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The shortage and contamination of local water resources have long been a challenge especially for off-grid
communities without centralized water supply. The emerging solar photothermal distillation lacks the
capability of handling polluted source water with a wide range of common environmental pollutants.
Based on water vapor harvesting, this work reports a Simple Water Extraction Apparatus with Pollutant
Shielding (SWEAPS) design which is able to efficiently produce clean water from various polluted liquid
water sources and the atmosphere. SWEAPS is fabricated by encapsulating a water vapor sorbent by an
omniphobic fabric. The omniphobicity of the encapsulation fabric endows SWEAPS with self-floating
capability and the ability to screen out the contaminants in the source water. The self-floating properties
of SWEAPS allow it to harvest clean water vapor right above the source-water—air interface where the
relative humidity is close to 100%, leading to its much higher water harvesting capacity than that of the
same material harvesting water vapor from the ambient atmosphere. Due to the chemical and physical
stability, anti-bacterial, pollution and corrosion shielding effects of SWEAPS, it is demonstrated to

iig:gﬁ% 211:2 ?S::Li%zzll produce clean water meeting the WHO drinking water standard from various polluted water resources,
such as seawater, contaminated water, and amazingly untreated real domestic wastewater. SWEAPS has

DOI 10.1039/d1ta03543f the potential to produce clean water for point of consumption at a decentralized scale and thus to
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Introduction

In recent years, to alleviate the shortage of freshwater, the
distributed freshwater production approaches that are powered
by low-grade energy, especially solar photothermal distillation,
have attracted considerable attention and demonstrated their
potential in producing clean water for point of consumption.'™*
~144 million people globally still rely on untreated surface
water as the water source, which is often contaminated chem-
ically, physically and/or biologically.>” Under such conditions,
photothermal distillation, because of its in situ heating, accel-
erates the release of volatile pollutants from the source water
and their subsequent collection in the produced water.® More-
over, due to the direct contact between the photothermal
materials and the bulk source water, the photothermal mate-
rials are prone to contamination and fouling by pollutant
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improve the quality of life for those who need water most.

species in the source water, such as dissolved salts, natural
organic matter, and bacteria.’*?

On the other hand, sorption-based atmospheric water har-
vesting (AWH) is being intensively studied for collecting clean
water from the atmosphere even under dry conditions.”*™ In
a sense, the AWH process can be considered as harvesting the
relatively clean “pre-distilled” water vapor from the ambient air
and direct contact between the vapor sorbent and the source
bulk water is avoided.*® Moreover, the vapor sorption takes
place at the ambient temperature instead of the elevated
temperature as in photothermal distillation.*~>* Thus, the AWH
based approach is more advantageous over the photothermal
distillation in terms of the quality of the produced water.
However, the clean water production rate of the AWH based
approach is relatively low especially at dry areas due to the low
humidity therein.>**

This work, for the first time, reported a simple but versatile
strategy that can produce clean water from contaminated bulk
source water via an AWH design that shields the contaminating
species in the bulk water. A Simple Water Extraction Apparatus
with Pollutant Shielding (SWEAPS) was devised by encapsu-
lating an AWH sorbent by an omniphobic fabric layer. Owing to
the omniphobicity of the fabric, SWEAPS can self-float on the
surface of the regular bulk source water, where the RH is close
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to 100% to ensure a high water uptake rate. The design of
SWEAPS physically separates the source bulk water from the
vapor sorbent, giving rise to its expected pollutant shielding
properties. Due to the high selectivity of the sorbent towards
water vapor, the volatile compounds in the source water are
much less a concern for SWEAPS than regular solar photo-
thermal distillation.

In this work, the performance of SWEAPS was evaluated with
multiple types of quality-impaired source water, including mud,
synthetic water contaminated with an acid, base, dye, and heavy
metal, seawater, and real untreated domestic wastewater. With
SWEAPS floating on top of the bulk source water, a much higher
water uptake rate (i.e., ~1.57 g ¢~ ') was obtained than that of
the same sorbent harvesting water vapor from the ambient air
(i.e., ~0.81 g g~ '). SWEAPS was demonstrated to be stable, non-
corrosive to metal, and to effectively shield the pollutants in the
contaminated source water from reaching the produced water.
The produced water, even the one produced from the untreated
domestic wastewater, had the measured contaminants’
concentrations all below the WHO drinking water standards.
This work widens our approaches for producing freshwater
from unconventional water sources and thus is an important
contribution to global water sustainability.

Materials and methods

Chemicals and materials

Acrylamide (AM, 99%), N,N'-methylenebis(acrylamide) (MBAA,
99%), N,N,N',N'-tetramethylethylenediamine (TEMED, 99%), tet-
raethylorthosilicate (TEOS, 99%), branched polyethylenimine (b-
PEI, M,, ~ 25000), 1H,1H,2H,2H-perfluorooctyltriethoxysilane
(POTS, 99%), 1H,1H,2H,2H-perfluorodecanethiol (PFDT, 99%),
polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP, M, ~ 40 000), sodium citrate tribasic
dihydrate (Cit-Na, 99%), hydrogen peroxide (30 wt%), sodium
borohydride (NaBH,, 99%), silver nitrate (AgNO;, 99.8%), and
calcium chloride (CaCl,, 99%) were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich. Cotton fabric was purchased from Fisher Scientific.
Methanol and 2-propanol were purchased from VWR. Ammo-
nium hydroxide (29 wt%) was purchased from Fisher Chemical.
Potassium persulfate (KPS, 99%) was purchased from Acros
Organics. Deionized water (DI water, 18.2 MQ, from a Milli-Q
system) was used throughout the synthesis process.

Synthesis of PAM-CaCl, hydrogel

The synthesis process of PAM-CaCl, was in accord with our
previous work.”® Briefly, 24 g of AM was dissolved in 120 mL of
DI water, followed by purging with nitrogen gas to eliminate the
dissolved oxygen. Then 0.01 g of MBAA and 0.12 g of KPS were
added to the AM solution as a cross-linking agent and initiator,
respectively. Finally, 100 uL of TEMED was added as the cross-
linking accelerator. The PAM hydrogel was obtained after 6
hours of reaction at room temperature. The as-prepared PAM
hydrogel was then freeze-dried at —80 °C (FreeZone 2.5 plus,
LABCONCO) and then immersed in 120 mL of CaCl, solution
(0.4 g mL™") for 3 days under ambient conditions to fabricate
the PAM-CacCl, hydrogel.
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Preparation of the omniphobic fabric

First, silver nanoparticles (AgNPs) were synthesized following
a method reported in the literature.? Briefly, 202.5 mg of AgNO,
was dissolved in 1455 mL of DI water, followed by adding
55.5 mg of PVP and 5.55 g of Cit-Na. Then 28.8 mL of H,0, was
dropped into the mixed solution and vigorously stirred for 1
hour at room temperature. Finally, 78 mL of 100 mM NaBH,
solution was slowly added to the mixed solution under
magnetic stirring. A AgNP dispersion was obtained after 12
hours of reaction at room temperature.

A piece of 20 x 20 cm?® cotton fabric was immersed in
a mixture of 60 mL methanol, 180 mL of 2-propanol, and 45 mL
of ammonium hydroxide. Then 6.4 mL of TEOS was dropped
into the mixture and then reacted overnight at room tempera-
ture under mechanical shaking to obtain the SiO,-coated cotton
fabric (SiO,@cotton). The SiO,@cotton was washed with
methanol for 5 min 3 times under ultrasonic conditions before
drying at 60 °C for 1 h. Then the as-prepared SiO,@cotton was
immersed in 1.0 L of 1.0 mg mL™~" b-PEI solution for 30 min,
followed by thoroughly washing with DI water. The b-PEI
modified fabric was subsequently immersed in a mixture of
200 mL of AgNP dispersion and 200 mL DI water under
mechanical stirring overnight to obtain the AgNP coated fabric
(AgNPs@SiO,@cotton). The AgNPs@SiO,@cotton was then
washed with DI water and dried at 60 °C. Finally, the omni-
phobic F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric was obtained by using 50
uL of POTS and PFDT to modify the AgNPs@SiO,@cotton
through a chemical vapor deposition (CVD) method at 80 °C for
8 hours.

Water uptake from different source water

Characterization and details of the DVS test can be found in ESI
Note 1.7 The water uptake of SWEAPS was conducted with 9
different water resources: ambient air, DI water, water from the
Red Sea, acidic solution (pH = 1 HCI), basic solution (pH = 13
NaOH), mud (from an artificial pond in KAUST), dye solution
(20 ppm rhodamine B), heavy metal (100 ppm CuSO,)
contaminated water, and domestic wastewater influent (from
the KAUST wastewater treatment plant and pre-filtered to
remove solid components). For the water uptake test from the
ambient air, 1.5 g of pre-dried PAM-CaCl, hydrogel was
encapsulated in a ~4.5 x 9 x 0.8 cm® omniphobic F-
AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric and thus exposed to the ambient
air. The weight change of SWEAPS was recorded using
a computer-connected electronic balance. 1.5 g of pre-dried
PAM-CaCl, hydrogel without omniphobic fabric was used for
comparison.

For water uptake tests from the bulk-phase water, SWEAPS
with 2.0 g of pre-dried PAM-CacCl, hydrogel was floated on the
surface of the source water. The weight changes of SWEAPS
were manually recorded every 30 min. The total duration of the
test was 8 hours. The RH at the surface of each source water was
measured prior to the test. The humidity sensor was placed
~1 cm above the water surface. The sorbent regeneration and
water collection processes were conducted in a condensation
chamber via a photothermal approach. To assist evaporation,

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ta03543f

Open Access Article. Published on 11 June 2021. Downloaded on 6/10/2026 6:26:53 PM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Paper

a commercial spectrally selective absorber (SSA) layer was used
to cover the top side of the saturated SWEAPS. The metal
chamber was capped with a transparent dish as the light path
and a solar simulator (92023A, Newport) was used to irradiate
the materials. The room temperature and the relative humidity
(RH) of the lab were controlled by a heating, ventilation and air-
conditioning (HVAC) system. The room temperature was
maintained at ~22 °C and the RH of the lab was maintained at
~60%.

Stability cycling test

The cycling test was performed to identify the stability of the
device during the water uptake and water release process. The
weight of the omniphobic fabric and the pre-dried PAM-CacCl,
hydrogel in the test was 0.47 g and 2.06 g, respectively. The test
consisted of 10 cycles, with each cycle including an 8 hour water
uptake process from bulk DI water and a 3 hour photothermal-
assisted water release process under simulated sunlight (1 kW
m ). The weight change of the SWEAPS was measured in each
individual test and the contact angle of water on the omni-
phobic fabric was measured before and after the cycling test.

Outdoor tests

Outdoor field tests were performed based on water uptake from
the Red Sea and atmosphere. Both tests were conducted with
SWEAPS that contained 15 g of pre-dried PAM-CaCl, hydrogel.

For the AWH outdoor test, SWEAPS was placed on an elec-
tronic balance to record the weight change. The water uptake
process was started at 18:00, Nov. 17, 2020, and ended at 6:00
am on Nov. 18, 2020. Then, the saturated SWEAPS was trans-
ferred into a 20 x 20 x 5 cm® metal chamber for the water
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desorption and collection test. The top of the metal chamber
was covered with a polypropylene film as a transparent window.
A commercial spectrally selective absorber (SSA) was placed
inside the chamber as the photothermal component to obtain
a high temperature and heat SWEAPS. The metal chamber was
tilted ~20° facing the south to ensure a stronger solar irradi-
ance, and the test was performed between 14:30 and 16:30, Nov.
18, 2020.

For the Red Sea test, SWEAPS was chained on a mangrove
branch, and floated on the surface of Red Sea water in the
KAUST campus for 8 hours (16:00-24:00, Dec. 17, 2020) for the
water uptake process. Then, the water desorption and collection
process was conducted with a battery-powered electronic heater
for 1 hour and 30 min (1:00-2:30 am, Dec. 18, 2020).

Results and discussion
Fabrication of SWEAPS

Modelling (ESI Note 21) was performed first to theoretically
investigate the humidity distribution above the bulk water surface
under practical outdoor conditions. The modeling results indi-
cate that, with the presence of wind flow across the water surface,
the high humidity region with RH of ~100% only occurs within
a short range above the water surface (i.e., less than 5-10 cm). The
humidity profile quickly declined to the value of ambient
humidity. Therefore, it is important to ensure close contact
between the AWH-based water collection device and water surface
to gain a superior water sorption rate. Mass transfer calculation
indicates that, in comparison with adsorbing water vapor from
ambient air, the mass transfer rate of the water vapor from the
bulk water to the sorbent placed within the high humidity region
above the bulk water surface is significantly faster.

(d) Produce water form different
water resources

(e)

Produce water from air

Fig. 1 Schematic illustrations of the fabrication process of (a) PAM—CaCl, hydrogel, (b) omniphobic encapsulation layer, and (c) SWEAPS.
Applications of SWEAPS for (d) water production from wide ranges of bulk water types and (e) atmospheric water harvesting.
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SWEAPS consists of a well-studied AWH material encapsu-
lated inside a porous fabric omniphobic container. Poly-
acrylamide-calcium chloride (PAM-CaCl,) sorbent was chosen
as the AWH component (Fig. 1a) and cotton fabric was used as
the matrix to fabricate an omniphobic layer. The fabric was
firstly modified with silica (SiO,) and silver nanoparticles
(AgNPs) followed by grafting perfluorosilane and per-
fluorodecane to enable its omniphobicity (Fig. 1b). The PAM-
CaCl, sorbent was finally encapsulated into the omniphobic
fabric container (Fig. 1c) to deliver the final SWEAPS water
sorption system, which is expected to effectively produce clean
water from various polluted liquid-water resources (Fig. 1d) as
well as from ambient air (Fig. 1e).

The PAM-CaCl, hydrogel was used as the water vapor
sorbent in this design due to its low cost, high water uptake
capacity, stability, and simple synthesis process.'*** The PAM
substrate was prepared via in situ polymerization of AM
monomers in the aqueous phase. After freeze-drying, the
resultant porous PAM was immersed in the CaCl, aqueous
solution to obtain the hybrid hydrogel (PAM-CacCl,). The PAM-
CaCl, was then cut into small cubes to enhance the vapor
sorption/desorption kinetics. The omniphobic encapsulation
fabric layer was fabricated based on the three-stage modifica-
tion procedure (Fig. 1b). The cotton fabric was chosen to
fabricate the omniphobic encapsulation layer due to its low cost
and porous structure (Fig. 2a). Since the surface of the cotton
fibers was smooth (Fig. 2b), SiO, and AgNPs were applied to
improve the roughness of the cotton fibers. The cotton fabric
was first coated with a layer of SiO, (SiO,@cotton) by the
traditional Stober method (Fig. 2c and d) and the SiO, also
provides reaction sites to anchor perfluorosilane with
-Si(OCHj3); end groups for the final modification.* A layer of
AgNPs was coated on the surface of SiO,@cotton to further

50 um 50 um
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increase the surface roughness (Fig. 2e-g) and dye the SiO,@-
cotton fabric into a dark appearance due to the inhomogeneous
size and shape of AgNPs. In order to modify AgNPs onto the
surface of SiO,@cotton, positively charged b-PEI was first
coated on the surface of SiO,@cotton through electrostatic
interactions, and the negatively charged AgNPs were subse-
quently deposited onto the surface of b-PEI coated SiO,@cotton
through electrostatic interactions. AgNPs can not only improve
the surface roughness and photothermal properties, but also
endow the cotton fabric with anti-bacterial properties.>*'-*
SEM-EDS mapping of the AgNPs@SiO,@cotton (Fig. 2h-1)
shows the homogeneous elemental distribution of Si and Ag,
confirming the successful modification of the cotton fabric.

1H,1H,2H 2H-perfluorooctyltriethoxysilane ~ (POTS) and
1H,1H,2H,2H-perfluorodecanethiol (PFDT) were applied to
modify AgNPs@SiO,@cotton via a chemical vapor deposition
(CVD) method to endow the fabric with omniphobic perfor-
mance (F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton). The silane termination of
POTS enables a covalent linkage between the silica and POTS
chain, while the thiol termination of PFDT secures its covalent
linkage with AgNPs. The XPS spectrum shows that, after the
CVD process, a strong F 1s peak, corresponding to 46.7% of
surface chemical composition, was observed (Fig. 3a), indi-
cating the successful deposition of the perfluoro-components.
XPS analysis further substantiates the chemical composition
of the fabricated F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton (Fig. 3a, ESI Note 3,
Fig. 51-S47).

The surface wetting behavior of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton was
evaluated by using eight different liquids, including acetone,
silicon oil, octane, butanol, toluene, ethyl acetate (EA), dimethyl
sulfoxide (DMSO), and water. The corresponding contact angle
(CA) was 106.3°, 129.8°, 132.2°, 139.1°, 140.5°, 145.7°, 152.7°,
and 153.2°, respectively (Fig. 3b), indicating that F-

50 um

50 um

Fig. 2 SEM images of (a and b) the cotton fabric and (c and d) SiO, coated cotton fabric. () HRTEM image of AgNPs. SEM images of (f and g)
AgNP coated SiO,@cotton. (h—1) SEM-EDS mapping of AgNPs@SiO,@cotton.
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(@) XPS spectrum of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton. (b) The CA of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric with different liquids. (c) Time-dependent CA

change of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton in the solution with different pH. (d) CA images of water droplets with different pH on the surface of F-

AgNPs@SiO,@cotton.

AgNPs@SiO,@cotton has water- and oil-repellent properties,
namely, omniphobicity. Due to its omniphobicity and light
weight, SWEAPS can self-float on the surface of various polluted
source waters (more details are presented in the “water uptake
from different water sources” section).

The durability and stability of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton were
investigated by using acidic or alkali solutions. The tests were
carried out by floating F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton with an initial
water CA of ~154° on the surface of the solutions with the pH
ranging from 0 to 13 and the testing solutions were then covered
to minimize water evaporation. As shown in Fig. 3c and d, after
a one-month test, F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton still showed excellent
hydrophobicity in all cases. Its water CA dropped a bit to 113.1°
and 123.9° with the highly corrosive pH = 0 and pH = 1 aqueous
solutions while the CA change was insignificant with solutions
with a pH range of 2-13, indicating the long-term stability of the
omniphobic F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton under extreme conditions.
Besides, the wetting behavior of F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton was
tested in a 15% v/v waste pump oil-water mixture. A piece of F-
AgNPs@SiO,@cotton was floated on the surface of the oil-water
mixture for 48 hours and no wetting was observed (Fig. S57),
showing its stable oil repellent properties.

Most of the water vapor sorbents contain halide ions that
show a strong corrosion tendency to metals.**** Meanwhile, the
leakage of the liquid-state sorbent composition may result in
the degradation of sorbent properties. Therefore, corrosion
shielding and liquid repellent properties are highly desired for
improving the reliability of the vapor sorbents and expanding
the application scope of the sorbents. The corrosion shielding

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

tests were conducted by putting the PAM-CaCl, hydrogels with
and without the omniphobic AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric layer
on the copper plates (Fig. S6T). As can be seen, the copper plate
showed obvious corrosion 2 months after coming into contact
with the pristine PAM-CaCl, hydrogel under room conditions,
and the PAM-CacCl, hydrogel turned blue due to the migration
of the copper ions from the corroded copper plate (Fig. S6at). In
comparison, no corrosion was observed on the copper plate in
the case with the omniphobic fabric layer, and the hydrogel
retained its original white color (Fig. S6bt). This is because the
omniphobic fabric layer can prevent direct contact between the
metal surface and the CaCl, liquid, thus preventing the corro-
sion of the metal. The above results confirm the corrosion
shielding and liquid repellent properties of the omniphobic
fabric, which allows SWEAPS to be directly placed on top of
a SSA plate and also permits direct heating of SWEAPS using
metal electric heating plates without the risk of metal surface
corrosion. The corrosion shielding performance of the omni-
phobic fabric, along with its porous and liquid-repellent ability,
makes it a general protective approach to address the corrosion
issue in a wide variety of potential application scenarios.

Evaluation of water uptake performance

Since the working principle of SWEAPS is based on the AWH
process, a dynamic water vapor sorption (DVS) test was con-
ducted to evaluate the water sorption properties of the AWH
material at different RHs (Fig. 4a). As expected, the water
sorption rate is significantly increased with increasing the RH.
On the other hand, the real-time water uptake capacity during

J. Mater. Chem. A, 2021, 9, 14731-14740 | 14735
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(a) DVS curve of PAM—-CaCl, hydrogel at 25 °C. (b) Water uptake, (c) photothermal properties, and (d) photothermal-assisted water

desorption from the packed SWEAPS and unpacked PAM-CaCl, hydrogel. (e) Digital photos of SWEAPS on the surface of different water sources.
(f) Water uptake of SWEAPS from different water sources. (g) ICP-OES and (h) TOC/TN results of the harvested water from different water
sources. (i) Digital photos of the PAM—-CaCl, hydrogel after the water sorption and desorption test.

the test of AWH material was also increased stepwise, which was
aligned with the changing of RH.

Then the water vapor sorption properties of SWEAPS
(denoted as packed) were investigated and compared with those
of the AWH material (i.e., PAM-CaCl, hydrogel, denoted as
unpacked) (Fig. 4b and S71). As shown in Fig. 4b, the unpacked
PAM-CaCl, hydrogel shows a slightly higher water vapor sorp-
tion rate than that of the packed SWEAPS. The weight change
difference between unpacked and packed at ¢t = 240, 480, and
720 min was 0.17, 0.17, and 0.10 g g, respectively. The water
sorption of SWEAPS was mainly contributed by the encapsu-
lated PAM-CacCl, hydrogel, with the contribution of the omni-
phobic  F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric being negligible
(Fig. S8at). Owing to the existence of the extra fabric diffusion
layer in the packed SWEAPS, the water vapor sorption rate of the
packed was lower than that of the unpacked. However, at the
end of the test (¢t = 1000 min), the weight change difference of
the packed and unpacked was close to zero. This result further
confirms that the omniphobic layer does not influence the
water sorption properties of the AWH material.

The photothermal properties of the materials were investi-
gated under simulated solar irradiation with a light intensity of

14736 | J. Mater. Chem. A, 2021, 9, 14731-14740

1000 W m™? (1 sun). As shown in Fig. 4c, the temperature of the
unpacked PAM-CaCl, hydrogel changed slowly and remained
below 30 °C during most of the test, while the packed was
quickly heated up from 22 °C to ~55 °C within 10 min. This is
because ~80% of the incident solar light was absorbed and
converted to heat by the F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric
(Fig. S8b¥) largely due to the localized surface plasmon reso-
nance effect of AgNPs. Only ~10% of the sorbed water was
released from the unpacked PAM-CaCl, hydrogel under the 1
sun irradiation at the end of 300 min. In contrast, ~80% of the
sorbed water was released from SWEAPS (Fig. 4d) under
otherwise the same conditions. As can be seen, although the
photothermal performance of the F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton
fabric may not be competitive with conventional photothermal
materials, such as carbon nanotubes, graphene/graphene oxide,
and MXenes, it can still be used to satisfactorily assist the
release of the sorbed water under solar irradiation.

Water uptake from different water sources

To simulate potentially complicated and various application
situations, 8 batches of bulk source water with different
contaminants, including (1) DI water as the reference, (2)
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seawater, (3) acidic aqueous solution with pH = 1, (4) alkaline
aqueous solution with pH = 13, (5) mud, (6) rhodamine B dye
solution, (7) CuSO, aqueous solution, and (8) untreated
domestic wastewater (pre-filtered to remove solid components),
were tested to evaluate the clean water production capability of
SWEAPS. Before the water sorption experiments, we carefully
measured the relative humidity right above the bulk water
surface. The humidity sensor was placed ~0.5 cm above the
water surface and the measured RH ranged between 97 and
99% (note: 99% RH was the maximal reading the humidity
meter can produce) for all these source waters except the mud
whose RH was measured to be ~89% at ~0.5 cm above its
surface. Our measurements convincingly confirm very stably
high RH at the surface of bulk water.

In doing water uptake experiments, SWEAPS with 2.0 g of the
AWH sorbent was put and floated on the surface of these water
sources (Fig. 4e). Due to the high RH (97-99%) right above the
bulk water (water samples 1-4 and 6-8, Fig. 4e), SWEAPS
showed high water uptake (>1.43 g ¢~ " in 8 h, Fig. 4f). Among
them, SWEAPS with DI water had the highest water uptake
capacity of ~1.57 g g~ ', twice its water uptake capacity from the
ambient air of ~55-60% RH (~0.81 g g~ ", Fig. 4b). SWEAPS with
the mud had the lowest water uptake (~1.25 g g~ ), presumably
due to the relatively low RH (~89%) above the surface of the
mud. Please be noted that these water uptake capacities are not
the saturation capacities of SWEAPS. For instance, extending
the water sorption time further to 72 h, the water uptake of
SWEAPS from the DI water surface can be increased to ~2.38 g
g~ '. The stability of SWEAPS was further investigated by con-
ducting 10 cycles of water uptake from bulk DI water (8 hours
per cycle) and water release under simulated sunlight (1 kW
m >, 3 hours per cycle). The contact angle of water at the
omniphobic fabric before and after the cycling test was also
measured. The results have been listed in Fig. S9.1 As can be
seen, neither water uptake capacity nor photothermal water
release performance displays significant differences. The water
contact angle of the omniphobic encapsulation layer before and
after the cycling test remains almost identical (i.e., 151° before
the test vs. 148° after the test). These results demonstrate the
recyclability of the device.

In order to collect the sorbed water, the desorption process
of water-sorbed SWEAPS was conducted in a closed container
with a metal chamber as the collector and a transparent dish as
the cover. A spectrally selective absorber (SSA) layer was used as
the photothermal component to assist the water evaporation.
SWEAPS was covered by the SSA layer on the top and then
placed inside the metal container (Fig. S101). Due to the light
reflection of the metal chamber wall, the bottom side of
SWEAPS can receive the reflected light to enable its own pho-
tothermal process, which further facilitates water evaporation
(Fig. S10at). After 3 h irradiation with 1 kW m™> sunlight,
~1 mL of water was collected from the collector. The same
experiment was performed 3 more times to collect enough water
sample for water quality analysis.

The quality of the collected water from 8 batches was further
examined by ICP-OES and TOC/TN analysis to evaluate the
metal ions and organic compound concentration (Fig. 4g and
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h). As can be seen, all 8 collected water samples met the WHO
standards for these individual measured parameters.*® Impor-
tantly, although the TOC and TN concentrations in the collected
water from the domestic wastewater batch are significantly
higher than the rest, they are still below the WHO limits. In
a typical photothermal distillation process, source water is in
situ heated to enhance the water evaporation, and the high local
temperature in turn unproductively promotes VOCs' volatiliza-
tion, leading to the VOC enrichment in the produced water.>*”
Fortunately, SWEAPS collects water vapor at a lower tempera-
ture (ie., ambient temperature) and, also due to the high
selectivity of the vapor sorbent towards water vapor, the VOC
enrichment issue is minimized in the process of extracting
water vapor from the contaminated water source by SWEAPS,
which is convincingly corroborated by the satisfactorily low TOC
and TN concentrations of the collected water from the
untreated domestic wastewater by SWEAPS. In addition, all the
hydrogel sorbents after the water sorption-desorption tests
retain their original white color without being tinted by the
contaminated water sources (Fig. 4i), further indicating the
excellent pollutant shielding effect of the omniphobic fabric.
These results suggest the feasibility of producing clean water by
SWEAPS from various contaminated bulk water sources.

Water production from air and seawater under real outdoor
conditions

To demonstrate the practical clean water production perfor-
mance of SWEAPS under real outdoor conditions, the water
uptake-water collection tests were conducted in the Red Sea of
Saudi Arabia. In the water uptake step, SWEAPS with 15 g of the
pre-dried PAM-CacCl, hydrogel was floated on the surface of the
Red Sea inside the KAUST campus from 16:00 to 24:00 on Dec.
17,2020 (Fig. 5a). The temperature above the Red Sea during the
water uptake process was ~20 °C. Due to the lack of the tools to
measure the weight change of SWEAPS on the Red Sea surface
in real time, only the weight of SWEAPS after the water uptake
step was measured and recorded. After 8 h water sorption, ~13 g
of water was sorbed by SWEAPS. In order to evaluate the
potential of SWEAPS to produce water at night, the water
collection process was conducted with battery-powered electric
heating plates for 1.5 h (1:00-2:30 am, Dec. 18, 2020). The
detailed configuration of the water collection system is shown
in Fig. 5b and c. In more details, SWEAPS was tightly bound to
the electric heating plate and sealed in a zipper bag. The battery
was equipped with an inverter to power up the electric heating
plate and to maintain the heater temperature at 70 °C. The
bottom of the heating plate was covered with a sponge tape to
prevent heat loss from the bottom. A total of ~9.5 g of clean
water was collected inside the zipper bag (Fig. 5d—f). Since the
battery can be charged by a PV panel during the daytime, the
electricity-powered-heating approach allows the system to be
able to produce clean water during the night in the absence of
sunlight.

In comparison, clean water production from air was also
performed by the same SWEAPS. SWEAPS with 15 g of pre-dried
PAM-CacCl, hydrogel was kept outdoor from 18:00 pm, Nov. 17,
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Fig. 5

(a) Digital photo of SWEAPS fixed on a mangrove branch in the Red Sea inside the KAUST campus. (b) Experimental setup of the battery-

powered water collection system. (c) Detailed configuration of the collection system, which consists of an electric heating plate, a plastic zipper
bag, and a saturated hybrid on the electric heating plate. (d) Condensed water droplets on the inner surface of the zipper bag. (e) Close-up of the

condensed water. (f) Collected water in a 15 mL centrifuge tube.

2020 to 6:00 am, Nov. 18, 2020 (GMT+3) for water sorption
directly from the ambient air (Fig. 6a). The temperature and RH
during the test were recorded (Fig. 6b), which ranged between
22 and 28 °C, and ~55 and 75%, respectively. The wind speed at
the testing site was read from the meter and was between 0 and
1.5 m s~ on average. After 12 h water sorption, ~8.7 g of water
was sorbed by SWEAPS (Fig. 6¢).

(a) (b)

Nov. 17, 2020, 18:00
T T T

For the photothermal-assisted water desorption and collec-
tion, a SSA layer was used as the photothermal material and
SWEAPS was placed on one side of the SSA, a metal box (20 x 20
x 5 cm) was used as the condensation chamber, and a poly-
propylene film was used as a transparent window and conden-
sation layer (Fig. 5d). The sunlight-induced water collection was
started on Nov. 18, 2020, at 14:30 local time (GMT+3). The
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Fig. 6 Digital photo of the experimental setup (a), environmental conditions (b), and weight change of SWEAPS (c) during the water sorption
process. (d) Digital photo of the photothermal-assisted water collection setup. (e) Sunlight strength during the photothermal-assisted water
collection test. (f) The condensed water inside the chamber and after being collected in a 15 mL centrifuge tube.
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assembled AWH device was tilted ~20° facing the south to gain
sufficient solar irradiation (Fig. 5d). Under the solar irradiation,
the F-AgNPs@SiO,@cotton fabric absorbs sunlight and
converts it into heat to heat the PAM-CaCl, hydrogel inside and,
meanwhile, the SSA layer serves as a “hot plate” to heat up
SWEAPS from the bottom. The back surface of the SSA layer was
covered with sponge tape to reduce heat loss at the bottom. Due
to the weakened sunlight strength in the afternoon of the winter
(Fig. 5e), the water production rate was limited, but SWEAPS
still showed good clean water production capacity, with ~6 g of
water collected after 2 h sunlight irradiation.

The two batches of outdoor tests successfully demonstrate
the feasibility of SWEAPS to produce clean water from bulk-
phase water under field conditions. Also, the photothermal-
based and electricity-powered-heating approaches enable
SWEAPS to produce clean water continuously around the clock,
which can be essential for emergency response.

Conclusion

This work proposed and demonstrated a SWEAPS design,
composed of AWH sorbent encapsulated by an omniphobic
fabric, to produce clean water from a wide range of bulk water
resources with impaired quality. SWEAPS shows long-term
stability and excellent pollution shielding ability which
enables it to produce clean water even from real untreated
domestic wastewater. Compared to the traditional AWH
approach, SWEAPS shows significantly improved water uptake
capacity from liquid water surfaces owing to the high relative
humidity there. SWEAPS is promising to meet the basic water
demand in places where only polluted water sources are
available.
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