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AbstractNickel nanoparticle (NiNPs)-doped carbon nanofiber (CNF) grafted with Rhodamine-B (RhB) dye (Ni-
CNF-RhB), was prepared and utilized as a colorimetric probe for detection and measurements of chromium (Cr3+) and
lead (Pb2+) metal ions in aqueous systems. An intense pink solution was obtained within 30 s on the exposure of the
colorless Ni-CNF-RhB probe to the metal ions (Cr3+ and Pb2+) solution. Briefly, the NiNPs-doped carbon beads were
synthesized and applied as a substrate to grow CNFs by chemical vapor deposition. The Ni-CNF-RhB colorimetric
probe exhibited fast response and selective determination towards Cr3+ and Pb2+ over the 0.1-10 ppm concentration
range of their respective solution pH. The developed probe also showed the pH-dependent colorimetric response,
thereby, selectivity determination of the metal ions. The detection limits of the colorimetric probe against Cr3+ and Pb2+

are 203 and 132 nM, respectively. The binding ability of the RhB-dye was augmented by CNF and NiNPs, while the
carbon beads provided support to CNF to help probe in detection application and its re-usability. The method to pre-
pare the colorimetric probe is simple, novel, selective, and the probe can be efficiently used for the fast detection
(naked eye) and measurements of toxic metal ions in aqueous systems.
Keywords: Carbon Nanofibers, Rhodamine Dye, Colorimetric, Sensor, Toxic Metals

INTRODUCTION

The contamination of groundwater with toxic metal ions is one
of the major environmental concerns. Metal ions such as chromium,
arsenic, lead, mercury, and cadmium are extremely harmful to liv-
ing organisms and are highly toxic even in parts per million (ppm)
or sub-ppm concentrations in water [1]. Moreover, these metal ions
initially present at trace levels [2], being non-biodegradable, these
metal ions gradually accumulate in natural water bodies, and can
eventually harm the living organisms through bioaccumulation. The
monitoring and early detection of these metal ions in aqueous sys-
tems is, therefore, vital because of their ecologically hazardous effects.
Various methods have been used for detecting and measuring them
in water, such as atomic absorption spectroscopy, inductively cou-
pled plasma emission spectroscopy, and high-performance liquid
chromatography [3]. Although these methods are accurate, they are
expensive, time-consuming and involve complex procedures. Fur-
ther, these methods are commonly suited for analyses in laborato-
ries and require adept hands. However, none of the probes developed
so far has completely fulfilled all the criteria. Therefore, there is a
strong need for developing a simple, fast, portable and cost-effective
probe for the detection and measurements of toxic metal ions in
water.

In view of these limitations, various research groups have devel-

oped fluorescent and colorimetric probes that can selectively respond
to the presence of metal ions in water [4]. Such probes have been
developed using different fluorescent agents, such as organic lumi-
nescent dye-metal complexes [5], carbon dots [6], organic chromo-
phore compounds [7,8], polymeric fibers [9], and, proteins [10].
Metal nanoparticles (MNPs)-based fluorescent and colorimetric
probes, such as AgNPs [11] and AuNPs [12,13] have also been used
for chemical and biological detection. Nonetheless, their response
time is relatively higher with the use of expensive metal NPs.

The colorimetric probes are effective, fast, and simple to use for
detecting heavy metal ions in water and recommended for field use.
Indeed, such probes have been widely used for determining differ-
ent cations and anions in water [14,15]. The challenge in develop-
ing an effective colorimetric probe for detecting metal ions is to
identify an appropriate combination of inexpensive metal and dye
with strong binding, capable of producing sufficiently intense color
for naked-eye detection and is also definitively selective and sensitive.

Rhodamine (RhB) dye is extensively used as a colorimetric and
fluorescence labeling reagent because of its excellent spectroscopic
properties, including long absorption and emission wavelengths,
large absorption coefficient, and high fluorescence quantum yield
[16]. The mechanism of sensing metal ions by the RhB-based devices
is structural change between the different RhB derivatives. For exam-
ple, the spirolactam form of RhB is colorless and non-fluorescent,
whereas its metal-induced open ring amide form has strong absorp-
tion within the visible range, displaying strong fluorescence emis-
sion and color [16-18]. However, RhB cannot be directly used for
sensing applications since it is itself a colored dye. Upon directly
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contacting even in fresh water without metal ions, it dissolves quickly,
producing intense pink color. Therefore, a suitable support is re-
quired to fortify the dye in water, which can also facilitate controlled
leaching in the metal-laden water, producing color.

Carbon-based nanomaterials are the next generation of materi-
als for several environmental applications [19]. The significance of
these materials is in their distinct physicochemical characteristics,
such as large surface area and amenability to surface functionaliza-
tion [20-22]. In the present context, carbon nanotubes (CNTs) have
been used for analytical applications. The organic dye-modified
CNTs were developed by Ahmad et al. [23], for sensing metal ions,
with enhanced color intensity. Similarly, with an elaborate choice
available, nanomaterials have also been used for the detection of
heavy metal ions, with high selectivity and fast response, using elec-
trochemical techniques [24]. Although potentially attractive mate-
rials as sensors for metal ions, such nanomaterials must be effectively
attached to a suitable micron-sized substrate to be used in practi-
cal applications.

Recently, the micron-sized porous carbon beads [25] and car-
bon beads decorated with carbon nanofibers (CNFs) by the catalytic
chemical vapor deposition (CVD) technique [26-28] were devel-
oped as efficient materials for environmental remediation applica-
tions. These CNFs-decorated Ni-carbon beads (Ni-CNFs) are capable
of chemical modification of CNFs surfaces. NiNPs on the tip of the
fibers has been utilized as a fluorescence quencher. In the present
study, nickel catalyzed CNFs grown on carbon beads (~0.5 mm)
were grafted with RhB and used as an efficient colorimetric probe
for fast detection, and measurement of different toxic metal ions,
namely, Cr3+ and Pb2+ in water. The physicochemical properties of
the prepared materials were characterized, and the effects of pH and
metal ion concentrations (0.1-10 ppm) on the response of the pre-
pared Ni-CNF-RhB probe were determined.

The novelty of the present study is as follows. (1) CNF increase
the binding ability of the RhB, thereby, the formation of efficient
probes, (2) the presence of Ni on the surface of CNF has also en-
hanced the binding ability of the RhB, and (3) the carbon beads pro-
vide support of the CNF, which is beneficial for the probe during
application and its re-usability. Therefore, the present work lies in
the facile and fast naked eye determination of Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions
at very low concentration without the use of any sophisticated instru-
ment.

MATERIALS AND METHOD

1. Chemicals
Phenol, formaldehyde, triethylamine (TEA), hexamethylenete-

tramine (HMTA), polyvinyl alcohol (PVA), RhB and ethylenedi-
amine (EDA), Cr(NO3)3, Pb(NO3)2 salts were used as received. All
reagents were of high purity grade, and all samples were prepared
in Milli-Q water.
2. Synthesis of Activated Carbon Beads

Phenolic precursor beads were prepared as per the procedure
described in the previous study [22]. Briefly, beads were synthesiz-
ing a suspension polymerization. A mixture of phenol (50 g), form-
aldehyde (63 mL) and TEA (1.5 mL), used as a monomer, solvent,
and catalyst, respectively, was stirred for 8 h in a round bottom flask

at room temperature (~30 oC). Next, 200 mL of deionized water
(DI) was added to the flask. Hexamine (3.5 g), used as the cross-
linking agent, was added to the reaction mixture. The solution was
heated at the rate of 3 oC per min until the temperature of the mix-
ture was 100 oC. After 15 min, 3 g of PVA was added as a suspen-
sion stabilizing agent in the reaction mixture. A gel began to form
approximately 30 min after adding PVA. At the incipience of the
gel formation, Nickel nitrate (15% w/w of phenol) was added to the
mixture. The beads (~0.8 mm), produced approximately after 3 h,
were washed repeatedly with acetone, water, and methanol, and
then dried at room temperature.

The dried Ni-doped phenolic beads (Ni-PhBs) were kept in a
tubular horizontal reactor (30 mm diameter and 1,000 mm length),
installed in an electrical furnace, for carbonization and activation.
Carbonization was performed at 900 oC for 1h under an inert nitro-
gen atmosphere, whereas activation was performed using steam as
the activating agent at the same temperature for 1 h. After activa-
tion, the Ni-doped porous carbon beads (Ni-PhB-A) were pro-
duced. Approximately 40% of weight-loss was observed in the beads
during carbonization/activation, and the average particle diameter
decreased to ~0.5 mm.
3. The Growth of CNFs on Porous Carbon Beads

The carbon beads were subjected to reduction at 550 oC, using
H2 at 0.15 standard liters per min (slpm) flow rate. The Ni NPs,
produced in situ after reduction, served as the CVD catalyst for grow-
ing CNFs on the beads. Acetylene was used as the carbon source.
CVD was performed at 600 oC for 30 min, producing the Ni-
doped carbon beads decorated with the CNFs (Ni-CNF-PhB).
4. Grafting of Ni-CNF-PhB with RhB

Grafting was performed on ~1 g of Ni-CNF-PhB, using a mix-
ture of 0.5 g RhB, 50 mL ethanol and 10 mL EDA in a 100 mL flask.
The reaction mixture was stirred for 24 h. After washing, the pre-
pared materials (Ni-CNF-RhB) were stored at room temperature
and directly tested as the probes for the detection of metals in water.
5. Preparation of CNF-probes Using Different Metals

CNF-probes were also prepared using Zn and Fe metal NPs as
the CVD catalyst for the comparison purposes. First, carbon beads
were prepared for the in situ doped polymeric beads, based on the
same procedure that was earlier described for the synthesis of Ni-
PhBs. CNFs were grown on the beads by CVD, using Zn or Fe as
the catalyst, and the prepared Zn- and Fe-CNF-PhB were grafted
with RhB and tested as the probe. The synthesis conditions for
growing the CNFs using Fe and Ni, including impregnation, calci-
nation, reduction, and CVD are described in the studies of Talreja
et al. [26,27].
6. Absorbance Measurement

The absorbance of the metal salt solutions (Cr3+ and Pb2+) was
measured over 400-800 nm wavelength, using a UV-Vis spectro-
photometer (Carry 100, Varian, USA). The tests were performed on
~0.01 g of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB beads mixed in 10 mL metal
ion solutions. All tests were performed in triplicate to check the
reproducibility.

Fig. 1 shows the UV-Vis spectra and photograph of Cr3+ and
Pb2+ ions in aqueous solution at pH ~4.5 and 3.5, respectively. The
spectra are shown for the measurements performed for 10 ppm
metal solutions. In each case, maximum peak intensity was observed
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at 553 nm for all metals, and therefore, all measurements in this
study were performed at the 553 nm. The minimum absorbance
was 0.0346, which corresponded to 0.1 ppm. Maximum variation
in the reported absorbance in this study is less than ±10%.

The representative photograph (inset of Fig. 1) of the metal solu-
tions exposed to the prepared probe materials, along with the con-
trol. The DI water (without any metal ions) mixed with Ni-CNF-
RhB was used as the control, and it was colorless. The metal solu-
tions, however, turned pink when the beads (probe) were added,
and the color intensity varied depending on the metal concentra-
tions. The RhB derivatives with a closed ring structure are non-
fluorescent, whereas its open ring structure known as spirolactam
gives rise to an intense color. Only the Pb2+ and Cr3+ ions exhib-
ited color at solution pH, as is later discussed.

Calibration plots with different concentration ranges (0.1, 0.5, 1,
5, 10 ppm) were used to determine the limit of detection and limit
of quantification of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probes. The detec-
tion limit and quantitation limit were calculated by using a linear
regression line.
7. Fluorescence Spectrophotometry Analysis

The fluorescence intensity of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probe
was determined by using a fluorescence spectrophotometer (Carry
Eclipse, Varian, USA). The spectra were recorded at after 1 min
exposure of probe with Cr3+ and Pb2+ at different concentration (0.1,
0.5, 1, 5 and 10 ppm) ranges by using ~0.01 g Ni-CNF-RhB probe
in a 10 mL metal ion solution.
8. Regeneration of the Probe

The regeneration of Ni-CNF-RhB probe was tested for Cr3+

metal ions. The probe was regenerated at 400 oC in an inert atmo-

Fig. 1. Absorbance vs. wavelength plots for different metals at solu-
tion pH (inset Fig. shows the visible changes after exposure
to metal ions).

Fig. 2. SEM images of (a)-(a') Ni-CNF-PhB, (b)-(b') Ni-CNF-RhB, and (c)-(c') Ni-CNF-RhB after exposure to metal solution.
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sphere of N2 to remove attached metal ions. After regeneration,
the Ni-CNF-RhB probe was further tagged with the RhB-dye, as
described procedure discussed earlier in the text.

SURFACE CHARACTERIZATION

The surface morphology of the prepared samples was observed
using a field emission scanning electron microscope (FESEM,
MIRA3 TESCAN) and Tecnai G 2 20 (FEI) S-Twin transmission
electron microscope. The metal content in the samples was deter-
mined by EDX analysis (Oxford, Inca, Germany).

Various functional groups on the surface of the prepared sam-
ples were determined using FTIR (Tensor 27, Bruker, Germany)
over the wavenumber range of 400-4,000 cm1, using an attenuated
total reflectance with the germanium crystal. Throughout the analy-
sis, the sample chamber of the instrument was purged with N2 gas
to reduce the effect of atmospheric carbon dioxide and moisture.
The background spectrum was recorded before the measurements.
The resolution was set to 4 cm1, and a total of 100 scans was col-
lected for each sample.
1. SEM Analysis

Fig. 2(a) and (a') show low and high magnification SEM images
of Ni-CNF-PhB. Dense and thin fibers were grown on the surface
of the beads. The metal NPs can be observed at the tips of the nano-

fibers in the high magnification image. Fig. 2(b) and (b') show the
SEM images of Ni-CNF-RhB. The surface morphology completely
changed after grafting. Low magnification images show whitish pre-
cipitate on the surface of the material, indicating that the CNFs is
covered with RhB during grafting. Additionally, the fibers became
thick after grafting (Fig. 2(b')). Fig. 2(c) and (c') show the SEM
images of the probe material (Ni-CNF-RhB) upon exposure to the
Cr test solution. The fibrous texture disappeared completely because
of the adherence of the metal ions onto the surface of the fibers,
commensurate with the morphology of the material observed in
the SEM images of the materials exposed to other metal ions in
this study.
2. Energy Dispersive x-ray Analysis

Fig. 3(a)-(c) shows the EDX analysis of the prepared materials
before and after using them for the detection of Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions
in water and elemental mapping of the Ni-CNF-RhB. The EDX
spectra (point analysis) of the Ni-CNF-RhB beads validated the pres-
ence of the Ni in the samples, along with C and O. The EDX spec-
tra of the Ni-CNF-RhB beads, exposed to the Cr3+ and Pb2+ solu-
tions, confirmed the presence of the respective metal in the sam-
ples. The EDX spectra of the samples exposed to other metal solu-
tions also corroborated the presence of respective metal in the
solutions. (they are not included here for brevity). Fig. 3(d) shows
the elemental mapping of the Ni-CNF-RhB sample. The elemental

Fig. 3. EDX spectra of Ni-CNF-RhB (before and after metal detection) (a)-(a'). Ni-CNF-RhB point analysis (b). Ni-CNF-RhB after adsorp-
tion of Cr3+ (c). Ni-CNF-RhB after adsorption of Pb2+, and (d) elemental mapping of Ni-CNF-RhB.
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mapping confirms the small metal nanoparticles are Ni and metal
nanoparticles uniformly distributed within the Ni-CNF-RhB sample.
3. FTIR Analysis

Fig. 4 shows the FTIR spectra of Ni-CNF-PhB, and Ni-CNF-RhB
(before and after exposure to Cr3+ ions). Common peaks were ob-
served at 2,350 and 3,600-3,700 cm1 in all samples, corresponding
to the carbon dioxide and O-H groups of hydroxyls, respectively.
The grafting of Ni-CNF-PhB with RhB increased the peak inten-
sity of the C-O group, which is attributed to the carbonyl group of
the RhB molecule. The existence of the band at 1,584 cm1 indi-

cated the deposition of RhB [29]. The spectra of Ni-CNF-RhB ex-
posed to Cr metal ions showed significant increase in the stretch-
ing of C-O, N-H and M-O, OH groups (1,603, 1,522 and 650, 3,798
cm1 respectively), indicating that these groups participated in the
bonding with the metal ions, and confirming the ring opening
mechanism for RhB in the prepared material, the results of which
are in good agreement with previous report [30]. The ring open-
ing occurred by the binding event involving both the carbonyl O
and the imino N atoms, forming a stable 5-membered cyclic com-
plex that opened the ring of RhB derivative [16]. Similar changes
in the stretching were observed in the FTIR spectra recorded for
the Ni-CNF-RhB samples exposed to the other metal solutions.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

1. Effect of Metal Concentrations
The effects of metal concentrations on the response of the Ni-

CNF-RhB probe were determined over the concentration ranges
(0.1-10 ppm). Fig. 5(a) and (b) show the effects of concentration on
the detection of Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions, which were detectable at
the solution pH over the entire concentration range. The absor-
bance increased with increasing concentrations of both metal ions,
whereas, above 10 ppm, color, diminish, and on further increasing
the concentration, no color was visible. The color of Pb2+ and Cr3+

solutions appeared within 30 s after adding Ni-CNF-RhB, while no
color was visible or detected in the other metal ion solutions. The
Cr3+ solution exhibited faster response and higher absorbance inten-
sity than the Pb2+ solution. Also, the absorbance continuously in-

Fig. 4. FTIR analysis of different material Ni-CNF-PhB, and Ni-
CNF-RhB (before and after exposure to Cr3+ solution).

Fig. 5. The absorbance of Ni-CNF-RhB probe upon exposure to different concentration (0.1-10 ppm) ranges of Cr3+ and Pb 2+, (a) and (a')
temporal variation in the absorbance and calibration plot of Cr3+, (b) and (b') temporal variation in the absorbance and calibration
plot of Pb2+.
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mined to be 203 and 132 nM, respectively, while the quantification
limit was determined to be 615 and 400 nM, respectively. The sig-
nal to noise ratio (S/N) was calculated to be 3. The detection limit
of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probes was comparable in the re-
ported literature summarized in Table 1.

Table 1 data show that the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probes were
comparable to most of the studies based on the detection limit,
while the response time of the preparation Ni-CNF-RhB probes was
observed significantly higher compared with all studies reported in
the literature [31-40]. Therefore, based on response time and detec-
tion limit, our probes show the potential ability for the detection of
toxic metal ions from water.
2. Fluorescence Intensity Measurement

Fig. 6 shows the fluorescence sensing behavior of aqueous solu-
tions of Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions. The fluorescence spectra show
both metals Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions intense peak at approximately 580
nm. The fluorescence intensity increased with increasing the con-
centration of metal ions. As observed from the figure, the Cr3+

shows relatively higher fluorescence intensity than Pb2+ ions. The
fluorescence data follow the similar trends with respect to the col-
orimetric sensing responses. The data also suggested that the pre-
pared Ni-CNF-RhB is a colorimetric as a well fluorescent probe.
The ring open structure of Cr3+ and Pb2+ is fluorescent and exhib-
iting maxima at 572 nm initially, at concentrations lower than 0.5

creased with increasing the concentration. The formation of color
on exposure to metal ions was due to the delactonization process,
which convert spirocyclic (or colorless) form of RhB of its ring-
opened form. The fast response in the Cr solution is attributed to
the vacant d-orbital of the metal, which acts as an acceptor orbital
and utilizes the electron transfer from the RhB donor molecule.
Similarly, Pb2+ atoms have vacant p-orbitals which can accept an
electron and enhance color. The amount of chelation-enhanced
color intensity depends on the ligand nature and interacting metal
ions. The properties of metal ions such as magnetic behavior and
vacant orbital play a significant role in the formation of color inten-
sity and are the reasons for the colors of Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions.
Metal ions interacted with the oxygen and nitrogen present in RhB
ring and formed a stable complex, and the electron density shifted
toward the metal binding site and exhibited color [31]. The data
indicate that the prepared probe showed a definitive preference for
the detection of Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions at low concentrations.

Fig. 5(a') and (b') shows the calibration plots of Cr3+ and Pb2+

metal ions. The calibration plots show the linear relationship in a
concentration (0.1-10 ppm) ranges. The changes in the absorbance
increased with increasing the concentration of both Cr3+ and Pb2+

metal ions. The regression coefficient was calculated to be 0.99 for
both Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions. The detection limit of the prepared
Ni-CNF-RhB probes against Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions was deter-

Table 1. Different probe used for the determination of Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions
Probe Metal ion Response time (min) LOD (nM) References
Ni-CNF-RhB Cr3+ 0.5 203 nM Present study
Ni-CNF-RhB Pb2+ 0.5 132 nM Present study
Schiff base ligands (AP1 & AP2) Cr3+ 10 960 and 1210 Kumawat et al. [31]
Glutathione-stabilized gold nanoclusters Cr3+ 30 49 Zhang et al. [32]
CdS quantum dots Cr3+ - 23 Abolhasani et al. [33]
Citrate capped gold nanoparticles Cr3+ 5 101 Rajeshwari et al. [34]
Gold nanoparticles Cr3+ 20 16 Wang et al. [35]
Gold nanoparticle-loaded polymer brushes Pb2+ 45 0.25 Ferhan et al. [36]
Gold nanoparticle probes Pb2+ 20 500 Wei et al. [37]
Gold nanoparticles Pb2+ 0.33 25 Ding et al. [38]
G-quadruplex DNAzyme (PS2.M) Pb2+ 4 0.97 Li et al. [39]
Gold nanoparticles (Au NPs) probes Pb2+ 15 0.92 Kuang et al. [40]

Fig. 6. Fluorescence intensity of metals ion at 0.1-10 ppm concentration: (a) Cr3+, (b) Pb2+.
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group of RhB of the spirolactam ring by protonation due to acids.
4. Selectivity and Synthetic Water Analysis

The selectivity of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probes was deter-
mined by using different metals (Fe2+, Co2+, Mn2+, Cu2+, Hg2+, As5+,
Ni2+, and Cd2+) including Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions at concentration 0.1
ppm. Fig. 8(a) shows the changes in the absorbance (sensing re-
sponse) of Ni-CNF-RhB probes against different metal ions. It is
clearly observed from the data Ni-CNF-RhB probes showed sens-
ing response against Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions only due the para-
magnetic characteristics of ions and vacant orbitals, while after
exposure to other metal (Fe3+, Co2+, Mn2+, Cu2+, Hg2+, As5+, Ni2+,
and Cd2+) ions, no changes in absorbance were observed because
these metal ions do not have sufficient space for coordination with
RhB ligand, and thereby, do not emit color [41]. Therefore, the
prepared probes were selective against Cr3+ and Pb2+ metal ions.

Fig. 8(b) shows the synthetic water analysis study of the pre-
pared Ni-CNF-RhB probes in the binary system of Cr3+ at 0.1 ppm,
because of probes only sensitive against Cr metal ions, as earlier
discussed in the manuscript. It was observed from the data, the
changes in the absorbance were higher compared with Cr3+ and
Pb2+ alone in the aqueous solution due to the changes in solution
pH. The solution pH of Cr3+ was around ~4.5, and Pb2+ have ~3.5,
while the solution pH of the binary system was measured ~4, at
this pH change in the absorbance, was relatively higher in both metal
Cr3+ and Pb2+ ions. The binary solution of Cr3+ and other metal
cations such as Fe3+, Mn2+, Ni2+, Cu2+, and Hg2+ have no significant
effect on absorbance due to the least chelation property of other
metal ions.
5. The Response of Different Metal NPs-grown CNF Based
Probes

As previously mentioned, Zn- and Fe-CNF-RhB were also pre-
pared and tested as the probes for comparison purposes. Fig. 9
shows the absorbance measured in Cr3+ solutions at 10 ppm con-
centration within 15 min. Negligible absorbance (<0.01) was ob-
served using the Fe NP-based probes. The Ni NPs-based probes
showed significant absorbance at solution pH, which was consid-
erably higher than that of the Zn NPs-based probes. The sensitivity
of the Ni-CNF-RhB based probe is based on the stability of metal-
RhB complexes and releases of RhB. The release of RhB from the
probes depends upon the produces stable/unstable complexes. Being

ppm. Upon increasing the concentration of Cr3+ and Pb2+, giving
rise to a new maximum at 585 nm, and the fluorescence intensity
of this band rises with increasing concentrations of Cr3+ and Pb2+

metal ions. This suggests that metal ions shift the equilibrium be-
tween the amide and spirolactam forms of the RhB derivative due
to the formation of “open” amide structure. Additionally, the devel-
opment of color, which can be followed by UV/Vis spectroscopy
or by the naked eye, is less intense than that observed in a solution
of a Pb2+ metal ion with the same concentration of the sensory ions.
3. Effects of pH

Fig. 7 describes the effects of pH (2, 4, and 6) on the sensing
response (changes in the absorbance) of the probe for the detec-
tion of metal ion solutions at 0.1 ppm concentration. Above pH
~6, metals precipitated in their respective solutions because of the
formation of a hydroxide of respective metal ions. The color inten-
sity increased with decreasing pH in both metal ions (Cr3+ and Pb2+)
solution. The Cr3+ solution exhibited pink color at solution pH
(~4.5) within 30 s. However, the color disappeared on increasing
the pH>~5 due to less viability of proton for RhB. In acidic metal
solutions, the protonation of the carboxylic group of RhB induces
the opening of the amide ring, which is faster compared to that in
the normal solution pH [41]. Acidic pH gives pink color solution due
to spirolactam ring opening, triggered by activation of a COOH

Fig. 8. Selectivity and interference of the Ni-CNF-RhB probe against metal ions, (a) selectivity (b) interference.

Fig. 7. Effect of pH on absorbance of Cr3+ and Pb2+ on Ni-CNF-RhB.
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a cationic dye, RhB can interact with electron-donor species. The
higher is the donation ability, the more stable is the formed metal-
RhB complex. Moving along the column of transition metals in the
periodic table the stability of the metal-RhB complexes increases
because of increased effective nuclear charge of metal ions. Fe pro-
duces an unstable complex. The unstable complex of metal-RhB
complexes indicates the relatively lesser amount of RhB bind with
the metals, thereby, less sensitivity of the probes. On the other hand,
Zn produces a stable complex and is unable to release RhB deriva-
tives from the tips of the Zn-CNFs into the metal ion solution,
thereby, slower release of RhB subsequently, relatively less sensitiv-
ity of the probes. The in-between placed Ni provides a controlled
release of RhB for the sensing of metal ions [43,44], and therefore,
Ni-CNF-RhB was used as the probe for the detection of toxic metal
ions in this study.
6. Mechanism of Sensing

Based on the results discussed in the preceding sections, includ-
ing the SEM and FTIR characterization data, a possible mechanism
for the detection of the metal ions is illustrated in Fig. 10. The inten-
sity of the product color depends on the ability of RhB to bind with

the different metal ions, the binder support and pH of the solu-
tion. The RhB exhibits strong binding affinity to the metal ions
possessing vacant orbital, which facilitates electron or charge trans-
fer from the donor to the acceptor moiety. The metal ion induces
the opening of spirolactam ring and is coordinated with the car-
bonyl oxygen atom and the amine nitrogen atom. When the nitro-
gen atom coordinates to metal ions, its electron donating ability
towards RhB is reduced. The electron transfer from the N atom to
the RhB system is precluded and the charge transfer from N atom
to metal ions takes place, resulting in an intense pink color in the
metal contaminated water solution [30]. On lowering the pH of
the solution, the intensity of metal ions increases, due to the pro-
tonation of RhB at acidic pH, which facilitates the production of
open chain structure and high-intensity color [31].
7. Regeneration of the Ni-CNF-RhB Probes

The regeneration of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probe was deter-
mined and tested against Cr3+ ions at 0.1 ppm concentration. Fig.
11 shows the regeneration cycle of the prepared Ni-CNF-RhB probe.
The data clearly indicated that the Ni-CNF-RhB probe was suc-
cessfully used to the third cycle with no significant changes in the
absorbance or sensing response. However, in the third cycle, ap-
proximately 30% decrease in the sensing response was observed,
while after the fourth cycle a dramatic decrement in the responses
was observed, which is due to the loss of the Ni-CNF during the
regeneration process. Fig. 12(a) and (b) shows SEM images of CNF
lower and higher magnification, respectively. As observed from
the SEM images the diameter of Ni-CNF is reduced due to the
regeneration. The band gap energy is directly related to the struc-
ture of nanomaterials, that depends on the CNF structure. After
the third cycle, CNF starts degradation, subsequently, changes in
the band gap energy, binding of RhB and sensing efficiency de-
creases. Therefore, data suggested that Ni-CNFs plays an efficient
role in the binding of RhB-dye.

CONCLUSIONS

A novel colorimetric Ni-CNF-RhB-based sensor was success-

Fig. 9. Absorbance produced using different metal NP-prepared CNF
probes during detections (Cr concentration=10 ppm).

Fig. 10. Mechanism of metal ion detection by Ni-CNF-RhB.

Fig. 11. Regeneration cycle of Ni-CNF-RhB based probe.
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fully engineered and applied for the selective detection of Cr3+ and
Pb2+ metal ions in water over the 0.1-10 ppm concentration range.
The surface characterization data corroborated successful attach-
ment (grafting) of Ni-CNF-PhB with the RhB dye. On contacting
the probe with the metal solutions at the respective solution pH,
the colorless solution turned pink in less than 30 s, with signifi-
cant absorbance detected using UV-Vis spectrophotometry. The
Ni NPs at the tips of the CNFs could effectively bind with RhB deriv-
ative, providing a fast response when the probe material was con-
tacted with the toxic metals in water. Finally, the prepared Ni NPs
grown CNFs, supported over the micron-sized carbon beads in
this study, can be used as a robust, simple, portable, and efficient
calorimetric probe for fast detection of common toxic metals in
wastewater for field applications, and also, quantitative measure-
ments of the metals, using a simply visible range-spectroscopy in
the laboratory.
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