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Abstract: This study evaluated the waste generated by a Spanish marble-producing company as
adsorbent for the removal of copper (Cu [II]) from aqueous media. Six marble waste sludge samples
were studied, and the following operational parameters were analyzed in discontinuous regime,
including pollutant concentration, pH, temperature, nature of aqueous medium, and ionic strength.
The applicability of the adsorbent material was assessed with experiments in both continuous and
discontinuous regimes under close-to-real-life conditions. A pseudo-second order model yielded
a better fit to the kinetic data. Application of the intraparticle diffusion model revealed two well-
differentiated adsorption stages, in which the external material transfer is negligible and intraparticle
diffusion is the controlling stage. The equilibrium study was better fitted to a Freundlich-type
isotherm, predicting elevated maximum adsorption values (22.7 mg g−1) at a relatively low initial
Cu (II) concentration (25 ppm), yielding a highly favorable chemisorption process (n >> 1). X-
ray fluorescence study identified calcite (CaCO3) as the main component of marble waste sludges.
According to X-ray diffraction analysis, Cu (II) ion adsorption occurred by intercalation of the
metallic cation between CaCO3 layers and by the formation of surface complexes such as CaCO3

and Cu2(CO3)(OH)2. Cu (II) was more effectively removed at medium pH, lower temperature, and
lower ionic strength of the aqueous medium. The salinity and dissolved organic matter in surface,
ground-, and waste-waters negatively affected the Cu (II) removal process in both continuous and
discontinuous regimes by competing for active adsorption sites. These findings demonstrate the
applicability and effectiveness of marble-derived waste sludges as low-cost and readily available
adsorbents for the treatment of waters polluted by Cu (II) under close-to-real-life conditions.

Keywords: marble waste sludge; copper; adsorption; water remediation; kinetics; isotherms

1. Introduction

Pollution associated with industrial development has been investigated over the
past few decades. Pollutant emissions can have adverse effects on plants, animals, and
humans as a consequence of long-term contact with or frequent exposure to concentrations
in air, water, and ground. Specifically, aqueous emissions of copper (Cu [II]) can have
severe consequences for health and the environment, being toxic for aquatic ecosystems
and bio-accumulative, and it can even disrupt nutrient cycling processes [1]. Most Cu
(II) waste comes from burning fossil fuels in energy- and metal-producing plants and
from waste incinerators, wastewater treatment plants, and pesticides. One of the main
sources of environmental pressure in Europe is the discharge of Cu (II) mining waste
into the water [2]. Given its elevated toxicity, the World Health Organization (WHO) has
established a maximum Cu (II) concentration of 2 mg L−1 in waters intended for human
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consumption [3] and the United States Environmental Protection Agency a maximum
concentration of 1.3 mg L−1 [4,5]. Solutions are urgently needed for the effective removal
of heavy metals from water, including Cu (II).

Heavy metals can be removed from water by chemical precipitation [6], ion ex-
change [7], filtration [8], and/or electrochemical treatments [9]. However, their high
cost and energy requirements make them unattractive for direct application in real-life
processes [10]. Adsorption is the most frequently applied method to remove heavy metals
from waters [11], air [12,13], and soil [14], and activated carbon is the most widely used
adsorbent. The high adsorption power of activated carbon is attributable to its large and
varied pore network, among other characteristics [15–17].

There has been a marked intensification of efforts to develop low-cost adsorption
processes and materials with increased metal uptake capacity and reduced environmental
impact. Low-cost materials can include those that are locally available in large amounts,
such as mineral components, agricultural waste, or industrial by-products [18,19]. Low-
cost materials used to date include fly ash, silica gel, chitosan, agricultural waste, wood
residues, dolomite, and clays [18,20,21].

Various authors have investigated the heavy metal adsorption capacity of marble
industry waste, including sludges, powders, and derivatives (Table 1). Alwared et al. [22]
used dry marble powder for competitive removal by flotation and achieved the removal of
99.95% of Pb (II), 84.58% of Cu (II), and 78.70% of Cd (II) ions within a relatively short time
period. Wazwaz et al. [23] tested the adsorption of different heavy metals using soils, pure
marble, impure marble (sludge from marble factories), and a marble and granite mixture,
reporting Cu (II) adsorption of 91.40% for marble sludge versus 92.29% for pure marble.
Javed et al. [24] synthesized a zeolite from marble powder and obtained higher Cu (II)
adsorption (99.29%) than achieved with natural zeolite. Tozsin [25] used marble cutting
waste and removed >80% by weight of Cd, Cr, Cu, Ni, Pb, and Zn from the acid drainage
of mines generated by Cu (II) flotation tailings.

Marble waste, especially marble sludge, represents 30–50% of the final product vol-
ume, and large amounts are generated in China, Spain, Italy, and Brazil, among other
countries [26,27]. The volume of this waste is too high to be feasibly stored, and it is gen-
erally released by marble industries into the environment in a controlled or uncontrolled
manner [27,28]. The effective reutilization of this waste not only yields economic benefits
but is also crucial to reduce environmental pollution.

Table 1. Literature review of alternative adsorbents derived from marble production.

Adsorbent Adsorbates Performance Ref.

Residual marble powder Pb (II), Cu (II), Cd (II) 24.695, 19.4675, and 7.91 mg g−1

90 min, pH 5–6
[22]

Marble powder mixtures Cu, Zn, Mn, Zr Removed 51–96% of heavy metals [23]
Marble sludge Cd, Cu, Pb, Zn 0.030, 0.53, 0.022 and 0.36 mg g−1 [29]

Zeolite synthesized from marble powder Zn, Ni, Pb, Cr, Cd, Cu Removed 75–99% of heavy metals [24]
Marble powder F− 1.20 mg g−1, pH = 7 [30]

Marble powder Acid mine drainage
Cd, Cr, Cu, Ni, Pb, Zn Removed 80% of heavy metals [25]

Marble powder waste Cd (II) Removed 99.45% of Cd (II)
20 mg L−1, pH = 7 [31]

Crushed marble F− 0.7 mg L−1,
5 min, pH = 2, 25 ◦C

[32]

With this background, this study investigated the reutilization of marble sludge
generated by a local Spanish company (Macael S.I) in the removal of Cu (II) from polluted
waters. The objectives were: to study the adsorption process by kinetic and equilibrium
analyses in static and dynamic regimes; to evaluate the influence of the temperature,
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pH, ionic strength, and chemical composition of the water; to describe the adsorption
mechanism, and to explore the applicability of this waste.

2. Materials and Methods

This study used marble waste sludge from six ornamental stone processing indus-
tries in Macael (Almeria, Spain). Waste sludge was directly used in the experiments with
no pretreatment or chemical modification. Solutions in static adsorption experiments
were prepared using ultrapure water (Milli-Q equipment, Millipore, Darmstadt, Ger-
many), wastewater, surface water, and groundwater samples that were contaminated by
adding CuSO4 (Sigma Aldrich, 99.99%, Darmstadt, Germany) at the studied concentrations.
NaNO3 (99.99%), HCl (37%), and NaOH pellets were supplied by Sigma Aldrich and used
without any pretreatment. The same types of water sample and chemicals were used in the
dynamic adsorption experiments.

2.1. Characterizations

A scanning electron microscope (SEM) (HITACHI S-510, Austin, TX, USA) was used
for morphological and elemental analyses of powdered waste, depositing samples on
sample holders and metalizing them with carbon; the voltage was set at 20 kW and
working distance at 22–25 mm.

The chemical composition of samples was examined by using a sequential wavelength
dispersive X-ray spectrometer with a power of 4 kW (PHILIPS MAGIX PRO, PW-2440,
Austin, TX, USA). Samples were prepared as melted disks (pearls) using a mixture of 50%
lithium metal and tetraborate as flux. An automatic pearler (Model PERLX3, PHILIPS,
Kissimmee, FL, USA) was used when a sufficient amount of sample was available; if not,
pearls were manually prepared.

The mineralogical composition of the samples was qualitatively analyzed by X-ray
diffraction (XRD) using a BRUKER D8 ADVANCE (Madrid, Spain) powder diffractometer
equipped with a 4 kW high-voltage generator and X-ray tube with Cu anode operating
at 40 kV and 30 mA. Diffractograms were always recorded in the interval between 3◦

and 80◦ 2θ with a passage size of 0.02◦. Crystalline substances were identified using
DIFRACCPLUS BASIC and the EVA package of BRUKER and were compared with the
catalogued pattern table. Before analysis by XRD, samples were ground and sieved to
below 45 µm to obtain a larger amount of particles and a random distribution.

The granulometric distribution of the studied particles was determined by using a
laser diffractometer MASTERSIZER model 2000LF (Malvern Instruments Ltd., Madrid,
Spain) on samples in liquid suspension with a solution of 1.8 g sodium hexametaphosphate
and 0.4 g anhydride sodium carbonate in 1 L of water. Samples were then subjected to
ultrasound action for 5 min and left to rest for at least 24 h to achieve the total dispersion of
particles. Next, samples were again subjected to ultrasound and magnetic agitation before
being placed in the measurement tray of the equipment.

2.2. Batch Adsorption Tests

Adsorption experiments were conducted in static regime to determine the adsorption
kinetics, corresponding isotherms, and the influence of the pH, ionic strength, and chemical
composition of the water. These experiments were prepared by adding 0.1 g adsorbent in
100 mL solution with initial Cu (II) concentrations ranging between 4.5 and 45 mg L−1. The
temperature was controlled by using a water bath with a precision of ±0.1 ◦C, maintaining
constant agitation at 200 rpm. Equilibrium was always reached at around 50 h. The Cu
(II) ion concentration was determined by reverse-phase high-performance liquid chro-
matography (HPLC) using a liquid chromatograph (Thermo-Fisher, Santa Clara, CA, USA)
equipped with a UV-detector and autosampler with capacity for 120, taking aliquots of
solution at specific time points and filtering them before measurement of the concentration.
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The amount of Cu adsorbed on the adsorbent was calculated using Equation (1).

Q =
C0 −C

m
V (1)

where Q represents the amount of pollutant adsorbed in equilibrium, in mg g−1; V is
the volume of solution, in L; m is the adsorbent mass, in mg; C0 and C are the Cu (II)
concentrations in the initial solution and at equilibrium, respectively, in mg L−1.

The percentage Cu (II) removed (R) was calculated using Equation (2).

R =
C0 −C

C0
100 (2)

The applicability of the material for treating waters polluted with Cu (II) was ex-
amined by analyzing the effects of operational variables. The influence of pH on Cu (II)
adsorption was tested by preparing solutions of Cu (II) (25 mg L−1) in ultrapure water at
pH values ranging between 2 and 8, which were adjusted by HCl and NaOH solutions and
obtained by direct measurement with a pH meter (Hach Sension+ PH 3). The influence
of temperature was studied at 20, 50, 75, and 90 ◦C using solutions of 25 mg L−1 Cu (II)
prepared in ultrapure water at pH 5. The effect of the ionic strength of the solution was
evaluated by performing six adsorption experiments in static regime and adding NaNO3
to a solution with an initial concentration of Cu (II) (25 mg L−1), temperature of 25 ◦C, pH
of 5, and 0.1 g of adsorbent. The influence of the chemical composition of the water was
explored by comparing among surface waters, wastewaters, and groundwaters, measuring
concentrations of [HCO3

−] ions and total organic content (TOC).

2.3. Dinamic Adsorption Tests

Dynamic adsorption experiments were conducted in columns with a diameter of 1 cm
and height of 10 cm that were loaded with marble waste sludge. A Cu (II) solution was
then passed through columns with a peristaltic pump, always at a concentration of 100 mg
L−1, flow of 1.5 mL min−1, and temperature of 25 ◦C (in thermostatic bath). Experimental
breakthrough curves were constructed, and the following parameters were obtained: X0.02
(amount adsorbed at breakthrough point); V0.02 (breakthrough point volume); Φ (fractional
capacity); HMTZ (height of mass transfer zone), and Du (degree of utility), following the
models described elsewhere [33]. The same HPLC equipment as for batch adsorptions was
used to determine the concentration of Cu (II) ions in the effluent.

3. Results
3.1. Characterizations

Characterization of the marble waste sludge samples showed that the friction be-
tween ironwork and boulders and slabs of marble generates an extremely thin grain-sized
material with no structure. Figure S1a depicts a typical SEM image of a sludge sample.
Granulometric analysis of the materials confirmed their very small particle size, even
smaller than that of clays, with around 70% of particles having a maximum size smaller
than one micron (Figure S1b).

X-ray fluorescence results indicate that the main component was CaO (55%) in all
sludge samples, and that no other component reached 1% of the total mass of samples,
observing only trace amounts (Table 2).
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Table 2. Chemical composition of the waste sludges obtained by X-ray fluorescence. M1 to M6 represent successively each
of the individual marble waste sludge samples.

Sludge
Sample

SiO2
%

Al2O3
%

Fe2O3
%

MnO
%

MgO
%

CaO
%

Na2O
%

K2O
%

TiO2
%

P2O5
%

LOI *
%

Addition
%

M1 0.04 <LLD 0.01 <LLD 0.32 55.52 0.07 0.01 <LLD 0.01 43.33 99.30
M2 0.21 0.02 0.06 0.01 1.03 55.33 0.06 0.02 <LLD 0.01 43.40 100.13
M3 0.28 0.06 0.20 0.02 1.12 54.95 0.07 0.03 <LLD 0.01 43.51 100.25
M4 0.28 0.06 0.36 0.03 0.84 55.15 0.07 0.03 <LLD 0.01 43.24 100.07
M5 0.27 0.06 0.21 0.03 1.07 54.92 0.07 0.02 <LLD 0.01 43.40 100.06
M6 0.25 0.05 0.05 0.01 1.01 55.27 0.07 0.03 <LLD 0.01 43.40 100.01

* Loss On Ignition (LOI): % of moisture and volatiles contained in the samples.

3.2. Batch Adsorption Tests

All six marble waste sludge samples showed very similar Cu (II) adsorption behavior
and performance with virtually identical profiles (Figures S2 and S3). Therefore, the six
samples were grouped together for analyses of the results of adsorption and equilibrium
kinetic studies, including error bars to represent the standard deviation in results among
individual samples.

3.2.1. Kinetics Study

Figure 1 depicts the Cu (II) adsorption curve for the marble waste sludges in ultrapure
water, showing that the Cu (II) present is virtually eliminated after 50 h of contact.
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Figure 1. Adsorption kinetics of Cu (II) on marble waste sludges (C0 = 25 mg L−1, 0.1 g of adsorbent,
V = 0.1 L at 25 ◦C, pH = 6). The dashed line is added to assist visualization.

The main stages in the adsorption kinetics are: transfer of the external material of
the adsorbate (Cu) from the solution to the immediate adsorbent surroundings (marble
waste sludges); internal diffusion of the adsorbate towards the pores of the adsorbent;
and adsorption as such [34]. In the present experiment, external material transfer can be
considered negligible because all systems were in constant agitation.

Different kinetic models were applied to quantify the Cu (II) adsorption rate on the
sludge and to identify the chemical and textural properties involved. Pseudo-first [35] and
pseudo-second [36] order kinetic models were the most widely applied, represented by
Equations (3) and (4), respectively:

Qt = Qe

(
1− e−k1t

)
(3)
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Qt =
k2Q2

e t
1 + k2Qet

(4)

where Qt is the adsorption capacity at time t in mg g−1; Qe is the adsorption capacity at
equilibrium; k1 and k2 are the pseudo-first and pseudo-second order kinetic constants in
h−1 and h mg−1 h−1, respectively. Expressions 3 and 4 were linearized for the experi-
mental fitting of data and to obtain the kinetic parameters corresponding to pseudo-first
(Equation (5)) and pseudo-second (Equation (6)) order models:

log(Qe −Qt) = log(Qe)−
(

k1

2.303

)
t (5)

t
Qt

=
1

k2Q2
e
+

t
Qe

(6)

Linear regression of log(Qe −Qt) versus t was used to obtain the pseudo-first order
kinetic constant (k1) and its estimation of the adsorption capacity at equilibrium (Qe).
Similarly, linear regression of t Qt

−1 versus t was used to determine the pseudo-second
order kinetic constant (k2) and Qe (Table 3).

Table 3. Kinetic parameters for Cu (II) adsorption onto marble waste sludges.

Model Parameters R2

Pseudo-first order
k1, h−1 0.091

0.987Qe, mg g−1 18.361

Pseudo-second order
k2, g mg−1 h−1 0.004

0.992Qe, mg g−1 23.529

Elovich
α, mg g−1 h−1 5.410

0.972
β, g mg−1 0.201

Intraparticle diffusion First region
k, mg g−1 h−0.5 4.769

0.974C, mg g−1 −2.965

Second region
k, mg g−1 h−0.5 1.041

0.942C, mg g−1 12.025

According to the Elovich model [37], frequently used to describe chemisorption
processes, the adsorption rate decreases exponentially with coverage of the adsorbent
surface by the adsorbate. This model is described in its general form by Equation (7) and
in its linear form by Equation (8):

∂Qt

∂t
= α exp(−βQt) (7)

Qt =

(
1
β

)
ln(αβ) +

(
1
β

)
(8)

where α is the initial adsorption rate in mg g−1 h−1, and β is a constant related to adsorbent
coverage in g mg−1. Plotting Qt versus ln(t) yields a linear graph for the determination of
α and β (Table 3).

The pseudo-second order kinetic model showed a better fit to the experimental data,
with an R2 value of 0.992. Elevated R2 values were also obtained for the pseudo-first order
and Elovich models, but they fitted the data less well. Figure 2a depicts the kinetic curves
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derived from each model with the experimental data, showing the better fit obtained with
the pseudo-second order kinetic model.
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Figure 2. (a): Experimental kinetic curve and fitted kinetic models and (b): intraparticle diffusion model regression
(C0 = 25 mg L−1, 0.1 g of adsorbent, V = 0.1 L at 25 ◦C, pH = 6).

The intraparticle diffusion kinetic model described by Weber and Morris [38] was
used for the mechanistic study of Cu (II) diffusion in marble waste sludge, considering film
diffusion, pore diffusion, and inter-particle diffusion to determine the controlling stage
during adsorption. The general and linearized expressions of this model are described by
Equations (9) and (10), respectively.

Qt = kd
√

t (9)

Qt = kd t0.5 + C (10)

where kd is the intraparticle diffusion rate constant in mg g−1 h−0.5, and C the so-called
boundary level constant in mg g−1, which are determined by linear regression of Qt vs. t0.5

(Table 3). Figure 2b depicts two well-differentiated stages. The first stage was characterized
by faster adsorption with a very low deviation with respect to the origin, suggesting that
intraparticle diffusion is the controlling adsorption stage with no (or negligible) external
material stage (or transport of dissolved Cu (II) towards the surface of the material).
As noted above, this was expected because solutions were in constant agitation during
the whole adsorption process. The second stage was appreciably slower because it was
reaching equilibrium with a lower concentration of dissolved Cu (II). The value of C
(boundary layer) in the second stage (12.025 mg g−1) was markedly higher than in the first,
in which boundary layer effects were negligible (negative value) (Table 3). The boundary
layer effect contributed to increasing resistance against Cu (II) ion transfer towards the
adsorbent, with a negative effect on the adsorption rate. In parallel, the rapid initial phase
is associated with the adsorption reaction, whereas the slow uptake at relatively high
concentrations is usually associated with precipitation on the calcite surface, as observed
by other researchers [23,39,40].

3.2.2. Equilibrium Study

The study of adsorption equilibrium, specifically, the modeling of adsorption isotherms,
is essential to study adsorbate–adsorbent affinity, its physicochemical properties, and the
relationship between pollutant concentrations in equilibrium and the adsorptive capacities
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of a given material. Some of the most widely used models were applied in the equilibrium
study.

The Langmuir model is used to describe monolayer adsorption on a homogeneous sur-
face where there is no interaction among adsorbed molecules [5]. The Langmuir isotherm
is represented by Equation (11).

Qe =
QmKLCe

1 + KLCe
(11)

where KL is the Langmuir equilibrium constant in L mg−1; Ce is the concentration at
adsorption equilibrium in mg L−1; Qm is the maximum adsorption capacity in mg g−1; and
Qe is the adsorption capacity at equilibrium in mg g−1.

The Freundlich isotherm is used to describe multi-layer adsorption on a heteroge-
neous adsorbent surface with interactions among adsorbate molecules [11]. This model is
represented by Equation (12).

Qe = K f Ce
1 · n−1

(12)

where Qe is the adsorption capacity at equilibrium in mg g−1; Kf is the Freundlich constant
related to adsorption capacity in mg g−1; Ce is the concentration in equilibrium in mg
L−1; and n is a parameter that represents the energetic heterogeneity of adsorption sites,
considering adsorption as favorable when n > 1 and unfavorable when n < 1.

The Temkin isotherm considers adsorbent–adsorbate interactions and assumes that the
adsorption heat decreases linearly with increased coverage of the surface. It is characterized
by a uniform bond energy distribution until a maximum of bond energies is reached [41].
The model is represented by Equation (13):

Qe = B Ln(ATCe) (13)

where Qe is the adsorption capacity at equilibrium in mg g−1; Ce is the concentration at
equilibrium in mg L−1; B is the adsorption heat-related constant of the model in J mol−1;
and AT is the equilibrium binding constant in L mg−1.

The Dubinin–Radushkevich isotherm model predicts adsorptions on both homoge-
neous and heterogeneous surfaces by a Gaussian energy distribution mechanism [41]. It is
represented by Equations (14) and (15):

Qe = Qme−Kadε2
(14)

ε = RTLn
(

1 +
1

Ce

)
(15)

where Qe, Qm, and Ce are the same magnitudes as in the above models; Kad is the constant
of the Dubinin–Radushkevich model in mol2 kJ−2; ε is the Polanyi potential; R is the gas
constant, 8.314 J mol−1 K−1; and T is the temperature in K.

The characteristic parameters of each model were determined by non-linear fitting
with the Excel Solver tool, applying the least squares error method between experimentally
measured adsorption capacities and those estimated for each model. Figure 3a depicts
the effect of initial Cu (II) concentrations on the adsorption capacity in equilibrium for
the adsorbent under study. The curve does not reach stabilization, suggesting that the
adsorption capacity of the marble sludges continues to increase with higher Cu (II) con-
centrations. Although the concentration range studied is low (in the ppm range), the
adsorption capacity of this material is exceptional.
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Figure 3. (a): Effect of initial Cu (II) concentration on adsorption capacities of waste marble sludges and (b): experimental
adsorption isotherms and isotherm model plots for the removal of Cu (II) in ultrapure water by waste marble sludges
(25 ◦C, pH = 6).

Table 4 lists the parameters obtained for each model. Figure 3b depicts the experimen-
tal points and plots of the isotherm models used. As observed in Figure 3b and based on
the R2 values in Table 4 the Freundlich model provides the best fit to the experimental data,
followed by the Langmuir, Temkin, and Dubinin–Radushkevich models. The value of n
estimated by the Freundlich model is 7.3, much higher than 1, suggesting a very favorable
adsorption of Cu (II) ions on the studied marble waste sludges.

Table 4. Isotherm parameters for the adsorption of Cu (II) onto waste marble powders.

Model Parameters R2

Langmuir
0.834KL, L mg−1 0.342

Qm, mg g−1 22.745

Freundlich
0.909Kf, mg g−1 12.458

n 7.308

Temkin
0.779B, J mol−1 1.539

AT, L mg−1 6175.302

Dubinin
0.689Kad, mol2 kJ−2 6.35 × 10−7

Qm, mg g−1 18.572

The maximum adsorption capacity estimated by the Langmuir model is 22.74 mg g−1

for an initial Cu (II) concentration of 45 mg mL−1 at 25 ◦C, a higher value than found
for Cu (II) adsorption on other materials (Table 5), indicating the potential usefulness of
this marble waste sludge as a heavy metal adsorbent. Comparison of these experimental
adsorption results with published data confirms that marble sludge can be an effective
adsorbent for heavy metal removal from waters. Removal efficiencies obtained are similar
to those observed with other industrial effluent treatment processes, such as ion exchange
or osmosis [7].
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Table 5. Adsorption of Cu (II) on inorganic materials.

Adsorbent Q (mg g−1) pH
Initial

Concentration of
Cu (II) (mg L−1)

Ref

Marble waste sludge 20–23 6 45 This work
Marble powder 222.84 6 2000 [5]

Egg shell 150 6 30,000 [42]
5.03 6.5 100 [43]

Egg shell powder coated with iron
oxide 44.84 6 100 [44]

Limestone 0.59 9 100 [29]
0.0145 8.5 2 [40]

Dolomite 0.60 10 100 [29]
8.26 - 2400 [45]

Iron oxide-vermiculite compound 59.70 5 500 [46]
Waste iron oxide 17.08 6 35 [47]

Ca-montmorillonite 9.86 - 164 [48]
Spartina alterniflora-derived biochar 49.14 6 290 [49]

Activated carbon derived from
Tunisian date stones 31.25 5 100 [50]

3.3. Adsorption Mechanism

The characteristic reactions of metals with calcium oxide (predominant phase in mar-
ble waste sludges) explain the adsorption mechanism involved in the present experiments.
Adsorption takes place at low concentrations of the metal in aqueous medium, whereas
precipitation is predominant at high concentrations [39]. The adsorption of heavy metals
on calcite is a complex process; however, it can be generally stated that: (i) metal cations
with an ionic radius close to the Ca radius are more strongly adsorbed than are other metal
cations and (ii) metals that form insoluble carbonates are adsorbed faster than those that
form soluble carbonates.

According to the Cu (II) species distribution diagram as a function of pH (Figure 4),
the hydrodynamic radius of the aquo-complex [Cu(H2O)6]2+, the predominant species at
pH 6, is 0.069 nm [51] and the solubility product of CuCO3 is Kps = 2.5 × 10−10 [52]. The
radius of Ca2+ is 0.099 nm [53].
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Hence, Cu (II) adsorption on marble sludges may be produced by: (i) intercalation
of the metal cation between CaCO3 layers and (ii) the formation of surface carbonate
complexes.
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The XRD results for all marble waste sludge samples showed calcite (CaCO3) as
the main phase. The mechanism involved in the adsorption process was identified by
obtaining the XRD spectra of the waste sludge samples before and after Cu (II) adsorption.
These reveal the formation of Cu (II) hydroxycarbonate (Figure 5), specifically malachite
(Cu2(CO3)(OH)2), according to the characteristic diffraction peaks at 2θ = 37.7◦, 39.4◦,
42.4◦, 43.4◦, 46.1◦, and 56.2◦ [54]. In addition, the formation of Cu (II) carbonate (CuCO3)
after the adsorption process was observed as its characteristic diffraction peaks, located
at 2θ = 12.1◦, 14.3◦, 21.0◦, 32.9◦, 34.3◦, 36.0◦, 40.0◦ and 50.2◦, aroused in the spectrum
in Figure 5 [55]. There are evident changes in the composition of the crystalline phase
after metal ion adsorption with the appearance of some new peaks in the marble waste
sludge diffractograms, as well as a general decrease in the peaks’ intensity, indicating the
formation of a less ordered and crystalline structure. In addition, the calcite peak widths
are not modified, indicating that Cu (II) adsorption on the sludge does not take place by
intercalation between CaCO3 layers.
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3.4. Influence of Operational Variables
3.4.1. Influence of pH

Given the nature of the adsorbate and adsorbents used, the solution pH can affect
Cu (II) adsorption on the carbonated sludges. Figure 6 depicts the results obtained by
plotting the Cu (II) adsorption percentage against the solution pH, showing that the pH of
the medium has a major impact on the adsorption process. Thus, the adsorption capacity
increased with higher solution pH and reached an optimal value at pH values close to 6.
This behavior can be explained by two factors: (i) a decrease in CuCO3 solubility at higher
pH, favoring its precipitation on CaCO3, and (ii) electrostatic interactions between the
Cu (II) aquo-complex and sludge surface. The pH of point of zero charge for carbonated
sludges was close to 6 for all studied samples, indicating that the sludge surface was
positively charged at pH < 6. The results in Figure 6 show a decrease in the negative charge
of the aquo-complex at higher pH values, reducing attractive electrostatic attractions
between sludge surface and aquo-complex. The adsorption process was not studied at pH
values > 8 when there was complete precipitation of Cu (OH)2.
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Figure 6. Influence of pH value on Cu (II) adsorption on marble waste sludges (25 ◦C, C0 = 25 mg
L−1, 0.1 g of adsorbent).

3.4.2. Influence of Temperature

The adsorption of Cu (II) on carbonated sludges was studied at 20, 50, 75, and 90 ◦C
(Figure 7). Results obtained revealed a marked decrease in percentage Cu (II) removal at
higher temperatures, largely attributable to an increase in copper ion solubility, showing
the same tendency as similar studies from literature [56,57]. This decrease in adsorption
capacity may also indicate that Cu (II) adsorption is an exothermal process.
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L−1, 0.1 g of adsorbent).

3.4.3. Influence of Ionic Strength

The ionic strength of solutions can have a greater or lesser impact on the adsorption of
pollutants on adsorbent solids. The presence of electrolytes in solution has been reported
to modify the strength of electrostatic adsorbate–adsorbent interactions [58,59]. Variations
in the ionic strength of solutions can increase or decrease either attractive or repulsive
interactions. Figure 8 depicts the exponential reduction in the adsorption capacity of Cu (II)
with higher ionic strength, which can mainly be attributed to: (i) the increased solubility
of CuCO3 and (ii) screening of the sludge surface by NO3

− anions, reducing attractive
electrostatic interactions between the surface of the material and the Cu (II) aquo-complex.
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0.1 g of adsorbent).

3.4.4. Influence of Chemical Composition of Water

A key issue is the effect of the chemical composition of the water on the efficiency of
the process. The marble waste sludges evidenced a lower maximum Cu (II) adsorption
capacity in surface waters, wastewaters, and groundwaters (see composition in Table 6)
than in ultrapure water. This can be explained by: (i) the increased solubility of Cu (II)
hydroxycarbonate due to the higher salinity of waters and (ii) the smaller surface area
available for interaction between Cu (II) and the sludge due to the adsorption of dissolved
organic matter.

Table 6. Composition of natural waters used in the study.

Type of Water pH [HCO3−], meq L−1 TOC, mg L−1 Qm, mg g−1

Ultrapure water 5.8 0.0 0.0 22.75
Surface water 8.3 6.4 11.9 12.4
Groundwater 7.5 8.8 10.3 8.65
Wastewater 7.8 7.2 17.0 6.75

The inactivation of nanomaterials by the presence of dissolved organic matter in
the water media has been observed in other investigations using activated carbons as
adsorbents [60]. In this study, the concentration of organic matter and water pH had
a direct influence in the inactivation of marble waste sludges by organic matter. The
concentration of organic matter and Cu (II) are in the same order of magnitude (mg/L),
promoting a competition for the available sorption sites in the adsorbent. Molecular sizes
of organic matter are two orders of magnitude larger [61] than the pore sizes of marble
waste sludges (Table S1), facilitating pore blockage. That was especially noticeable for
wastewaters, where the concentration of organic matter was the highest. On the other
hand, surface waters possessed the highest pH in this study, leading to the lowest organic
matter sorption (highest Cu (II) adsorption), mostly due to the repulsive forces generated
between the adsorbent (negatively charged at pH > 6) and the organic matter.

3.5. Dynamic Adsorption Tests

The results (Table 7) obtained in a dynamic regime with the different types of water
show that the amount adsorbed at the column breakthrough point (X0.02) was much lower
than the adsorption capacity observed in static regime and was influenced by the type of
water. According to these findings, the adsorption process is less effective in a dynamic
regime than in a static regime because of the lesser Cu (II) diffusion into the interior of
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the CaCO3 sheets and the shorter contact time between adsorbate and adsorbent. The
characteristics of the columns varied as a function of the chemical composition of the water.
Thus, the lowest X0.02, V0.02 (breakthrough volume) and Du (degree of utility) values were
obtained in wastewater. This may be attributable to the adsorption of organic matter on
the surface of the material, which makes it difficult for Cu (II) to reaching active adsorption
sites in an effective manner.

Table 7. Results derived from the Cu (II) breakthrough curves in natural waters in waste sludge
columns.

Type of Water X0.02, mg g−1 V0.02, L Φ HMTZ, cm Du, %

Ultrapure water 8.88 0.57 7.37 5.62 81.52
Surface water 7.06 0.45 2.33 6.43 81.53
Groundwater 5.06 0.32 5.14 7.56 80.80
Wastewater 3.34 0.21 9.35 8.64 17.34

X0.02: Amount adsorbed at breakthrough point; V0.02: Breakthrough volume; Φ: Fractional capacity; HMTZ:
Height of mass transfer zone; Du: Degree of utility.

4. Conclusions

In this study, all sludges derived from marble cutting processes had the same chemical
composition and surface characteristics, regardless of sample type. They were largely
composed of calcite, and their surface area (by BET) ranged between 2 and 8 m2 g−1. This
material had very low granulometry, where approximately 70% of the samples did not
exceed the maximum size of 1 micron.

The results obtained for Cu (II) adsorption on marble waste sludges show that these
materials can be an alternative option to the adsorbents most frequently used to remove
heavy metals from waters (activated carbon and ion exchange resins). They have an
adsorption capacity of around 21 mg g−1 at a Cu (II) concentration of 45 ppm at room
temperature (25 ◦C). XRD analyses confirm that Cu (II) is adsorbed on marble waste
sludges by precipitation in the form of Cu (II) hydroxycarbonate, specifically in the form of
malachite.

Kinetics of Cu (II) adsorption followed a pseudo-second order model (k2 = 0.004 g
mg−1 h−1). A mechanistic study of Cu (II) diffusion in marble waste sludge revealed two
well differentiated stages: a first and rapid adsorption stage (with negligible mass transfer
resistance of Cu (II) towards the surface of the material) related to the adsorption reaction;
and a second and slower stage because of reaching equilibrium, boundary layer effects and
precipitation of the adsorbate on the adsorbent surface.

Study of the influence of operational variables on the Cu (II) adsorption showed that
the precipitation of Cu (II) on the sludge surface was reduced at higher temperature and
water salinity values. The optimal pH value for the precipitation process was around 6.

Cu (II) removal is less effective from natural waters (surface waters, wastewaters, and
groundwaters) for two reasons: (i) their elevated salinity increases the solubility of Cu (II)
hydroxycarbonate, and (ii) a lesser surface area is available for interaction between Cu (II)
and sludges due to the adsorption of dissolved organic matter.

The adsorption process is less effective in dynamic versus static regime due to lesser
Cu (II) diffusion between the sheets of CaCO3 and shorter adsorbate–adsorbent contact
time.

In conclusion, waste sludges from the marble industry potentially offer an effective
and low-cost adsorbent for the removal of heavy metals such as Cu (II) from wastewaters.
This is in line with new research on the application of carbonated waste, which forms a
metal and calcium carbonate compound after heavy metal adsorption to remove proteins
present in wastewaters.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/nano11092305/s1, Figure S1: SEM images of individual marble waste sludges (M1-M6),
Figure S2: Granulometric analysis of marble waste sludges, Figure S3: (a): Effect of initial Cu (II)
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https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/nano11092305/s1


Nanomaterials 2021, 11, 2305 15 of 17

concentration in adsorption capacities of individual waste marble sludges samples and (b): individual
adsorption isotherms for the removal of Cu (II) in ultrapure water by waste marble sludges (25 ◦C,
pH = 6), Table S1: Textural properties of individual marble waste sludges samples.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, V.C.R., A.R.S., M.S.P. and J.R.U.; methodology, V.C.R. and
M.S.P.; software, V.C.R. and M.V.L.R.; validation, J.R.U., M.S.P., and A.R.S.; formal analysis, V.C.R.
and M.V.L.R.; investigation, V.C.R., A.R.S., and M.S.P.; resources, J.R.U., M.S.P., and M.V.L.R.; data
curation, V.C.R., A.R.S., M.S.P., and M.V.L.R.; writing—original draft preparation, V.C.R., A.R.S.,
and M.S.P.; writing—review and editing, V.C.R., A.R.S., M.S.P., M.V.L.R., and J.R.U.; visualization,
M.V.L.R. and J.R.U.; supervision, M.S.P., J.R.U., and A.R.S.; project administration, M.S.P. and J.R.U.;
funding acquisition, M.S.P. and J.R.U. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by Junta de Andalucía and Fondo Europeo de Desarrollo
Regional (FEDER) Ref. P18-RT-4193.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Acknowledgments: The authors acknowledge the support given by the Research Project “Nanoma-
teriales funcionalizados para su aplicación en procesos de desalación y depuración de aguas, Ref.
P18-RT-4193” and Richard Davies for the manuscript’s English corrections.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. European Environment Agency. Available online: https://industry.eea.europa.eu/pollutants/pollutant-index (accessed on 1

July 2021).
2. European Environment Agency-Environmental Pressures of Heavy Metal Releases from Europe’s Industry. Available online:

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-pressures-of-heavy-metal/heavy-metal-pollution (accessed on 1 July
2021).

3. Guidelines for Drinking Water Quality, 4th Edition, WHO. Available online: https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/
publications/2011/9789241548151_ch12.pdf (accessed on 1 July 2021).

4. Office of Water U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 2018 Edition of the Drinking Water Standards and Health Advisories
Tables. 2018. Available online: https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-03/documents/dwtable2018.pdf (accessed
on 1 July 2021).

5. Guimarães, T.; Paquini, L.D.; Ferraz, B.R.L.; Profeti, L.P.R.; Profeti, D. Efficient removal of Cu(II) and Cr(III) contaminants from
aqueous solutions using marble waste powder. J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2020, 8, 103972. [CrossRef]

6. Pohl, A. Removal of Heavy Metal Ions from Water and Wastewaters by Sulfur-Containing Precipitation Agents. Water Air Soil
Pollut. 2020, 231, 503. [CrossRef]

7. Al-Enezi, G.; Hamoda, M.F.; Fawzi, N. Ion Exchange Extraction of Heavy Metals from Wastewater Sludges. J. Environ. Sci. Health
2004, 39, 455–464. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Khulbe, K.C.; Matsuura, T. Removal of heavy metals and pollutants by membrane adsorption techniques. Appl. Water Sci. 2018, 8,
19. [CrossRef]

9. Liu, C.; Wu, T.; Hsu, P.C.; Xie, J.; Zhao, J.; Liu, K.; Sun, J.; Xu, J.; Tang, J.; Ye, Z.; et al. Direct/alternating current electrochemical
method for removing and recovering heavy metal from water using graphene oxide electrode. ACS Nano 2019, 13, 6431–6437.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Wołowiec, M.; Komorowska-Kaufman, M.; Pruss, A.; Rzepa, G.; Bajda, T. Removal of heavy metals and metalloids from water
using drinking water treatment residuals as adsorbents: A review. Minerals 2019, 9, 487. [CrossRef]

11. Boujelben, N.; Bouzid, J.; Elouear, Z. Adsorption of nickel and copper onto natural iron oxide-coated sand from aqueous solutions:
Study in single and binary systems. J. Hazard. Mater. 2009, 163, 376–382. [CrossRef]

12. Ramos, V.C.; Han, W.; Yeung, K.L. A comparative study between ionic liquid coating and counterparts in bulk for toluene
absorption. Green Chem. Eng. 2020, 1, 147–154. [CrossRef]

13. Ramos, V.C.; Han, W.; Zhang, X.; Zhang, S.; Yeung, K.L. Supported ionic liquids for air purification. Curr. Opin. Green Sustain.
Chem. 2020, 25, 100391. [CrossRef]

14. Bradl, H.B. Adsorption of heavy metal ions on soils and soils constituents. J. Colloid Interface Sci. 2004, 277, 1–18. [CrossRef]
15. Martin-Martínez, J.M. Adsorción Física de Gases y Vapores por Carbones; Universidad de Alicante: Alicante, Spain, 1990.
16. Stoeckli, H.F. Microporous carbons and their characterization: The present state of the art. Carbon 1990, 28, 1–6. [CrossRef]
17. Dias, J.M.; Alvim-Ferraz, M.C.M.; Almeida, M.F.; Rivera-Utrilla, J.; Sánchez-Polo, M. Waste materials for activated carbon

preparation and its use in aqueous-phase treatment: A review. J. Environ. Manag. 2007, 85, 833–846. [CrossRef]

https://industry.eea.europa.eu/pollutants/pollutant-index
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/environmental-pressures-of-heavy-metal/heavy-metal-pollution
https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/publications/2011/9789241548151_ch12.pdf
https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/publications/2011/9789241548151_ch12.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-03/documents/dwtable2018.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jece.2020.103972
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11270-020-04863-w
http://doi.org/10.1081/ESE-120027536
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15027828
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13201-018-0661-6
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.8b09301
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31117369
http://doi.org/10.3390/min9080487
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhazmat.2008.06.128
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.gce.2020.10.008
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogsc.2020.100391
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcis.2004.04.005
http://doi.org/10.1016/0008-6223(90)90086-E
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2007.07.031


Nanomaterials 2021, 11, 2305 16 of 17

18. Saxena, S.; D’Souza, S.F. Heavy metal pollution abatement using rock phosphate mineral. Environ. Int. 2006, 32, 199–202.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Ronda, A.; Martín-Lara, M.A.; Osegueda, O.; Castillo, V.; Blázquez, G. Scale-up of a packed bed column for wastewater treatment.
Water Sci. Technol. 2018, 77, 1386–1396. [CrossRef]

20. Abas, S.N.A.; Ismail, M.H.S.; Kamal, M.L.; Izhar, S. Adsorption process of heavy metals by low-cost adsorbent: A review. World
Appl. Sci. J. 2013, 28, 1518–1530. [CrossRef]

21. Bailey, S.E.; Olin, T.J.; Bricka, R.M.; Adrian, D.D. A review of potentially low-cost sorbents for heavy metals. Water Res. 1999, 33,
2469–2479. [CrossRef]

22. Alwared, A.I.; Sadiq, N.A. Competitive removal of lead copper and cadmium ions by sorptive flotation using marble wastes. Int.
J. Environ. Waste Manag. 2019, 23, 156–178. [CrossRef]

23. Wazwaz, A.; Al-Salaymeh, A.; Khan, M.S. Removing heavy metals through different types of soils and marble powder found in
Oman. J. Ecol. Eng. 2019, 20, 136–142. [CrossRef]

24. Javed, I.; Mateen, F.; Rafique, U.; Tabassum, N.; Balkhair, K.S.; Ashraf, M.A. Synthesis of zeolite from marble powder waste: A
greener approach and its application for the removal of inorganic metals from wastewater. Desalination Water Treat. 2016, 57,
10422–10431. [CrossRef]

25. Tozsin, G. Inhibition of acid mine drainage and immobilization of heavy metals from copper flotation tailings using a marble
cutting waste. Int. J. Miner. Metall. Mater. 2016, 23, 1–6. [CrossRef]

26. Rana, A.; Kalla, P.; Verma, H.K.; Mohnot, J.K. Recycling of dimensional stone waste in concrete: A review. J. Clean. Prod. 2016,
135, 312–331. [CrossRef]

27. Demirel, B.; Alyamaç, K.E. Waste marble powder/dust. In Waste and Supplementary Cementitious Materials in Concrete: Characterisa-
tion, Properties and Applications; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2018; pp. 181–197. [CrossRef]

28. Raklami, A.; Tahiri, A.I.; Bechtaoui, N.; Pajuelo, E.; Baslam, M.; Meddich, A.; Oufdou, K. Restoring the plant productivity of
heavy metal-contaminated soil using phosphate sludge, marble waste, and beneficial microorganisms. J. Environ. Sci. 2021, 99,
210–221. [CrossRef]

29. Farmaki, S.; Vorrisi, E.; Karakasi, O.; Moutsatsou, A. The role of limestone and dolomite Tailings’ particle size in retention of
heavy metals from liquid waste. Min. Miner. Depos. 2018, 12, 95–103. [CrossRef]

30. Mehta, D.; Mondal, P.; George, S. Utilization of marble waste powder as a novel adsorbent for removal of fluoride ions from
aqueous solution. J. Environ. Chem. Eng. 2016, 4, 932–942. [CrossRef]

31. Ghazy, S.E.; Gabr, I.M.; Gad, A.H.M. Cadmium(II) sorption from water samples by powdered marble wastes. Chem. Speciat.
Bioavailab. 2008, 20, 249–260. [CrossRef]

32. Ramavandi, B.; Ahmadi, M.; Faradmal, J.; Maleki, S.; Asgari, G. Optimization of Fluoride Adsorption from Aqueous Solution by
Marble Powder Using Taguchi Model. J. Maz. Univ. Med Sci. 2014, 24, 113–121.

33. Zogorski, J.S.; Faust, S.D. Operational parameters for optimum removal of phenolic compounds from polluted waters by columns
of activated carbon. Water AICHE Symp. Ser. Am. Inst. Chem. Eng. 1977, 73, 54–65.

34. Largitte, L.; Pasquier, R. A review of the kinetics adsorption models and their application to the adsorption of lead by an activated
carbon. Chem. Eng. Res. Des. 2016, 109, 495–504. [CrossRef]

35. Lagergren, S. Zur theorie Der Sogenannten adsorptiongeloster stoffe, Kungliga Svenska Vetenskapsakademiens. Handlingar 1898,
24, 1–39.

36. Ho, Y.S.; Mckay, G. Pseudo-second order model for sorption processes. Process. Biochem. 1999, 34, 451–465. [CrossRef]
37. Elovich, S.Y.; Larinov, O.G. Theory of Adsorption from Solutions of Non Electrolytes on Solid (I) Equation Adsorption from

Solutions and the Analysis of Its Simplest Form, (II) Verification of the Equation of Adsorption Isotherm from Solutions. Izv.
Akad. Nauk. SSSR Otd. Khimicheskikh Nauk. 1962, 2, 209–216.

38. Weber, W.J., Jr.; Morris, J.C. Kinetics of adsorption on carbonfrom solution. J. Sanit. Eng. Div. Am. Soc. Civ. Eng. 1963, 89, 31–60.
[CrossRef]

39. Walker, G.M.; Connor, G.; Allen, S.J. Copper (II) removal onto dolomitic sorbents. Chem. Eng. Res. Des. 2004, 82, 961–966.
[CrossRef]

40. Aziz, H.A.; Adlan, M.N.; Ariffin, K.S. Heavy metals (Cd, Pb, Zn, Ni, Cu and Cr(III)) removal from water in Malaysia: Post
treatment by high quality limestone. Bioresour. Technol. 2008, 99, 1578–1583. [CrossRef]

41. Dada, A.O.; Olalekan, A.P.; Olatunya, A.M. Langmuir, Freundlich, Temkin and Dubinin-Radushkevich Isotherms Studies of
Equilibrium Sorption of Zn2+ Unto Phosphoric Acid Modified Rice Husk. Available online: www.iosrjournals.org (accessed on
15 July 2021).

42. Lin, T.Y.; Chai, W.S.; Chen, S.J.; Shih, J.Y.; Koyande, A.K.; Liu, B.L.; Chang, Y.K. Removal of soluble microbial products and dyes
using heavy metal wastes decorated on eggshell. Chemosphere 2021, 270, 128615. [CrossRef]

43. Vijayaraghavan, K.; Jegan, J.; Palanivelu, K.; Velan, M. Removal and recovery of copper from aqueous solution by eggshell in a
packed column. Miner. Eng. 2005, 18, 545–547. [CrossRef]

44. Ahmad, R.; Kumar, R.; Haseeb, S. Adsorption of Cu2+ from aqueous solution onto iron oxide coated eggshell powder: Evaluation
of equilibrium, isotherms, kinetics, and regeneration capacity. Arab. J. Chem. 2012, 5, 353–359. [CrossRef]
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