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Biochar as an electron shuttle
for reductive dechlorination of
pentachlorophenol by Geobacter
sulfurreducens
Linpeng Yu1,2,3,*, Yong Yuan3,4,*, Jia Tang3,4, Yueqiang Wang3,4 & Shungui Zhou3,4
The reductive dechlorination of pentachlorophenol (PCP) by Geobacter sulfurreducens in the
presence of different biochars was investigated to understand how biochars affect the bioreduction
of environmental contaminants. The results indicated that biochars significantly accelerate electron
transfer from cells to PCP, thus enhancing reductive dechlorination. The promotion effects of biochar
(as high as 24-fold) in this process depend on its electron exchange capacity (EEC) and electrical
conductivity (EC). A kinetic model revealed that the surface redox-active moieties (RAMs) and EC
of biochar (900 °C) contributed to 56% and 41% of the biodegradation rate, respectively. This work
demonstrates that biochars are efficient electron mediators for the dechlorination of PCP and that
both the EC and RAMs of biochars play important roles in the electron transfer process.

Biochar is a carbon-rich solid material produced by the thermal decomposition of diverse biomass species under oxygen-limited conditions1. Biochar has been widely proposed to be used in carbon sequestration, reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, and soil amendments in numerous agricultural and
environmental applications2–4. The beneficial effects of biochar in these applications have mostly been
attributed to its unique properties such as its highly porous structure, alkalinity and high ion-exchange
capacity5–7. Because of its porous structure, biochar has also been reported to effectively immobilize a
variety of environmental organic contaminants8–11, subsequently decreasing their bioavailability and ecotoxicity12,13. The sorption properties of biochar have been observed to vary dramatically under different
pyrolysis conditions and feedstock sources14.
Organic contaminants sorbed onto biochars are generally assumed to be inactive for chemical and
biological transformations. A series of recent studies, however, revealed that biochar can also catalyze
the chemical transformation of contaminants15–18, a phenomenon that was previously confirmed for conventional black carbons such as activated carbon and graphite19–24. For example, Oh et al. reported that
biochar can stimulate chemical reductive reactions of nitro herbicides16. A mechanical analysis indicated
that biochar shuttled electrons between reductants (e.g., sulfides) and organic contaminants. The surface redox-active moieties (RAMs) of biochar were one factor potentially responsible for this mediation
mechanism. Furthermore, Xu et al. recently indicated that biochar produced from red oak wood can
catalyze hexahydro-1,3,5-trinitro-1,3,5-triazine (RDX) transformation by sulfides and that the chemical
transformation rates of RDX are positively correlated to the electrical conductivity (EC, or termed π -π
electron network associated with conductive graphite regions) of biochars18. The authors concluded that
the EC of biochar, rather than its surface-oxygenated functional groups, accounts for its catalytic activity.
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Figure 1. Changes in the electron exchange capacities (EECs) and electrical conductivities (ECs) of
biochars as a function of the charring temperatures. EEC values of biochars were calculated from the sum
of EACs and EDCs determined by MER and MEO, respectively. Error bars represent the standard deviation
(SD) of triplicate measurements (n =  3).

In this case, the condensed aromatic structural regions in biochar could directly transfer electrons from
the electron donors to the organic contaminants.
Similar to the role of biochar in chemical systems, biochar-mediated electron transfer in biological
systems has also drawn considerable attention25,26. For instance, Kappler et al. reported that biochar could
function as an electron shuttle to facilitate the electron transfer from Shewanella oneidensis MR-1 to
Fe(III) minerals27. As a result, the rate and extent of microbial reduction of ferrihydrite were promoted.
Recently, Tong et al. demonstrated that biochars amended to paddy soil can enhance the microbial
transformation rate of pentachlorophenol (PCP)28. The enhancement was attributed to the increased
extracellular electron transfer (EET) resulting from the biochar-promoted growth and metabolism of
microorganisms in the soil. Although biochars have been reported to affect the electron transfer efficiency in various environments, as previously mentioned, little is known about how biochars shuttle
electrons from microorganisms to the adsorbed contaminants or how the electrochemical properties of
biochars affect the electron transfer pathway in microbial systems.
Thus, the objectives of this study were (1) to test the possibility that biochar stimulates the biodegradation of a widespread organic contaminant and (2) to identify the role of the EC (i.e., polycondensed
aromatic structures) and surface redox-active groups of biochar in this process. Because its biodegradation pathway is well known, we selected PCP as a typical contaminant in this study. Geobacter sulfurreducens, which is capable of dechlorinating chlorinated contaminants under anaerobic conditions29,30, was
used as the model microorganism. To address the effects of biochar surface redox-active groups and EC
on the degradation rates of PCP, kinetic experiments in the presence of different biochars with various
electron exchange capacities (EEC) and EC properties were conducted. Finally, a mathematic model was
proposed to explain the mechanisms of biochar-mediated dechlorination.

Results

Physicochemical characteristics of biochars. The physicochemical properties of six different
biochars prepared at a series of temperatures (400–900 °C) are shown in Table S1 (Supplementary
Information). An elemental analysis indicated that the carbon contents of all of the biochars were comparable. The hydrogen content and H/C ratios of the biochars decreased gradually with increasing temperature, whereas the oxygen content and O/C ratios were not affected. The surface areas of the six
biochar samples ranged from 5.46 m2·g−1 to 11.56 m2·g−1, with a small increase at relatively high charring
temperatures. The ECs of biochars prepared at relatively low temperatures (400 °C to 600 °C) were low
and changed slowly with the charring temperature; the conductivities then increased dramatically at high
charring temperatures (> 600 °C) (Fig. 1).
Electrochemical properties of biochars. The redox properties of biochars were assessed through
a mediated electrochemical analysis (Fig. S1a,b; Supplementary Information). As shown in Fig. 1, the
EECs, which are representative of the abundance of RAMs in biochar particles31, increased nearly threefold with the increased charring temperature. FTIR spectroscopy was used to identify the contents of the
quinone moieties on the surface of various biochars. As shown in Fig. S2a, the FTIR spectra indicated the
presence of the C= O stretching of quinones (1645 cm−1)32. The intensity of the band revealed that varied
contents of quinone moieties were present on the surface of the higher temperature treated biochars.
However, the highest absorbance at this band was observed for BC400 with a relatively low EEC value,
suggesting that besides quinone moieties, other redox-active moieties (e.g., phenolic moieties) might
also contribute to the high EECs of biochars prepared at higher temperatures31. All of the biochars had
comparable electron donating capacities (EDCs) (Table S1), and they were lower than their EACs. The
low EDCs of biochars indicate that most of the RAMs of the tested biochars were in oxidized forms.
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Figure 2. Biochar-mediated reductive dechlorination of pentachlorophenol (PCP) by G. sulfurreducens in
the presence of different biochars (a), and kinetic changes of PCP degradation intermediate products in
the absence of biochars (control, (b) or in the presence of BC500 (c) or BC900 (d). PCP (20 mg·L−1) was
anaerobically incubated with G. sulfurreducens (an initial cell density of 0.9 ×  1010 cells·L−1) in the presence
of different biochars (2 g·L−1) at 30 °C. Error bars represent ±  SD (n =  3).

To further confirm the effect of the RAMs on the EEC values, biochars with altered quinone moieties
were fabricated via chemical bonding, physical adsorption of quinone-enriched chemicals, and H2O2
pretreatment, as previously suggested18,32,33. The FTIR spectrum of MBC400 showed a small increase
in the intensity of the band at 1645 cm−1 compared to that of BC400 (Fig. S2b). By contrast, the FTIR
spectrum of MBC900 showed a significantly lower absorbance at 1645 cm−1 compared to that of BC900,
demonstrating the elimination of select quinone groups by H2O2 pretreatment (Fig. S2c). CV measurements of MBC400 demonstrated the appearance of a new pair of redox-active peaks at approximately
–0 V (vs. SHE). These peaks did not exist or were too weak to be observed in the CV curve of BC400
(Fig. S3). Notably, the ECs of MBC400 (3.23 μ S·cm−1) and MBC900 (2.4 S·cm−1) were basically identical
to those of the untreated BC400 and BC900, respectively. As a result of the treatments, the EEC value
of MBC400 [143.4 ±  11.5 μ mol e−·(g biochar)−1] and BC400-AQDS [110.2 ±  12.3 μ mol e−·(g biochar)−1]
increased, whereas that of MBC900 [181.7 ±  16.4 μ mol e−·(g biochar)−1] decreased compared to their
values before treatment.

Biochar-stimulated PCP biodegradation. The results from the anaerobic microbial degradation of

PCP revealed that G. sulfurreducens, although defined as a model bacteria for extracellular respiration
with a great current-generating ability, is a weak dechlorination-respiring microorganism that reduces
PCP to less-chlorinated compounds (Fig. 2a). Only 11.1% (± 1.2%) of the PCP was degraded by G. sulfurreducens after 21 d in the absence of biochars. However, this process was significantly accelerated in the
presence of different biochars, yielding PCP degradation efficiencies of 20.3% (BC400), 29.7% (BC500),
53.1% (BC600), 60.7% (BC700), 65.1% (BC800) and 85.1% (BC900) under the identical conditions. The
PCP biodegradation mediated by all biochars followed exponential decay equations over 21 d (Table S2),
and the maximum PCP biodegradation rate (kmax) increased from 0.65 mg·L−1·d−1 to 5.46 mg·L−1·d−1 as
the biochar preparation temperature increased from 400 to 900 °C. These values were 2.9- to 24.8-times
greater than that of the biochar-free control (0.22 mg·L−1·d−1). A GC/MS analysis of the PCP degradation
intermediates after 21 d indicated the presence of 2,4,6-trichlorophenol (2,4,6-TCP), 2,4-dichlorophenol
Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221
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Figure 3. Correlations between (a) the maximum degradation rates (kmax) and the ECs of biochars, and
between (b) the kmax and the EECs of biochars. Dotted lines display the linearly fitted results. Error bars
represent ±  SD (n =  3).

(2,4-DCP), 4-monochlorophenol (4-MCP) and phenol. These results indicated that the PCP degradation
pathway involved reductive dechlorination reactions. The quantitative products of PCP were shown in
Fig. 2b–d and Fig. S4. In the absence of biochars (the control), only a low level of PCP intermediates was
detected during the 21-d incubation with G. sulfurreducens. However, the production of chlorophenol
and phenol were significantly enhanced by BC500, with the highest catalyzing activities displayed for
BC900. In the presence of BC900, the concentrations of 2,4,6-trichlorophenol and 2,4-dichlorophenol
increased in the early period, but then decreased, suggesting that the PCP intermediates themselves
could be degraded further by G. sulfurreducens. An analysis of total mass balance of PCP and its intermediates showed that almost all of the disappearing PCP was recovered in its dechlorination products
(Fig. 2). Thus, the removal or extraction loss of PCP caused by other processes such as adsorption was
negligible.
The adsorption behaviors of PCP by the different biochars were comparable (Fig. S5); no significant
difference was observed in the equilibrium concentrations of PCP (2 ~ 3 mg·L−1) in the presence of different biochars after 48 h. No PCP degradation products in the cell-free biochar suspensions were detected
by GC-MS (Fig. S4), suggesting that the chemical transformation of PCP by different biochars in the
absence of cells was slow (Fig. S6). In other words, the dechlorination reactions mainly resulted from the
biodegradation mediated by G. sulfurreducens. Changes in the biomass of G. sulfurreducens are shown
in Fig. S7. In the absence of biochars, the quantity of G. sulfurreducens decreased to 86.7% of the initial
biomass after 21 d. In the presence of BC400, BC700 or BC900, the biomass of G. sulfurreducens showed
small fluctuations, but no great difference was observed (Fig. S7).

The role of biochar EC and RAMs in PCP biodegradation. A strong linear correlation was observed
between the ECs of the biochars and the kmax (r =  0.9534, p =  0.0017, Fig. 3a), and between the EECs of
the biochars and the kmax (r =  0.9814, p =  1.8 ×  10−6, Fig. 3b). However, distinguishing which of these two
factors was primarily responsible for the accelerated dechlorination and degradation of PCP was difficult.
Herein, the biodegradation behaviors of PCP in the presence of MBC400, BC400-AQDS, MBC900, and
graphite particles were investigated to isolate the contribution of biochar RAMs from that of its EC. In
the presence of BC400-AQDS and MBC400, the kmax of the PCP biodegradation (0.81 mg·L−1·d−1 and
1.53 mg·L−1·d−1, respectively) was enhanced by 23.3% and 134.0%, respectively, compared to that of
BC400 (0.65 mg·L−1·d−1) (Fig. 4a). After 21 d, 25.2 ±  1.0% and 34.6 ±  1.5% of the PCP were degraded
in the presence of BC400-AQDS and MBC400, respectively, compared to 22.1 ±  0.9% for BC400. The
importance of the quinone groups was also demonstrated by MBC900 in the kinetic experiments of PCP
Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221
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Figure 4. Kinetics of PCP biodegradation by G. sulfurreducens in the presence of modified biochars (a)
and the comparison of the kmax (b) in the presence of various mediators. For these experiments, modified
biochars were used to investigate the biodegradation kinetics of PCP under the identical conditions as
mentioned in Fig. 2. Error bars represent ±  SD (n =  3).

biodegradation under the identical conditions. MBC900 exhibited a significantly decreased mediation
activity in PCP biodegradation; its kmax (2.87 mg·L−1·d−1) was only 52.5% of that of the untreated BC900
(5.46 mg·L−1·d−1) (Fig. 4b). Accordingly, 63.3 ±  1.0% of the PCP in the reactors was biodegraded in the
presence of MBC900 after 21 d, compared to 85.1 ±  1.9% for BC900. We also investigated the biodegradation of PCP in the presence of graphite powder; graphite powder is a conductive material with a low
oxygen content (0.1% by weight). The kmax in the presence of graphite was 0.3-times greater than that
of the biochar-free control, but was smaller than that of BC900. Although the EC of graphite powder
(2.18 S·cm−1) was comparable to that of BC900, its redox mediation activity in PCP degradation was
weaker, possibly explaining the differences in the kmax (Fig. 4b).

Discussion

In this study, the different extents of biodegradation rate acceleration by the biochars primarily result
from the differences in their physicochemical properties because the other conditions (biochar dosages,
culture media and incubation conditions) were identical. Specifically, the increased (BC400-AQDS and
MBC400) or decreased (MBC900 and graphite) mediation activity was only attributable to the prevalence of biochar RAMs, because the other properties such as the surface area and EC were not affected
by the chemical treatments. The observed correlation between the biochar EEC and the kmax was consistent with the study of Yu et al., which demonstrated that the rate constants for the biochar-mediated
chemical reduction of nitrobenzene increased linearly with the amount of active oxygenated functional
groups on the black carbon surface17. Phenolic moieties, quinone moieties and trace level of surface
redox-active metals (such as Fe(III) and Mn) are possible RAMs responsible for the dechlorination reaction31. Several previous studies have demonstrated that immobilized humic substances on solid materials
(alumina particles and anion exchange resins) can effectively mediate the reductive biotransformation
of contaminants34–36. For example, Zhang et al. demonstrated that an insoluble Fe-humic acid complex
could function as a solid-phase electron mediator for the microbial reductive dechlorination of PCP37.
The enhanced degradation rates in this study can also be explained by the shuttling of electrons between
cells and PCP by the adsorbed AQDS and modified hydroquinone on biochar particles.
The electron transfer from G. sulfurreducens to biochars may occur via a direct contact between
the biochar and the conductive pili or outer membrane cytochromes38. Note that the PCP was also
adsorbed by biochar particles. The coexistence of cells and PCP on biochar particles (Fig. S8) can facilitate the transfer of electrons between them. In this process, electrons generated by G. sulfurreducens
are transferred through the π -π network of conductive graphite regions to reach the adsorption sites of
PCP39. The conductive properties of biochars determine the electron transfer rate and, consequently, the
reductive dechlorination rates of PCP. The role of the biochar EC was also similar to that of conductive
magnetite nanoparticles previously reported by Aulenta et al.40, who demonstrated that magnetite nanoparticles served as an electrical conductor, accelerating the biodegradation of TCE. The electron transfer
is typically energetically driven by the redox potential difference between G. sulfurreducens and PCP.
The attached G. sulfurreducens has a rather negative potential (lower than − 150 mV) that is determined
by the outer membrane cytochromes of the cell41, whereas the standard redox potential of PCP (up to
2,3,4,5-tetrochlorophenol) is 0.399 V32. Therefore, the reduction of PCP by G. sulfurreducens is thermodynamically favorable on the surface of biochars.
Although the exponential decay equations successfully described the observed dynamic changes in the
PCP biodegradation, they cannot elucidate how the physicochemical characteristics of biochars (RAMs
and EC) affect the degradation rates. For the theoretical interpretation of the mediation mechanisms, a
Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221
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Parameter

Control

Graphite

BC400

BC500

BC600

BC700

BC800

BC900

R (mg/(L·cell·d))

58.26

35.92

9.28

9.15

5.50

4.63

4.24

2.22

f

0.999

0.945

0.136

0.147

0.114

0.106

0.117

0.108

3.18 ×  1011

2.70 ×  1011

2.96 ×  1010

2.71 ×  1010

2.34 ×  1010

1.87 ×  1010

1.72 ×  1010

1.64 ×  1010

Km (cells/L)
r

0.9906

0.9740

0.9894

0.9743

0.9953

0.9966

0.9861

0.9982

p

1.2 ×  10−7

1.3 ×  10−6

4.9 ×  10−8

1.4 ×  10−7

1.5 ×  10−6

4.5 ×  10−6

1.1 ×  10−4

2.6 ×  10−5

Table 1. Model parameter estimation of PCP biodegradation mediated by biochars (or graphite)
in the presence of cells or only G. sulfurreducens (control). k0 =  3.31 d−1; μ =  2.08 ×  10−10  L·cell−1·d−1;
X =  0.9 ×  1010 cell·L−1. α =  5.13 ×  10−2 L·mol−1·d−1; β =  6.75 ×  10−14 L·Ω ·m·d−1.

kinetic model that considers the relationship between the biodegradation rates and the electrochemical
properties of biochars is needed. Table 1 shows the estimated parameters of the proposed model, and
Fig. 2a shows the comparison between the fitted modeled data and the experimental data. The modeled
data for biochars agree well with the observed kinetics of PCP biodegradation, with a correlation coefficient as high as 0.99 (Table 1).
The modeled degradation rate constant, k0, for direct reductive dechlorination was 3.31 d−1, agreeing
with the value reported by Lin et al. for the kinetic model of PCP biodegradation by a pure culture of
Phanerochaete chrysosporium42. The reducing rate of biochar surface RAMs by G. sulfurreducens, μ, was
approximately 21% lower than that of AQDS38, which was attributed to the relatively low accessibility
of these moieties in the solid phase compared to those in the aqueous phase. The estimated value of
the parameter R for the biochar-free control, which represents the inhibition coefficient of PCP to cells,
was comparable to the EC50 of 2,4-dichlorophenol to G. sulfurreducens reported by Duldhardt et al.43.
Furthermore, the R values decreased with increasing EEC values and increasing ECs of biochars; these
values were significantly lower than those of the biochar-free control. These results suggest that both the
strong adsorption and accelerated degradation of PCP by biochars could alleviate the toxicity of PCP to
G. sulfurreducens. By contrast, because of its low adsorption capacity, the R value for the graphite powder
was approximately 2.9-times higher than that for BC400, significantly limiting its mediation ability. The
estimated value of the saturation constant, Km, for the biochar-free control is on average 15-times greater
than those in the presence of biochars. By contrast, the Km for different biochars decreased gradually
with R, implying that the biomass saturation on the biochar particles in terms of the biodegradation rate
is more easily achieved with an increased biochar EAC. This biomass saturation concept is similar to the
bio-reductive processes of Fe(III) oxides38. Such phenomenon likely results from a shift in the limiting
step of PCP biodegradation from a biomass-determined mode to a process dominated by the chemical
reaction rate between the reduced RAMs and the PCP when the biomass increases from values below
Km to values far exceeding Km38. The authors of previous studies have suggested that the value of Km is
dependent on the ratio of the particle size to the bacterial size44; however, different Kms for biochars with
similar particle sizes (approximately 0.15 mm) indicated that other biochar properties (such as EECs and
EC) can also influence the value of this parameter.
The validity and applicability of the proposed model is verified by the good agreement between the
modeled results and experimental data for both MBC900 and MBC400 (Fig. 4a). This agreement indicates that the model effectively describes biochar-mediated PCP degradation. The experimental and
simulation results show that both the electrochemical properties (EEC) and EC of biochars display significant effects on the evolution of biochar reactivity during the PCP reduction reaction. Further analysis
through the integration of the model equations shows that the stimulation of BC400 via the EC pathway
was negligible but significantly increased with the increasing EC of biochar. In the case of BC900, the
surface RAMs, its electrically conductive graphite regions, and the direct degradation pathway of PCP
by G. sulfurreducens accounted for 56%, 41% and 3% of the degradation rate, respectively. This result
demonstrated that three pathways for PCP degradation coexist in the presence of biochars, including the
electron transfer from G. sulfurreducens to PCP via direct reduction, the mediation of biochar surface
RAMs, and its electrically conductive graphite regions (Fig. 5). The rates of electron transfer in these
pathways may be associated with the diffusive rate of the PCP in the medium, the regeneration of the
reduced RAMs, and the relative abundance of graphite regions in the biochars.
In conclusion, we demonstrate that G. sulfurreducens, a weak dechlorination-respiration bacterium,
can effectively reduce PCP in the presence of biochars. Both the biochar surface redox-active moieties
and conductive graphite regions play crucial roles in the electron transfer process of the microbial dechlorination. Considering the ubiquity of black carbon and conductive minerals in the environment, these
processes likely occur naturally at many contamination sites. This study highlights the varied mediating
activities of biochars in the bioreduction of contaminants depending on their electrochemical properties.

Methods

Biochar preparation and characterization. Biochar was produced from rice straw obtained from
a local paddy field in Guangdong Province, China. After being cut into 2–3 cm pieces, the rice straw
Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221
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Figure 5. A schematic diagram of the direct and biochar-mediated electron transfer pathways in the
process of PCP dechlorination by G. sulfurreducens.

pieces were placed into a cylindrical quartz tube in an electric furnace and pyrolyzed under a N2 flow
of 1.2 L·min−1. The temperature of the furnace was programmed to increase at a rate of approximately
20 °C·min−1 and was held at different values (400–900 °C) for 1 h. After cooling to room temperature,
the charred materials were milled to approximately 0.15 mm and sieved through a 100-mesh sifter.
According to the charring temperature, the obtained biochars were designated as BC400, BC500, BC600,
BC700, BC800 and BC900. The biochar elemental composition and surface area were determined using
an elemental analyzer (Vario EL Cube, Elementar Co., Germany) and a Quantachrome QuadraWin
(ASIQMO002-2, Contador Instrument Co., USA), respectively.

Measurement of the electrical conductivity of biochar. The electrical conductivity (EC) of biochar was measured using the two-probe bed technique proposed by Mochidzuki et al. and by Xu et al.
with a slight modification18,45. Specifically, the two-probe bed consisted of a pressure device, a hand-held
milliohm meter and a cylindrical iron bed with two stainless steel pistons at the top and the bottom. The
inner surface of the bed was completely insulated from the biochar and pistons by an embedded polypropylene material. After approximately 1.0 g of biochar sample was loaded into the bed, a high pressure
(4 MPa) was applied, and the resistance of the whole bed was recorded.
Measurement of the biochar electron-accepting capacity and electron-donating capacity. Electrochemical experiments were performed using an electrochemical workstation (CHI660D,

Chenhua Co., Ltd., Shanghai, China) with a conventional three-electrode cell at ambient temperatures46.
A graphite plate (2 ×  2 cm), a platinum sheet and a saturated calomel electrode (SCE) were used as
the working electrode, counter electrode and reference electrode, respectively. Chronoamperometry
(CA) measurements were performed in a phosphate buffer solution (PBS, 0.1 M, pH =  7.0) with 0.1 M
KCl electrolyte under constant stirring and N2 flow. To quantify the electron-accepting capacity (EAC)
and electron-donating capacity (EDC) of biochar, the mediated electrochemical reduction (MER) and
oxidation (MEO) were conducted at an applied potential of − 0.49 V and + 0.61 V (vs. SHE), respectively. A synthesized compound (zwitterionic viologen 4,4′ -bipyridinium-1,1′ -bis(2-ethylsulfonate)) and
2,2′ -azino-bis(3-ethylbenzothiazoline-6-sulfonic acid) diammonium salt (ABTS, > 98%, purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich) were used as an electron shuttle for MER and MEO, respectively31,47. The total electron
exchange capacities (EECs) of biochars, representing the entire capacity to donate and accept electrons,
were obtained from the sum of the EACs and EDCs31.

Biochar surface quinone modification. BC400 that were chemically modified by hydroquinone

or adsorbed by anthraquinone-2,6-disulfonate (AQDS) were prepared for enrichment with quinone
functional groups33,18. Additionally, surface quinone groups of BC900 were destroyed according to the
method reported previously by Zhang et al.32, which is associated with the oxidization of the organic
fractions of biochars. The modified biochar products were designated as MBC400, BC400-AQDS and
MBC900 (see the detailed preparation procedures in the supplementary information).

Microbial PCP degradation experiments. To prepare the cells for PCP biodegradation kinetic
experiments, Geobacter sulfurreducens (PCA) was routinely cultured anaerobically in nutrient broth (NB)
medium with acetate and fumarate (NBAF) at 30 °C as previously described48. Cells in the exponential
growth phase were harvested by centrifugation.
Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221
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Kinetic experiments of PCP biodegradation were conducted in 100 mL serum bottles containing
50 mL of fumarate-free NB medium with 15 mM acetate and different biochars (2 g·L−1) as the electron
donor and electron shuttle, respectively. All media were buffered by bicarbonate solutions (pH =  7.0) and
autoclaved at 121 °C for 20 min prior to use. PCP stock solution was sterilized by filtration at 0.22 μ m
and spiked into the media to give a final concentration of 20 mg·L−1. After the media was purged with
N2/CO2 (80%: 20%) for 30 min, G. sulfurreducens were inoculated into the media (approximately 0.9 ×  1010
cells·L−1) and the reactors were tightly sealed with rubber stoppers and aluminum caps. Each experiment
was performed in triplicate under identical conditions in an incubator at 30 °C. The chemical transformation and adsorption of PCP by biochars were conducted using the identical procedure as above with
the exception that no cells were added to the sterilized serum bottles. At a selected time interval, the
serum bottles were vibrated vigorously for 30 min and sampled with a sterile syringe. The total content of
PCP and its intermediate products was extracted and quantified by high-pressure liquid chromatography
(HPLC) and gas chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC/MS), respectively, as previously described (see
the details in the supplementary information)28. The microbial biomass of G. sulfurreducens was determined by real-time fluorescent quantitative PCR according to previous methods28,49. For the adsorption
experiments, biochars were removed by filtration (0.22 μ m) without the extraction process, and the PCP
in the aqueous phase were determined by HPLC.

Mathematical kinetic modeling of PCP biodegradation. Based on the kinetics results, the roles
of biochar surface redox-active moieties (RAMs) and EC were considered in a mathematical model to
explain the possible mechanisms of biochar-mediated PCP biodegradation. The model was analogous
to those reported by MacDonald et al. and Pat-Espadas et al.38,50, who suggested a kinetic model for
AQDS-mediated microbial reduction of ferrihydrite-coated sand and palladium(II), respectively. The
present model employs the following assumptions: (1) the reduction rate of RAMs of the biochar was
proportional to their concentrations and biomass; (2) the growth of G. sulfurreducens in all experiments
was not considered, but the inhibition or decay of PCP on cells was considered; (3) G. sulfurreducens
could reduce PCP in three ways: direct reductive dechlorination, RAMs-mediated reductive dechlorination, and conductive graphitic region-mediated reduction; and (4) the rate of graphitic region-mediated
reduction of PCP was proportional to the biomass and biochar EC and to the concentration of PCP.
In the absence of biochars, PCP was dechlorinated by G. sulfurreducens via the direct contact pathway
and the decay kinetics can be expressed as follows:
−

d [PCP ]
= k 0 fXs [PCP ] − RX s
dt
XS =

X
Km + X

(1)

(2)

where k0 is the degradation rate constant, [PCP] is the remaining concentration of PCP in the media, f
is the proportions of PCP in the aqueous phase, and R is a parameter reflecting the inhibition or decay
on the cell microbial activity caused by PCP exposure. Xs represents the saturating function of biomass
(X), and Km is a saturation constant38,50.
When biochar or graphite was present in the systems, the second pathway of PCP dechlorination was
a graphite region-mediated reaction. For this pathway, the degradation rate can be described as follows:

−

d [PCP ]
= βXλ [PCP ]ad
dt

(3)

Here, λ is the electrical conductivities of the mediators, β is the reaction rate constant between the
conductive graphitic region and PCP, and [PCP]ad is the concentrations of PCP adsorbed by biochars.
For the RAMs-mediated reductive reaction pathway, the kinetic differential equations can be expressed
as follows:

−
d [Biochar ]red
dt

d [PCP ]
= α [biochar ]red [PCP ]aq
dt

= µX [Biochar ]ox [PCP ]aq − α [Biochar ]red [PCP ]aq

d [Biochar ]ox
= − µX [Biochar ]ox [PCP ]aq + α [Biochar ]red [PCP ]aq
dt
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(4)

(5)

( 6)
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2EEC = [Biochar ]ox + [Biochar ]red

(7)

where α is the reaction rate constant between the reduced RAMs and the PCP, and [PCP]aq is the concentrations of PCP in the aqueous medium. Eq. 5 and 6 represent the kinetic change of RAMs, where
[Biochar]red and [Biochar]ox are the concentrations of the reduced and oxidized forms of RAMs, respectively, and μ is the rate constant for the microbial reduction of RAMs.
The proposed model equations for the kinetics of PCP biodegradation were coded as differential
equations in Matlab 7.0 and solved using its ode45 program, which integrates the differential equations
through a variable-step-size Runge-Kutta method. The Matlab optimization function ‘lsqcurvefit’ was
used for model parameter estimation to minimize the differences between the modeled values and the
real data50.

References

1. Lehmann, J. et al. Biochar effects on soil biota – A review. Soil Biol. Biochem. 43, 1812–1836 (2011).
2. Woolf, D., Amonette, J. E., Street-Perrott, F. A., Lehnmann, J. & Joseph, S. Sustainable biochar to mitigate global climate change.
Nat. Commun. 1, 1–9 (2010).
3. Ghani, W. et al. Biochar production from waste rubber-wood-sawdust and its potential use in C sequestration: chemical and
physical characterization. Ind. Crops Prod. 44, 18–24 (2013).
4. Sun, F. F. & Lu, S. G. Biochars improve aggregate stability, water retention, and pore-space properties of clayey soil. J. Plant Nutr.
Soil Sci. 177, 26–33 (2014).
5. Alburquerque, J. A. et al. Enhanced wheat yield by biochar addition under different mineral fertilization levels. Agron. Sustain.
Dev. 33, 475–484 (2013).
6. Nigussie, A., Kissi, E., Misganaw, M. & Ambaw, G. Effect of biochar application on soil properties and nutrient uptake of lettuces
(Lactuca sativa) grown in chromium polluted soils. Am. Eurasian J. Agric. & Environ. Sci. 12, 369–376 (2012).
7. Kannan, P., Arunachalam, P., Prabukumar, G. & Govindaraj, M. Biochar an alternate option for crop residues and solid waste
disposal and climate change mitigation. Afr. J. Agric. Res. 8, 2403–2412 (2013).
8. Chen, B. L., Zhou, D. D. & Zhu, L. Z. Transitional adsorption and partition of nonpolar and polar aromatic contaminants by
biochars of pine needles with different pyrolytic temperatures. Environ. Sci. Technol. 42, 5137–5143 (2008).
9. Cao, X. D., Ma, L. N., Liang, Y., Gao, B. & Willie, H. Simultaneous immobilization of lead and atrazine in contaminated soils
using dairy-manure biochar. Environ. Sci. Technol. 45, 4884–4889 (2011).
10. Kookana, R. S. The role of biochar in modifying the environmental fate, bioavailability, and efficacy of pesticides in soils: a review.
Aust. J. Soil Res. 48, 627–637 (2010).
11. Yang, X. B. et al. Influence of biochars on plant uptake and dissipation of two pesticides in an agricultural soil. J. Agric. Food
Chem. 58, 7915–7921 (2010).
12. Jones, D. L., Edwards-Jones, G. & Murphy, D. V. Biochar mediated alterations in herbicide breakdown and leaching in soil. Soil
Biol. Biochem. 43, 804–813 (2011).
13. Wang, D. J., Zhang, W., Hao, X. Z. & Zhou, D. M. Transport of biochar particles in saturated granular media: effects of pyrolysis
temperature and particle size. Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 821–828 (2013).
14. Zhao, L., Cao, X. D., Masek, O. & Zimmerman, A. Heterogeneity of biochar properties as a function of feedstock sources and
production temperatures. J. Hazard. Mater. 256–257, 1–9 (2013).
15. Zhang, P., Sun, H. W., Yu, L. & Sun, T. H. Adsorption and catalytic hydrolysis of carbaryl and atrazine on pig manure-derived
biochars: impact of structural properties of biochars. J. Hazard. Mater. 244–245, 217–224 (2013).
16. Oh, S. Y., Son, J. G. & Chiu, P. C. Biochar-mediated reductive transformation of nitro herbicides and explosives. Environ. Toxicol.
Chem. 32, 501–508 (2013).
17. Yu, X. D. et al. The use of carbon black to catalyze the reduction of nitrobenzenes by sulfides. J. Hazard. Mater. 198, 340–346
(2011).
18. Xu, W. Q., Pignatello, J. J. & Mitch, W. A. The role of black carbon electrical conductivity in mediating hexahydro-1,3,5-trinitro1,3,5-triazine (RDX) transformation on carbon surfaces by sulfides. Environ. Sci. Technol. 47, 7129–7136 (2013).
19. Kemper, J. M., Ammar, E. & Mitch, W. A. Abiotic degradation of hexahydro-1,3,5-trinitro-1,3,5-triazine in the presence of
hydrogen sulfide and black carbon. Environ. Sci. Technol. 42, 2118–2123 (2008).
20. Xu, W. Q., Dana, K. E. & Mitch, W. A. Black carbon-mediated destruction of nitroglycerin and RDX by hydrogen sulfide. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 44, 6409–6415 (2010).
21. Fu, H. Y. & Zhu, D. Q. Graphene oxide-facilitated reduction of nitrobenzene in sulfide-containing aqueous solutions. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 47, 4204–4210 (2013).
22. Oh, S. Y. & Chiu, P. C. Graphite- and soot-mediated reduction of 2,4-dinitrotoluene and hexahydro-1,3,5-trinitro-1,3,5-triazine.
Environ. Sci. Technol. 43, 6983–6988 (2009).
23. Oh, S. Y., Son, J. G., Hur, S. H., Chung, J. S. & Chiu, P. C. Black carbon–mediated reduction of 2,4-dinitrotoluene by dithiothreitol.
J. Environ. Qual. 42, 815–821 (2013).
24. Yu, X. D., Gong, W. W., Liu, X. H. & Bao, H. Y. The reductive mechanism of nitrobenzene catalyzed by nine charcoals in sulfides
solution. Sci. China Chem. 55, 2217–2223 (2012).
25. Chen, S. S. et al. Promoting interspecies electron transfer with biochar. Sci. Rep. 4, 5019; doi: 10.1038/srep05019 (2014).
26. Huggins, T., Wang, H. M., Kearns, J., Jenkins, P. & Ren, Z. J. Biochar as a sustainable electrode material for electricity production
in microbial fuel cells. Bioresour. Technol. 157, 114–119 (2014).
27. Kappler, A. et al. Biochar as an electron shuttle between bacteria and Fe(III) minerals. Environ. Sci. Technol. Lett. 1, 339–344
(2014).
28. Tong, H., Hu, M., Li, F. B., Liu, C. S. & Chen, M. J. Biochar enhances the microbial and chemical transformation of
pentachlorophenol in paddy soil. Soil Biol. Biochem. 70, 142–150 (2014).
29. Doong, R. A., Lee, C. C. & Lien, C. M. Enhanced dechlorination of carbon tetrachloride by Geobacter sulfurreducens in the
presence of naturally occurring quinones and ferrihydrite. Chemospere 97, 54–63 (2014).
30. Maithreepala, R. A. & Doong, R. A. Transformation of carbon tetrachloride by biogenic iron species in the presence of Geobacter
sulfurreducens and electron shuttles. J. Hazard. Mater. 164, 337–344 (2009).
31. Kluepfel, L., Keiluweit, M., Kleber, M. & Sander, M. Redox properties of plant biomass-derived black carbon. Environ. Sci.
Technol. 48, 5601–5611 (2014).
32. Zhang, C. F. & Katayama, A. Humin as an electron mediator for microbial reductive dehalogenation. Environ. Sci. Technol. 46,
6575–6583 (2012).

Scientific Reports | 5:16221 | DOI: 10.1038/srep16221

9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/
33. Perminova, I. V. et al. Design of quinonoid-enriched humic materials with enhanced redox properties. Environ. Sci. Technol. 39,
8518–8524 (2005).
34. Alvarez, L. H., Jimenez-Bermudez, L., Hernandez-Montoya, V. & Cervantes, F. J. Enhanced dechlorination of carbon tetrachloride
by immobilized fulvic acids on alumina particles. Water Air Soil Pollut. 223, 1911–1920 (2012).
35. Martínez, C. M., Celis, L. B. & Cervantes, F. J. Immobilized humic substances as redox mediator for the simultaneous removal
of phenol and Reactive Red 2 in a UASB reactor. Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 97, 9897–9905 (2013).
36. Cervantes, F. J., Gonzalez-Estrella, J., Márquez, A., Alvarez, L. H. & Arriaga, S. Immobilized humic substances on an anion
exchange resin and their role on the redox biotransformation of contaminants. Biores. Technol. 102, 2097–2100 (2011).
37. Zhang, C. F. et al. Insoluble Fe-HA complex as a solid-phase electron mediator for microbial reductive dechlorination. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 48, 6318– 6325 (2014).
38. MacDonald, L. H., Moon, H. S. & Jaffe, P. R. The role of biomass, electron shuttles, and ferrous iron in the kinetics of Geobacter
sulfurreducens-mediated ferrihydrite reduction. Water Res. 45, 1049–1062 (2011).
39. Zhu, D. Q. & Pignatello, J. J. Characterization of aromatic compound sorptive interactions with black carbon (charcoal) assisted
by graphite as a model. Environ. Sci. Technol. 39, 2033–2041 (2005).
40. Aulenta, F., Rossetti, S., Amalfitano, S., Majone, M. & Tandoi, V. Conductive magnetite nanoparticles accelerate the microbial
reductive dechlorination of trichloroethene by promoting interspecies electron transfer processes. Chem. Sus. Chem. 6, 433–436
(2013).
41. Morgado, L., Bruix, M., Pessanha, M., Londer, Y. Y. & Salgueiro, C. A. Thermodynamic characterization of a triheme cytochrome
family from Geobacter sulfurreducens reveals mechanistic and functional diversity. Biophys. J. 99, 293–301 (2010).
42. Lin, J. E. & Wang, H. Y. Degradation kinetics of pentachlorophenol by Phanerochaete chrysosporium. Biotech. Bioengin. 35,
1125–1134 (1990).
43. Duldhardt, I., Nijenhuis, I., Schauer, F. & Heipieper H. J. Anaerobically grown Thauera aromatica, Desulfococcus multivorans,
Geobacter sulfurreducensare more sensitive towards organic solvents than aerobic bacteria. Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 77,
705–711 (2007).
44. Bonneville, S., Behrends, T., Cappellen, P., Hyacinthe, C. & Roling, W. F. M. Reduction of Fe(III) colloids by Shewanella
putrefaciens: a kinetic model. Geochim. Cosmochim. Acta 70, 5842–5854 (2006).
45. Mochidzuki, K., Soutric, F., Tadokoro, K. & Antal, M. J. Electrical and physical properties of carbonized charcoals. Ind. Eng.
Chem. Res. 42, 5140–5151 (2003).
46. Yuan, T. et al. A rapid and simple electrochemical method for evaluating the electron transfer capacities of dissolved organic
matter. J. Soils Sed. 11, 467–473 (2011).
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