequently the higher
Φsinglet oxygen. The 1O2 generating chromophores in DOM
were suggested to be mainly aromatic ketones, quinones, and
aromatic amino acids.18,41,42 The presence of aromatic amino
acids in dissolved BC was minimal due to the lack of signals of
NCH in amide (44−64 ppm)35 in the NMR spectrum. To
assess the role of carbonyl-containing structures in the
generation of 1O2, dissolved BC was treated with borohydride
(NaBH4) to preferentially reduce carbonyl-containing struc-

MAS/DD spectrum suggests that the original dissolved BC
contained 14.7% protonated aromatic carbon, while the
irradiated sample only contained 9.2%. This was caused by
both the substitution of carboxyl/ester/quinone groups on the
aromatic rings and the ring cleavage. The nonprotonated
aromatic carbons also decreased from 29.0% to 25.8%,
indicating the breakdown of aromatic regions. These results
suggest that photoreactions preferentially degraded aromatic
structures and methyl groups, generating CH2/CH/C in
aliphatics, and C=O in carboxyl/ester/quinone. The preferential degradation of aromatics was qualitatively consistent with
previous DOM studies using FT-ICR MS technique.7,9,37 The
result was also generally in line with an X-ray absorption
spectroscopy study which suggested that DOM lost aromatic/
unsaturated carbon and gained carboxyl and O-alkyl carbon
during solar irradiation in the presence of iron.10 It was
consistent with our UV−vis and ﬂuorescence data as many
chromophores and ﬂuorophores contain aromatic structures.38
The increase of aliphatics can be attributed to both the selective
preservation and the generation of new aliphatics. Helms et al.
suggested that the alkyl structures in DOM were resistant to
both direct and indirect photodegradation.31 Our data indicate
that among alkyl structures, the methyl was preferentially
degraded. Other alkyls were either relatively resistant to
photodegradation or produced in photoreactions which
compensated their loss. Photoproduced aliphatics were
previously identiﬁed during the phototransformation of
DOM,31 while its origin was not clear. Our data suggest that
new CH2/CH/C could be generated from the oxidation of
methyl groups and the cleavage of aromatics.
Dissolved BC Eﬃciently Produced 1O2 and O2− under
Simulated Sunlight. The ROS generated by dissolved BC
was quantiﬁed using probe molecules. Figure 4a presents the
FFA concentration, the 1O2 probe, as a function of irradiation
time. FFA was stable in dark as well as under sunlight without
1222
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of irradiation time. No XTT formazan was formed in dark
conditions and under sunlight without dissolved BC. XTT
transformation was observed in the presence of dissolved BC
under sunlight, indicating the generation of O2−. The
generation rate of O2− was 1.2 × 10−9 M s−1 in the ﬁrst 3 h
of the experiment (R2 = 0.99). The generation of O2− by DOM
is often attributed to the electron transfer between excited
DOM and oxygen or the reduction of 1O2 by electron donors
in DOM.22,44,45 In this work, the latter mechanism can be ruled
out due to the fact that demineralized dissolved BC generated
signiﬁcant amount of 1O2 but little O2− (Figure 5). The
phenolic groups were previously identiﬁed as active moieties in
DOM for O2− generation.39 Dissolved BC contained signiﬁcant
amount of phenolic carbon as part of aromatic CO moieties
which could be responsible for O2− generation. However,

Figure 4. (a) FFA loss, representing 1O2 generation, and (b) XTT
formazan production, representing O2− generation as a function of
irradiation time with and without 100 mg/L dissolved BC (DBC)/
NaBH4-reduced dissolved BC (reduced DBC) and simulated sunlight.
Error bars represent ± one standard deviation from the average of
triplicate tests.

tures of aliphatic and aromatic ketones/quinones to alcohols,
phenols, and hydroquinones.17,43 The reduced dissolved BC
had lower absorbance than the original sample due to the
destruction of charge transfer interactions within the molecules
(Figure S9), consistent with earlier studies.18,43 NaBH4-treated
dissolved BC generated less 1O2 (Figure 4a). Its Φsinglet oxygen
was 3.18%, lower than the original dissolved BC. These results
suggested that carbonyl-containing structures were involved in
the generation of 1O2. It is worth noting that aromatic ketones
played a minimal role in this case due to the fact that dissolved
BC had little aromatic ketones (Table 1). However,
chromophores other than carbonyl-containing structures are
also important as NaBH4-treated dissolved BC still generate
signiﬁcant amount of 1O2.
Figure 4b shows the formation of XTT formazan, which is
the product of reactions between XTT and O2−, as a function

Figure 5. (a) FFA loss, representing 1O2 generation, and (b) XTT
formazan production, representing O2− generation as a function of
irradiation time in the presence of 100 mg/L (14.38 mg C/L)
dissolved BC (DBC), 14.46 mg C/L demineralized dissolved BC, 100
mg/L dissolved BC after 24 h sunlight irradiation (photobleached
DBC), and 50 mg/L minerals under simulated sunlight.
1223
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phenol-like structures alone did not lead to O2− generation,
which will be discussed in detail in the following section. There
was no signiﬁcant degradation of TPA, the ·OH probe, during 8
h of irradiation, indicating little ·OH formation by dissolved BC
(Figure S10).
Elemental analysis suggests that our dissolved BC sample
contained 48.2% minerals which could be involved in the ROS
generation. The major elements in the minerals were potassium
and silicon as determined by X-ray ﬂuorescence measurement
(Table S1). In order to further clarify this issue, demineralized
dissolved BC was subjected to ROS generation tests. Figure 5
compares the ROS generation by dissolved BC, demineralized
dissolved BC, photobleached dissolved BC, and organic-free
minerals. The pseudo-ﬁrst-order FFA degradation rate
constants of demineralized and photobleached dissolved BC
were normalized by the photon absorption ratio, Ra/
Ra,original dissolved BC (see details in the SI), to take account of
changes of light absorption after the treatments. Demineralized
dissolved BC generated signiﬁcant amount of 1O2. The
normalized pseudo-ﬁrst-order FFA degradation rate constant
in demineralized dissolved BC solution was 0.43 h−1, lower
than that in original dissolved BC, 0.95 h−1. However, no O2−
formation was observed for demineralized dissolved BC. Thus,
the minerals played two possible roles in the O2− generation:
(1) the minerals could be photoactive and generated all O2−; or
(2) the generation of O2− by dissolved BC depended on the
synergy between the organic carbon and minerals. To further
test these two hypotheses, organic-free minerals in dissolved
BC were isolated by heat treatment of BC at 600 °C in air for 6
h which removed organic carbon. As shown in Figure 5, the
minerals were photoactive, which could be attributed to its
silica constituents.25 They generated very small amount of 1O2,
but signiﬁcant amount of O2−. However, the O2− generated by
dissolved BC was much higher than the sum of demineralized
dissolved BC and minerals, indicating a synergistic eﬀect. We
postulate that the minerals formed charge transfer complex
([D, A], [D]/electron donor, [A]/electron acceptor) with
organic carbon, which enhanced the formation of ion radical
pair, [D•+, A•−], upon light irradiation. The rich phenol-like
structures in organic carbon most likely served as [D];41 and
the minerals served as [A]. [D•+, A•−] could further form
charge separated pair D•+ and A•−, which subsequently
transferred electrons to O2 to form O2−. To test our hypothesis,
phenol was used as a model electron donor to investigate the
charge transfer process. Two new peaks at 235 and 288 nm
were observed on the diﬀerence spectrum of the phenol−
mineral mixture versus the sum of phenol and mineral spectra
(Figure S11). These peaks had wavelengths longer than the
characteristic absorbance of phenol (i.e., 209 and 270 nm),
indicating the formation of charge transfer complex [D, A]
between phenol and minerals. The mixture of 100 mg/L
phenol and 50 mg/L minerals was then subjected to simulated
sunlight exposure. The presence of phenol signiﬁcantly
enhanced the O2− generation by 19.6% (p < 0.05) as compared
with minerals alone. This suggests that photoinduced electron
transfer between the organic carbon and minerals in dissolved
BC could be one of the O2− generation mechanisms as
described in eqs 1−3:
[D, A] + hv → [D•+ , A•−]

(1)

[D•+ , A•−] → D•+ + A•−

(2)

A•− + O2 → A + O2−

(3)

The ability of dissolved BC to generate ROS was aﬀected by
the phototransformation/mineralization process and the
resulting structural changes. Dissolved BC after 24 h simulated
sunlight exposure (i.e., photobleached dissolved BC) generated
signiﬁcantly less 1O2 and O2− than the original sample as shown
in Figure 5. The normalized pseudo-ﬁrst-order FFA degradation rate constant in photobleached dissolved BC solution was
0.93 h−1, similar to that in the original dissolved BC, 0.95 h−1.
Thus, the decreased ROS generation by photobleached
dissolved BC could be mainly attributed to its lower light
absorption.
Self-Generated ROS Played an Important Role in the
Phototransformation. In order to further probe the role of
self-generated ROS in the phototransformation process,
inhibition experiments were carried out and the results were
summarized in Figure 6. Ten mM sodium azide was used to

Figure 6. Phototransformation percentages of 100 mg/L dissolved BC
under simulated sunlight in deionized water (control), 10 mM NaN3,
90% D2O, or 5 mg/L SOD after 24 h simulated sunlight exposure.
Error bars represent standard deviation of triplicates. The phototransformation rates were quantiﬁed using the reduction of absorption
at 300 nm. The * represents statistically diﬀerent values from the
control as tested by the Student’s t-test (p < 0.05).

scavenge 1O2. The presence of sodium azide reduced the
phototransformation by 10.8%, indicating the 1O2-mediated
oxidation of dissolved BC. In accord with this suggestion is the
result of the irradiation test in D2O. The phototransformation
was enhanced by 24.3% in D2O which increases the lifetime of
1
O2 due to the kinetic solvent isotope eﬀect.46 The interactions
between 1O2 and humic substances have been previously
reported.13,45 The reactions were suggested to mainly result in
incorporation of O atoms into humic substances,13,45 in line
with the NMR data and the relatively small change of TOC
during the irradiation. This is also consistent with a previous
study which suggests that dissolved BC is partially oxidized
during solar exposure, rather than photomineralized to CO2.9
The irradiation was then conducted in the presence of 5 mg/L
SOD, a known scavenger of O2−. The phototransformation of
dissolved BC was inhibited by 13.9%, indicating that O2− also
mediated the oxidation of dissolved BC. It was reported that
scavengers such as sodium azide were only eﬃcient in
quenching ROS in bulk solutions.47 ROS in DOM macromolecules, which are more important in phototransformation
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processes, are much higher than that in bulk solutions and less
aﬀected by scavengers.47 Therefore, the contribution of selfgenerated ROS to the phototransformation of dissolved BC
should be signiﬁcant higher than that predicted based on the
inhibition experiments.
Environmental Implications. Our results suggest that
dissolved BC, as an important component of the BC
continuum and the DOM pool, can eﬃciently generate 1O2
and O2− under solar irradiation. The apparent quantum yields
of 1O2 generation by dissolved BC were higher than many wellstudied DOM, indicating that it is a highly photoactive
components in the DOM pool. The ROS generated by
DOM is known to mediate the indirect photolysis of many
organic contaminants as well as the redox reactions of
metals.48,49 Thus, the photochemistry of dissolved BC will
have considerable implications on the environmental fate of
organic contaminants as well as the speciation of metals in
aquatic systems with high dissolved BC concentrations. Biochar
applications in agriculture and subsequent BC leaching may
lead to changes in the photoreactions of contaminants and
likely their adverse impacts in the ﬂooded ﬁelds and receiving
aquatic systems. Our results also indicate that phototransformation/mineralization could be an important pathway for
dissolved BC losses from surface waters and oceans. We
speculate that phototransformation makes dissolved BC more
susceptible to biotic and abiotic degradation processes owing to
the decreased aromaticity and methyl groups. The aforementioned photochemical processes of dissolved BC, namely ROS
generation and phototransformation, are intertwined. Reactions
with self-generated ROS was proven to be an important
phototransformation mechanism. Nevertheless, phototransformation of dissolved BC reduced its ability to further generate
ROS mainly due to decreased light absorption. Thus, its role in
the long term photoactivity of DOM still needs further
investigation.
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