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Organic-inorganic membranes containing the nanoparticles of hydrated zirconium dioxide

and BaFe12O19 magnetic nanoparticles were prepared. The nanoparticles were inserted

into polymer matrices. Ultrafiltration membranes were used as a polymer substrate. These

materials consist of macroporous layer (non-woven polyester) and ultrathin active layer

(polysulfone or polyacrylonitrile). Morphology of the membranes was investigated using

scanning electron microscopy. It was established that inorganic nanoparticles form

aggregates, a size of which is up to 20 nm in active layer and up to 2 m in macroporous

fibrous support. Larger aggregates are formed in the absence of a magnetic constituent (up

to 5 m). Fractal analysis showed the diffusion-limited aggregation model of particle

formation. The inorganic particles form a «secondary active layer» inside the polymer

pores: this layer determines water flux and rejection ability of the membrane. A thinner

«secondary active layer» is formed in the polymer matrix containing smaller pores. The

prepared membranes were tested for filtration of sugar beet juice. The modification was

shown to improve the ability of the membranes to reject proteins. Due to smaller particle

size, the membrane containing BaFe12O19 shows the liquid flux of 4.310–7–5.710–7 m3m–2s–1

at 2 bar and the rejection towards vegetable protein of 55–87%. Regarding the membranes

that do not include magnetic nanoparticles, these values are 3.810–7–5.510–7 m3m–2s–1

and 38–77%, respectively.
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Introduction
Ultrafiltration technology is widely used for

removal of colloidal particles from ground and
brackish water, wastewater and seawater [1]. This
stage of water treatment is before reverse osmosis to
prevent membrane fouling. Ultrafiltration is also
applied in beverage industry, for instance, for milk
skimming, effluents treatment, etc. The main
problem of filtration is a decrease of membrane
permeability due to fouling by organics. This is
especially important when liquids of biological origin
are processed. In general, species of organic
substances, microorganisms, iron oxide and silicon

dioxide significantly decrease the duration of
fi ltration. The membranes need chemical
regeneration that involves aggressive reagents.
Frequent regeneration reduces a lifetime of the
membranes. One of the ways to overcome these
disadvantages is to enhance hydrophilicity of polymer
membranes. Commonly, nanoparticles of inorganic
ion-exchangers are used for modification of polymers.
A number of inorganic compounds are applied for
modifying [1]: zirconium hydrophosphate [2] (the
attempt to use these materials as a filler for
electromembrane processes is known [3], moreover,
they are used for modification of ion exchange resins
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[4]), silica [5], hydrated zirconium [2] or iron oxide
[6]. This approach allows enhancing liquid
permeability and anti-fouling ability without sufficient
changes of membrane structure.

Magnetic particles belong to other type of
modifier that improves functional properties of
polymer membranes. The membrane containing
magnetic Fe3O4 nanoparticles and graphene oxide
particles show high flow of pure water and high degree
of rejection (up to 83.0%) [6]. Membranes containing
iron nanoparticles can be used to remove copper
and lead ions from wastewater [6,7]. Adsorption
capacity increases due to improved hydrophilicity,
on the one hand, and nucleophilic functional groups
on the surface of nanoparticles, on the other. A
nanocomposite membrane exhibits minimal
interaction with whey protein due to its higher
hydrophilicity, which leads to a polar-non-polar
interaction between membrane surface and protein.
This depresses membrane fouling.

The membranes modified with magnetic
nanoparticles show an increase in water flow due to
the changes in the average pore radius, porosity and
hydrophilicity of the membranes. The membrane
surface roughness and hydrophilicity are considered
main factors, which minimize membrane fouling.

The aim of this work was to prepare organic-
inorganic membranes containing inorganic modifier,
particularly magnetic one, and establish the effect
of the filler on the separation ability of composite
membranes and their stability against fouling.

Experimental
Modification of membranes
Ultrafiltration membranes (produced by the

Institute of Physico-Organic Chemistry of the
National Academy of Science of the Republic of
Belarus) were used as polymer substrates. These
materials consist of macroporous substrate (non-
woven polyester) and ultrathin active layer
(polysulfone (PS) or polyacrylonitrile (PAN)).
Further, the membranes are marked according to
the polymer forming the active layer. PS and PAN
reject globular proteins, the molecular mass of which
is 100 and 50 kDa, respectively.

Magnetic nanoparticles based on M-type
barium ferrite with hexagonal structure BaFe12O19

were used. This material is environmentally friendly
and chemically stable, it possesses magnetic
characteristic (maximum magnetic induction
Bs=0.30 T and coercive force Hc=430 kA/m).
BaFe12O19 is widely used for permanent magnets and
magnetic recording media [8]. These magnetic
nanoparticles (MNP) were synthesized according to
the procedure described elsewhere [9]. In order to

provide their fixation in membrane pores, hydrated
zirconium dioxide (HZD) was used. First of all, a
sol of insoluble zirconium hydroxocomplexes was
obtained from a 0.25 M ZrOCl2 solution similarly to
procedure described in ref. [10]. MNPs were
dispersed in zirconium sol and treated with ultrasound
at 30 kHz. The membranes were degassed in
deionized water under vacuum conditions at 343 K
and impregnated with suspension of MNP in sol.
Then, HZD and MNP were coprecipitated directly
in the polymer with a 0.1 M NH4OH solution. The
membrane was dried at 500C and cleaned with
ultrasound to remove the precipitate from its outer
surface. This approach, which involves impregnation
of a membrane with the suspension of insoluble
compounds followed by precipitation, was applied
earlier to modify ceramics [11]. For comparison,
the membranes containing only HZD were prepared.
In this case, the polymer matrix was impregnated
with zirconium-containing sol.

Morphology of the membranes was investigated
using scanning electron microscopy (SEM). Fractal
dimension of aggregates in macroporous support was
determined by methods of cube counting,
triangulation and power spectrum analysis [12].

Before the application of transmission electron
microscopy (TEM), the active layer was separated
from the macroporous substrate and milled in the
medium of liquid nitrogen.

Testing of membranes
The experimental installation for filtration

consisted of typical elements for baromembrane
separation (magnetic pump, manometer and
rotameter). A divided two-compartment flow-type
cell was used. An effective area of the membrane
was 2.8210–3 m2. Before the measurements, the
membrane was pressed by means of pumping
deionization water at 4 bar. The effluent volume
was measured after predetermined time. Filtration
was stopped when the constant flow rate through
the membrane was achieved.

Tap water containing 1.0 and 0.2 mol dm–3

Ca2+ and Mg2+, respectively, was used for testing.
The content of ions in permeate was determined by
means of atomic absorption technique (SP9 Pye
Unicam). Filtration was carried out at 2 bar. Sugar
beet juice (fabricated by «Salyvonkivskyy sugar
factory») was also applied for investigations. Before
testing, juice was diluted by 10 times. The content
of vegetable proteins (VP) was determined in
permeate using Coomassie brilliant blue G-250 dye
[13]. Selectivity of membranes (), i.e. rejection of
species was estimated by the following equation [1]:
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where Cp and Cf are the concentration of feeding
solution and permeate, respectively.

Results and discussion
Morphology of membranes
As an example, typical SEM images of the

pristine PAN membrane are given in Fig. 1, a and b.
It is seen that the microporous support consists of
sprung fibers, the size of which is 10–20 m. The
active layer is attached to the support forming the
membrane that is able to reject colloidal particles.
During HZD precipitation, the particles, the size of
which is up to 5 m, are formed in the support
when MNP are absent (Fig. 1,c). In the case of
MNP in the sol, the size of aggregate is up to 2 m
(Fig. 1,d). Analysis of fractal dimension gives the
value of 2.4–2.7 indicating diffusion as a limiting
step in the course of aggregate formation. The
mechanism involves sticking of particles to a small
cluster (diffusion-limited aggregation (DLA model))
[14]. In our case, MNP particles are evidently
additional precipitation centers.

The flux of particles (J) during precipitation is
determined by the Fick’s law:

J D gradC,   (2)

where D and C are the diffusion coefficient and the
concentration of particles being formed, respectively.

The formation of smaller particles causes an
increase in their concentration gradient, which moves
from the outer sides of a membrane to its middle
together with a precipitator. When deposition occurs,
higher concentration gradient is realized for smaller
particles. On the other hand, magnetic nanoparticles
provide local magnetic fields inside the membrane.
As found for solutions of NaCl, KCl, CaCl2 and
Na3PO4, their conductivity increases under the
influence of magnetic field [15]. The reason is
suggested to be the structuring of water in hydrate
shells of ions; this result in an increase in their
diffusion coefficient. It is possible to assume that
bonded water around the particles is also structured
promoting faster diffusion. Enhancement of particle
movement affected by magnetic field leads to the
formation of smaller aggregates comparing with the
case of MNP absence.

TEM image of the active layer (Fig. 2,a) shows

c                                                                                         d

Fig. 1. SEM images of pristine (a, b) and modified (c, d) PAN membranes: active layer (a) and macroporous support (b–d).

One-component HZD (c) and HZD containing MNP (c, d) were used as a modifier

a                                                                                          b
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very small aggregates of nanoparticles (up to 20 nm).
For comparison, the image for MNP is also

given. The shape of nanoparticles is seen to be close
to globular. A size of the primary particles is about
10 nm.

The size of aggregates embedded in the active
layer corresponds to pore size of the polymer
according to its rejection ability towards proteins,
the molecular mass of which is 50 kDa.

Water filtration. Secondary active layer
Figure 3 illustrates a volume of permeate (V)

as a function of time of water filtration (). As seen,
the dependences are linear. This allows estimating
the water flux (J) as follows:

dV 1
J ,

d A
 


  (3)

where A is the membrane surface area.

The calculations were performed from the
slopes of the lines and the results are given in Table.
As can be seen, the PAN membrane containing HZD
and MNP shows lower permeate flux than the pristine
membrane due to the filling of polymer pores. At
the same time, the rejection of hardness ions becomes
higher due to a decrease in pore size in the active
layer and charge effect. The values are similar for
both the membranes containing MNP and those free
of them. However, the PS membranes show higher
values of fluxes and lower rejection of Ca2+ and Mg2+.
This means that the PAN polymer membrane, which
is characterized by smaller holes in the active layer,
is more attractive for the modification.

The inorganic particles form a «secondary active
layer» inside the polymer pores: this layer determines
the water flux and rejection ability of the membrane.
Its thickness (l) was calculated from the Kozeny-
Carman equation:

 2

2 2 3

180 lP
J,

l d

 


 
  (4)

where P is the pressure drop,  is the porosity (0.33
for compact bed of globules),  is the particle
sphericity (it is assumed that =1), d is the particle
diameter (10 nm), and  is the dynamic viscosity
(910–3 Pa s at 298 K).

The calculations give l0.58 m for both the
PS and PAN membranes containing HZD. This value
is comparable with a thickness of the active layer of
the membrane. Regarding the membranes containing
also MNP, l=95 nm (PAN) and 0.87 m (PS). Thus,
a thinner «secondary active layer» is formed in the
polymer matrix containing smaller pores. In the case
of PS, the nanosized inorganic particles are dispersed
through the polymer active layer.

a                                                                                          b

Fig. 2. TEM images of active layer of PAN membrane containing HZD and MNP (a). The image of MNP that are outside the

membrane is also given (b). Dark contrast spots evidently correspond to MNP and grey traces are related to HZD

Fig. 3. Permeate volume as a function of time of water

filtration through the PAN membrane. Insertion: it is the same

for the PS membrane

0
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Filtration of sugar beet juice
Sugar extraction is based on the diffusion of

cell juice with water from destroyed beet cells. Not
only sucrose but also other substances (proteins,
amino acids, pectin and organic acids) pass into the
diffusion juice. The obtained diffusion juice rapidly
becomes dark. It should be filtered and clarified
before evaporation. The main purpose of
ultrafiltration was the clarification of sugar beet juice
to obtain purified product. Vegetable proteins partially
penetrated into the permeate (Table). Modification
was shown to improve the ability of the membranes
to reject this valuable component. Higher j values
were found for the membranes containing MNT. As
can be seen from Fig. 4, the V vs.  dependences
can be fitted by using linear functions (organic-
inorganic membranes) or tend to plateau formation
(pristine membrane). The depression of filtration is

due to the fouling by organics: the precipitate is seen
as a web-like patina (Fig. 5). At the same time, the
outer surface of the organic-inorganic membrane
remains clean.

Filtration of liquids at 2 bar

Water Sugar beet juice 
Membrane 

J (m3m–2s–1)  (%), Ca2+, Mg2+ J (m3m–2s–1)  (%), VP 

PAN 1.110–5 6–7 1.110–6 16–26 

PAN+HZD 5.910–7 8–19 3.810–7 58–77 

PAN+HZD+MNP 9.510–7 7–20 4.310–7 78–87 

PS 2.310–5 2–3 2.410–6 6–13 

PS+HZD 5.710–7 5–7 5.510–7 38–49 

PS+HZD+MNP 3.610–6 5–6 5.710–7 55–60 

 

 c                                                                                          d

Fig. 5. SEM images of the samples after filtration of sugar beet juice: pristine PAN membrane (a, b), membrane modified with

HZD (c), HZD and MNT (d)

a                                                                                        b

Fig. 4. Permeate volume vs. time of filtration of sugar beet

juice
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Conclusions
When hydrated zirconium dioxide is deposited

in ultrafiltration polymer membranes, the aggregates
of the nanoparticles are formed both in the
macroporous support and in the active layer. MNP
provides formation of smaller HZD particles. Fractal
analysis shows the DLA model of particle formation.
The function of MNP is assumed to accelerate
diffusion of HZD nanoparticles being precipitated.
This depresses enlargement of the aggregates. Due
to the modification, the composite membrane shows
slight improvement of rejection of hardness ions and
much higher rejection of vegetable proteins
comparing with pristine membranes. The modifying
effect is most expressed for the PAN polymer
membrane, which is characterized by smaller pores
through its active layer comparing with the PS
membrane. The composites also demonstrate stability
against fouling by organics due to additional
hydrophilization of polymer support. The membranes
can be recommended for water treatment and
processing of feedstock and wastes of food industry.
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ÌÎÄÈÔ²ÊÓÂÀÍÍß ÓËÜÒÐÀÔ²ËÜÒÐÀÖ²ÉÍÈÕ
ÌÅÌÁÐÀÍ ÄÈÑÏÅÐÑÍÈÌÈ ÎÊÑÈÄÍÈÌÈ
ÍÀÍÎ×ÀÑÒÊÀÌÈ

Ðîæäåñòâåíñüêà Ë.Ì., Â’þíîâ Î.²., Ïîíîìàðüîâà Ë.Ì.,
Á³ëüäþêåâè÷ À.Â., Ïë³ñêî Ò.Â., Çì³ºâñüêèé Þ.Ã., ²â÷åíêî Â.Ä.

Îäåðæàíî îðãàíî-íåîðãàí³÷í³ ìåìáðàíè, ùî ì³ñòÿòü
íàíî÷àñòêè ã³äðàòîâàíîãî öèðêîí³é ä³îêñèäó òà ìàãí³òí³ íà-
íî÷àñòêè BaFe12O19. Ö³ íàíî÷àñòêè ³íêîðïîðîâàí³ â ïîë³ìåðí³é
ìàòðèö³. ßê ïîë³ìåðíó ï³äêëàäêó äëÿ äîñë³äæåíü âèêîðèñòîâó-
âàëè óëüòðàô³ëüòðàö³éí³ ìåìáðàíè. Ö³ ìåìáðàíè ñêëàäàþòüñÿ
ç ìàêðîïîðèñòîãî øàðó (íåòêàíèé ïîë³åô³ð) òà óëüòðà òîíêî-
ãî àêòèâíîãî øàðó (ïîë³ñóëüôîí àáî ïîë³àêòðèëîí³òðèë). Ìîð-
ôîëîã³þ ìåìáðàí äîñë³äæóâàëè ç âèêîðèñòàííÿì ñêàíóþ÷îãî
åëåêòðîííîãî ì³êðîñêîïà. Áóëî âñòàíîâëåíî, ùî íåîðãàí³÷í³
÷àñòî÷êè óòâîðþþòü àãðåãàòè ðîçì³ðîì 20 íì (â àêòèâíîìó
øàð³) òà 2 ìêì (â ìàêðîïîðèñò³é âîëîêíèñò³é ï³äêëàäö³ ïîë³-
ìåðó). Á³ëüø âåëèê³ àãðåãàòè óòâîðþþòüñÿ ó â³äñóòíîñò³ ìàã-
í³òíî¿ ñêëàäîâî¿ (äî 5 ìêì). Çã³äíî ç äàíèìè ôðàêòàëüíîãî
àíàë³çó ö³ ÷àñòî÷êè ôîðìóºòüñÿ â³äïîâ³äíî äî ìîäåë³ äèôóç³éíî
îáìåæåíî¿ àãðåãàö³¿. Íåîðãàí³÷í³ ÷àñòî÷êè óòâîðþþòü âòî-
ðèííèé àêòèâíèé øàð âñåðåäèí³ ïîë³ìåðíèõ ïîð, ³ öåé øàð âèç-
íà÷àº øâèäê³ñòü ïîòîêó òà çàòðèìóþ÷ó çäàòí³ñòü ìåìáðàí.
Á³ëüø òîíêèé âòîðèííèé øàð óòâîðþþòüñÿ â ïîë³ìåðí³é ìàò-
ðèö³ ç ìåíøèì ðîçì³ðîì ïîð. Îäåðæàí³ ìåìáðàíè òåñòóâàëè
ïðè ô³ëüòðàö³¿ ñîêó öóêðîâîãî áóðÿêà. Âíàñë³äîê ìåíøîãî ðîç-
ì³ðó ÷àñòèíîê ìåìáðàíà, ùî ì³ñòèòü BaFe12O19, äåìîíñòðóº
ïîò³ê ïåðì³àòó ïðè 2 áàð, ð³âíèé 4,310–7–5,710–7 ì3ì–2ñ–1, à
çàòðèìóþ÷à çäàòí³ñòü ùîäî ðîñëèííîãî á³ëêó äîñÿãàëà 55–87%.
Ùî ñòîñóºòüñÿ ìåìáðàí, ùî íå ì³ñòÿòü ìàãí³òíèõ íàíî÷àñ-
òèíîê, òî ö³ âåëè÷èíè ñòàíîâèëè 8,010–7–5,510–7 ì3ì–2ñ–1 ³
38–77%, â³äïîâ³äíî.

Êëþ÷îâ³ ñëîâà: íàíî÷àñòêè, ìåìáðàííå ðîçä³ëåííÿ,
ìàãí³òí³ íàíîêîìïîçèòè, ã³äðàòîâàíèé öèðêîí³é ä³îêñèä,
áàð³é ôåððàò.
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Organic-inorganic membranes containing the nanoparticles
of hydrated zirconium dioxide and BaFe12O19 magnetic nanoparticles
were prepared. The nanoparticles were inserted into polymer matrices.
Ultrafiltration membranes were used as a polymer substrate. These
materials consist of macroporous layer (non-woven polyester) and
ultrathin active layer (polysulfone or polyacrylonitrile). Morphology
of the membranes was investigated using scanning electron microscopy.
It was established that inorganic nanoparticles form aggregates, a
size of which is up to 20 nm in active layer and up to 2 m in
macroporous fibrous support. Larger aggregates are formed in the
absence of a magnetic constituent (up to 5 m). Fractal analysis
showed the diffusion-limited aggregation model of particle formation.
The inorganic particles form a «secondary active layer» inside the
polymer pores: this layer determines water flux and rejection ability
of the membrane. A thinner «secondary active layer» is formed in
the polymer matrix containing smaller pores. The prepared membranes
were tested for filtration of sugar beet juice. The modification was
shown to improve the ability of the membranes to reject proteins.
Due to smaller particle size, the membrane containing BaFe12O19

shows the liquid flux of 4.310–7–5.710–7 m3m–2s–1 at 2 bar and the
rejection towards vegetable protein of 55–87%. Regarding the
membranes that do not include magnetic nanoparticles, these values
are 3.810–7–5.510–7 m3m–2s–1and 38–77%, respectively.

Keywords: nanoparticles; membrane separation; magnetic
nanocomposite; hydrated zirconium dioxide; barium ferrate.
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