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nna: from natural dye to
photosensitizer for efficient photocatalytic
degradation of 4-nitrophenol using a green-
synthesized ZnO@henna nanocomposite

Dana A. Kader, *ab Azhin H. Mohammed,c Sewara J. Mohammed de

and Dara Muhammed Aziz f

This research develops a green synthesis process for the ZnO@henna nanocomposite and examines its

performance in degrading the 4-nitrophenol (4-NP) pollutant in water under visible light illumination.

The method of synthesizing ZnO nanoparticles (ZnONPs) started with the use of kaffir lime extract,

followed by conjugating henna extract, which contains the natural photosensitizer lawsone. The analysis

of the synthesized ZnO@henna nanocomposite included FTIR, XRD, FESEM, EDS, TEM, UV-vis DRS, zeta

potential, PL, and BET surface area to validate its formation and show property improvements. The band

gap energy of ZnO decreased to 2.80 eV during UV-vis DRS analysis, thus extending the optical

absorption into visible light wavelengths. Under blue LED light illumination, the ZnO@henna

nanocomposite achieved 93% degradation of 4-NP within 120 minutes. The optimized photocatalytic

degradation process occurred under a catalyst dosage of 25 mg combined with a pH value of 10 and an

initial 4-NP concentration at 50 ppm. After four successive reaction cycles, the catalyst managed to

maintain 85% efficiency in 4-NP mineralization. Laboratory investigations using scavenger experiments

along with mechanistic studies proved that hydroxyl radicals (cOH) and superoxide radicals (O2c
−) were

the leading contributors to the degradation system. ZnO@henna shows promise as an economical and

environmentally friendly photocatalyst for carrying out environmental remediation operations.
1. Introduction

The removal of highly toxic polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons
with phenolic structures, azo dyes, and nitroaromatic
compounds has been the focus of many studies because of their
environmental impacts. Industrial effluents rich in phenolic
constituents are, perhaps, the most serious ecological threat of
all. Numerous studies have shown that these chlorophenols,
phenolic compounds, and other aromatic constituents have
been categorized as urgency hazardous substances by the EPA
and pose a serious public health risk in the U.S. Since 1976, the
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EPA has been vigilant about monitoring these pollutants for
environmental damage,1 which underscores the need for more
remediation research. These substances are judged harmful
because of their probable risks to public health, and their
removal from industrial effluents remains a priority within
environmental concerns. Ultrasonic degradation,2 catalytic
oxidation,3 photo-Fenton oxidation,4 photocatalysis,5,6 photo-
electrocatalysis,7 microwave-assisted advanced oxidation
processes,8 and ultraviolet/peroxide-based advanced oxidation
methods9 all provide some of the other solutions developed to
try and solve the issue. Removal of organic pollutants from
wastewater using photocatalysis is one of the most recently
studied methods rather than other techniques because it has
the potential to t the primary tenets of green chemistry, which
are (i) the energy source employed, (ii) oxidant choice, and (iii)
the nature of the catalyst. Of particular note is the growing use
of visible light as an energy reservoir because of its low cost and
practical benets. This technique has already been applied in
medicine, industrial use, and environmental remediation,
particularly for persistent pollutants like polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons and polychlorinated biphenyls. 4-Nitrophenol (4-
NP) is a chemical entity that has varied uses in several elds of
industry. It is an essential organic compound in preparing the
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18245
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rst steps in drug synthesis, particularly as a key ingredient in
making para-aminophenol (PAP) and its later-stage derivative,
paracetamol.10 The synthesis of insecticides, fungicides, and
herbicides is essential at this point.11–13 4-NP is a precursor to
organophosphate pesticides like parathion and methyl para-
thion, which are used in agriculture.14 Besides, 4-NP contributes
to the azo-chemical sulphonate dyes and pigments that are
found to be applicable in the textile and printing industries.15–17

As a compound, it is employed as an acid–base indicator18 and
a corrosion inhibitor for metals in certain industrial
processes.19 It plays some role in manufacturing certain nitrate
explosives as well.20 The presence of 4-NP and its various
derivatives in both wastewater and surface water is quite
worrisome. For this reason, many studies and investment
resources have been aimed to tackle these challenges.
Controlled removal of 4-NP has been subjected to various
methods, including biodegradation,21 advanced oxidation
processes (AOPs),22 and heterogeneous photocatalytic method-
ologies.23 Biodegradation uses microorganisms like Achromo-
bacter denitricans, which can transform 4-NP into less toxic by-
products.24 Yet, it faces constraints due to slow reaction rate and
environmental sensitivity. The restrictions of biological tech-
niques have led to rising interest in physicochemical solutions
for improved pollution elimination. However, advanced oxida-
tion processes (Fenton, photolysis, or ozonolysis generate
reactive species) and photocatalysis have gained rising interest
since they quickly produce reactive oxygen species, which
effectively degrade organic contaminants. Among these,
heterogeneous photocatalysis stands out as a solution of choice
due to its ability to deliver high degradation efficiency while
allowing the use of visible light as a renewable energy source
that meets green chemistry principles. Specically, photo-
catalysis such as TiO2 and ZnO25,26 are used under the inuence
of light illumination, which enhances 4-NP degradation by
oxidizing organic contaminants. This makes life-threatening
organics less life threatening. The photocatalyst, when stimu-
lated by the supplied light, produces superoxide (O2c

−) and
hydroxyl (cOH) radical reactive oxygen species (ROS). These
dynamically oxidize and completely remove organic pollutants
thus, thorough oxidation occurs. With heterogeneous photo-
catalysis the distinct merit of using solar energy to suffice
reactive energy makes it economically feasible, cost-effective,
and accessible for high-scale usage. Zinc oxide (ZnO) has
become a preeminent choice from multiple well-known photo-
catalysts during the past few decades. Zinc oxide stands prom-
inent due to its multiple advantageous features including its
non-toxic composition combined with redox properties along
with economic value, durable life span and compatibility with
biological systems and broad availability in the market.27 The
main weakness of ZnO photocatalysis consists of the high rate
at which photogenerated electrons and holes recombine thus
restricting its broad practical use. The wide inherent bandgap of
ZnO extends from 3.1 to 4.0 eV according to fabrication meth-
odology thus inhibiting its absorption of visible light.28–30

Various approaches to tackle this challenge include metal and
non-metal dopant addition and combinations with different
18246 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
metal oxides as well as the incorporation of polymer materials
and organic dye coupling.31–33

Various methods were applied to enhance ZnO photo-
catalytic activity, including doping treatment, composite
development, and organic material sensitization strategies.
Scientists have investigated henna as a natural photosensitizer
to transform the band gap and photocatalytic efficiency of pure
ZnO while operating under visible light.34 People have used
henna for centuries; it originates from Lawsonia inermis leaves.
Historically, The henna material comes from dry regions of
North Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East because the
Lawsonia inermis plant grows best in hot and arid conditions.35

Applying henna as a body decoration remains popular for
ceremonial wedding events and religious ceremonies, and it
also functions as a coloring agent for hair and fabrics.36,37Due to
its cultural importance, henna has received new scientic
interest from researchers who use it to advance dye-sensitized
solar cells (DSSCs). Diagrams from henna plants contain the
light-absorbing lawsone substance, which shows potential as
a sustainable replacement for manufactured dyes in DSSCs.38

Henna works as an effective photosensitizing agent in solar
cells, which improves their electron transfer operation for
building sustainable energy technologies.39–43

The key component of henna responsibility for its coloring
effects is the natural pigment lawsone (2-hydroxy-1,4-
naphthoquinone). Lawsone adopts a naphthoquinone core
structure with an OH group at the second position (Fig. 1(a)).
Recent investigations show that henna is an efficient photo-
sensitizer through its active component, lawsone, which
strongly absorbs light within the UV and visible spectrum.44

Researchers have effectively used henna to modify ZnO in
DSSCs because these cells absorb mostly visible light since
visible light makes up most solar radiation, yet UV represents
less than 5%.45 The powerful visible light absorption abilities of
henna toward blue light make it useful as a natural photosen-
sitive agent. Furthermore, integrating henna with semi-
conductor materials leads to decreased band gap values, which
enhances their ability to interact with visible light.46 Light
activation facilitates electron transfer through the hydroxyl and
quinone groups, making lawsone a natural photosensitizing
agent. The light-absorbing properties of this structure,
combined with its ability to transfer electrons into semi-
conductor materials, make lawsone a promising clean solar
energy solution (Fig. 1(b)).

The current research introduced a green synthesis approach
that produced a newly formulated nanocomposite, which we
named ZnO@henna nanocomposite. Lawsone dye extracted
from henna leaf aqueous extract served as a photosensitizer for
pre-made ZnONPs using kaffir lime extract. Previous studies
have researched henna extract combined with ZnO nano-
particles for use in dye-sensitized solar cells (DSSCs).34,47 In
contrast, this research becomes the rst to apply ZnO@henna
nanocomposite as a visible-light photocatalyst for degrading
organic pollutants (4-NP) in wastewater. Our research imple-
ments plant extracts as a green synthesis approach for catalyst
production while eliminating hazardous chemicals through its
completely environment-friendly method.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 1 (a) Molecular structure of lawsone as a central component in henna, and (b) illustration of electron injection to the metal oxides from the
photosensitizer (henna extract) under the influence of visible light.
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2. Materials and methods
2.1. Materials

4-Nitrophenol (CAS: 100-02-7; 139.11 g mol−1), ethanol. Zinc
nitrate hexahydrate (Zn(NO3)2$6H2O (CAS:10196-18-6; 297.49 g
mol−1)) and KOH were sourced from Sigma-Aldrich and were of
analytical grade. Additional materials, including kaffir lime and
dried henna leaves, were collected locally. The harvesting
process occurred in an environmentally friendly way, using
small amounts in alignment with an ethical and eco-friendly
manner.

2.2. Methods

2.2.1. Green synthesis of ZnONPs from kaffir lime extract.
Initially, 200 grams of kaffir lime (Citrus hystrix) fruits were
thoroughly rinsed with tap water, followed by distilled water
(DW) to get rid of any potential pollutants. The lime fruits were
then halved, and the juice was collectedmanually. The juice was
then ltered through a piece of cotton fabric to remove larger
particles and was then ltered again using Whatman lter
paper (Fig. 2, step (a)). The resulting juice extract was then
stored at 4 °C for possible future analysis.

To synthesize the ZnO nanoparticles, ve grams of zinc
nitrate hexahydrate was dissolved in 50 mL of DW, and subse-
quently, 50 mL of kaffir lime extract was added as a capping and
reducing agent. The pH level of the solution was brought to 12
using 0.1 M potassium hydroxide (KOH). Aerward, the solu-
tion was homogenized forcefully at 500 rpm for 2 hours. The
milky yellow solution that gradually turned to a brownish yellow
would mark the completion of zinc hydroxide formation. The
resulting precipitate was collected through centrifugation and
ltration. It was subsequently washed with deionized water and
ethyl alcohol to wipe out any lingering chemicals. The puried
precipitate was then allowed to dry at 75 °C, annealed for one
hour at 500 °C, and then collected for further applications. The
product obtained was characterized through several analysis
techniques as zinc oxide nanoparticles, which were utilized for
subsequent processes (Fig. 2, step (b)).

2.2.2. Green synthesis of ZnO@henna nanocomposite. To
start, ten grams of dehydrated henna leaves were ground using
a coffee grinder into ne powder. The henna leaf powder
received 50 milliliters of double-distilled water during one hour
of heating at 60 degrees celsius. The henna extract became
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
ready for harvesting aer simple ltration of the heated solu-
tion in which it had been obtained (Fig. 2, step (c)). Two grams
of ZnONPs were introduced into the henna extract for the
following step. The solution received dark conditions with
a continuous stirring operation for four hours. The centrifuga-
tion process yielded the nal product of ZnO@henna nano-
composite from the solution. A deep brown color appeared in
the nal synthesized nanocomposite, whereas a white color
appeared in unmodied ZnONPs. The appearance of the new
brown color shows that nanocomposite synthesis together
with conjugation has been successful (Fig. 2, step (d)). The
synthesis of ZnO@henna nanocomposite resulted in about
2.073 g of product through the complete drying and centrifu-
gation period. We should interpret this yield gure as an esti-
mated value. Minor losses of nanocomposite material might
occur due to multiple synthesis steps that use repeated centri-
fugation and washing (deionized water and EtOH) procedures.
Analytical techniques, including FTIR, XRD, FESEM, EDS,
TEM, UV-vis DRS, zeta potential, PL, and EBT analysis, were
used to show detailed information about the synthesized
nanocomposite.

2.2.3. Instruments and characterizations. A PANalytical
X'Pert PRO equipped with Cu Ka radiation (l = 1.5406 Å)
operated at 40 kV and 30 mA executed X-ray diffraction (XRD)
testing. The X-ray diffraction analysis through XRD required
patterns from 10° to 80° degrees with a measurement step of
0.02° and a time duration of 1° per minute. The Bruker Tensor
27 FTIR spectrometer obtained FTIR spectra from the samples
within the 4000–400 cm−1 wavelength range. The detailed
imaging instrument featured JEOL JSM-7600F equipped with
FEG optimization. The analysis of elements became possible
with an EDS system integrated into FESEM—a JEOL JEM-2100F.
The FEG-equipped transmission electron microscope worked as
a tool for high-resolution imaging during experimental execu-
tion—sample analysis using UV-vis DRS spectroscopy conduct-
ed by PerkinElmer Lambda 750 UV-vis spectrophotometer that
employed integrating sphere attachment. The Laboratory Zeta
Potential Analyzer of HORIBA SZ-100 (HORIBA Scientic Japan)
utilizes ELS and DLS techniques to evaluate sample zeta
potential. Surface area and porosity measurement of samples
took place through Micromeritics Porosity and Surface Area
Analyzer (ASAP 2020, Micromeritics Instrument Corporation,
USA) utilizing Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) theory.
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18247

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5ra02154e


Fig. 2 Visual presentations of (a) extraction of kaffir lime, (b) green synthesis of ZnONPs, (c) henna leaf extract, and (d) green synthesis of
ZnO@henna nanocomposite.
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2.2.4. Photocatalytic activity of ZnO@henna nano-
composite. The photocatalytic degradation of 4-NP was directed
using a low-intensity blue LED lamp (l > 425 nm, 30 W, 166 mW
cm−2) as the irradiation source at room temperature and
atmospheric pressure. For the initial experiment, 10 mg of the
ZnO@henna catalyst was dispersed in 25 mL of a 4-NP (50 ppm)
aqueous solution. The reaction mixture was stirred in the dark
for one hour to reach adsorption equilibrium. The solution was
then continuously stirred while being irradiated. Aer the
adsorption test, photocatalyst samples were collected and
centrifuged for separative analysis. The clear supernatant was
scrutinized using a PG-T80+ double-beam UV-vis Spectropho-
tometer (PG Instruments Ltd, UK). In keeping with the 4-NP
maximum absorption wavelength, absorbance measurements
were taken at 317 nm.48 The concentration of 4-NP can effi-
ciently and accurately be determined by the highly trusted
spectrophotometric method. The photodegradation percentage
of the 4-NP was calculated using the equation: degradation% =

[(Co − C)/Co] × 100. Co is the original concentration, and C is
the concentration at a specied time.
18248 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
3. Characterizations, results, and
discussion
3.1. Synthesis of ZnO@henna nanocomposite and the
conjugation strategy

The extract of kaffir lime is known to contain polyphenols,
avonoids, and organic acids that act as reducing and stabi-
lizing agents.49 The most signicant phytochemicals present in
kaffir lime extract are terpins, citronellal, and isopulegol.50

These compounds can make complexations with zinc ions to
form intermediates with hydrogen bonding and electrostatic
interaction via hydroxyl and carbonyl groups.51 The possible
interactions are depicted in Fig. 3(a). During calcination,
organic moieties are oxidized to carbon dioxide and water,
forming ZnONPs by calcination.52,53 Lawsone (2-hydroxy-1,4-
naphthaquinone) is the primary pigment in henna. The
hydroxyl and carbonyl groups may bind onto the surface of zinc
oxide nanoparticles by either chelation or bridging while
releasing water molecules through dehydration (Fig. 3(b)).54,55
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 3 (a) Synthesis protocol of ZnONPs from phytochemicals available in kaffir lime, and (b) conjugation strategy between ZnONPs and lawsone
as the primary pigment in henna.
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When compared to titanium, zinc bears a greater tendency to
interact with ligands because of its relatively higher electron
affinity.56 Surface complexes are known to form between
phenolic compounds and ZnO; this is also expected for lawsone
with the carbonyl and phenolic hydroxyl groups.57–59
3.2. Characterizations

FTIR is a highly precise technique employed to study a mate-
rial's functional groups by analyzing its vibrational frequencies.
It offers crucial information about molecular architecture,
makeup, and chemical bonds. Functional groups of henna,
pure ZnONPs, and ZnO@henna nanocomposite were charac-
terized as displayed in Fig. 4. FTIR spectra depicted in Fig. 4(a)
show the spectrum of aqueous henna extract. The spectrum has
a remarkable peak at 3327 cm−1 due to the stretching of
hydroxyl (O–H) bonds and shows the phenolic nature of the
lawsone dye. The other peaks at 2920, 2869, and 2817 cm−1

concern the sp2 C–H bonds associated with paraffin and
aromatic rings. Later, the peak associated with the carbonyl
bond stretching (C]O) is supported with the peak at
1623 cm−1, which is then linked with the band at 1500–
1300 cm−1 and is affiliated with C]C in the aromatic benzene
ring. Also, the peaks between 1100 and 1200 cm−1 are affiliated
with C–O stretching, and the bands between 800 and 950 cm−1

which goes ‘bending’ for O–H bonds. These results are consis-
tent with the literature reports.43,60 Fig. 4(b) displays the FTIR
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
spectrum for green synthesized ZnO NPs. The broad absorption
band at 3401 cm−1 corresponds to O–H stretching owing to the
moisture adsorption, while characteristic peaks conrming the
identity of ZnONPs at 553 cm−1 are noted for the Zn–O vibra-
tional peak.61 The FTIR spectroscopy results concerning
ZnO@henna nanocomposites show that most functional
groups are retained, conrming the inclusion of henna extracts,
thus proving the multifunctionality of the nanocomposite
(Fig. 4(c)). A peak of 547 cm−1 was assigned for the Zn–O
vibrational peak, demonstrating a shi from pure ZnONPs and
indicating the presence of interactions between the henna
extract and ZnO. Owing to C]C, O–H, and C–O stretching, the
spectrum suggests that the organic supports or ligands of
henna and the metal oxide nanoparticles also are complexing,
illustrating that the phenolic and carbonyl functional groups of
henna bind to the surface of ZnO, which is likely to improve the
structural stability and functionality of the composite material.

XRD analysis is essential for identifying material crystal
structures and phases and determining their lattice parameters.
This technology assists researchers in studying crystallite
dimensions, crystal stress, and material purity across different
uses. Fig. 5(b) shows the powder XRD pattern of ZnO@henna
nanocomposite. The spectrum from ZnO@henna nano-
composite shows peaks at 32.06° [100], 34.70° [002], 36.53°
[101], 47.82° [102], 56.82° [110], 63.11° [103], 66.60° [200], 68.16°
[112], 69.31° [201], 72.74° [004] and 77.10° [202] with calculated
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18249
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Fig. 4 The functional group analysis for (a) henna aqueous extract, (b) ZnONPs, and (c) ZnO@henna nanocomposite.
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lattice parameters a = 3.194 Å and c = 5.013 Å resulting in a c/
a ratio of 1.570. Compared to the XRD pattern of pure ZnONPs
(Fig. 5(a)), the XRD pattern of ZnO@henna nanocomposite
displayed an identical hexagonal wurtzite crystal structure. The
material structure matches precisely with established reference
18250 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
data as stated in JCPDS card 36-1451, which closely aligns with
values reported in the literature.62–64 The average crystallite size
evaluation with the Scherrer formula revealed a value of
38.83 nm by analyzing its most intense peak at 2q z 36.5°,
representing the (101) reection of the ZnO crystal. A peak
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 5 XRD analysis of the green synthesized (a) ZnONPs and (b) ZnO@henna nanocomposite.
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selection was made because of its intense signal and precise
denition, which enhanced the accuracy of the measurement
for crystallite size determination. XRD analysis conrms the
successful production of ZnO@henna nanocomposite free from
contaminants, although lawsone does not display in the pattern
because organic compounds have an amorphous nature. The
analysis of amorphous material content using XRD faces diffi-
culties because its detection and measurement at low concen-
trations becomes complicated by broad and faint peaks in
patterns.65,66

While providing surface morphology, FESEM enables high-
resolution imaging, and EDS allows the analysis of the
composition of nanoparticles. The internal structure, crystal-
linity at a nanoscale, and the nanoscale morphology of the
materials can be captured in detail using a TEM. The synthe-
sized ZnO@henna nanocomposite's particle size distribution
and FESEM, TEM, and EDS analyses are illustrated in Fig. 6.

As illustrated in Fig. 6(a), particles predominantly display
a spherical shape with a polydisperse nature, EDS analysis was
conducted to determine the nanocomposite's elemental
composition, conrming the detection of Zn, C, and O at weight
portions of 60.92%, 13.67%, and 25.41%, respectively (Fig. 6(c)).
The analysis suggests that the ZnO@henna nanocomposite was
successfully synthesized without any impurities. Morphology
and structural characteristics require in-depth evaluation; thus,
it was essential to conduct TEM analysis. The TEM images
depict a mixture of spherical particles and some nanorods.
Fig. 6(b) shows a clear bilayer structure, which strongly supports
the fact that henna extract and ZnO nanoparticles have
successfully integrated. Fig. 6(d) shows the analysis results via
ImageJ and OriginLab Pro soware, revealing that the particles
have an average size of 41.40 nm and a size distribution range
from 10 nm to 95 nm.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
UV-vis DRS is a non-destructive tool for studying the optical
features of solid materials as it measures their reectance in the
ultraviolet and visible light spectrum. It employs Tauc plot
analysis, which offers insights into electronic transitions, pho-
tocatalytic activity, and the band gap energy consideration of
semiconductors. The henna extract was subjected to a UV-vis
spectrum analysis, and the results are illustrated in Fig. 7(a).
The spectra reveal two notable absorption peaks: one in the UV
region at 385 nm and another in the visible range at 518 nm.67

The optical differences between pure ZnO nanoparticles and the
ZnO@henna nanocomposite are illustrated in Fig. 7(b). The
graphs depict that Pure ZnO only demonstrates activity in the
ultraviolet region without signicant absorption in the visible
region. At the same time, ZnO@henna exhibits vigorous optical
activity in a broad range of 400–700 nm, which indicates
heightened light absorption. Using Tauc plots presented in
Fig. 7(c) and (d), the band gap energies of unmodied ZnO and
ZnO@henna were calculated to be 3.18 eV and 2.80 eV,
respectively. Pure ZnONPs maintain a direct band gap because
their wurtzite crystal structure positions both the conduction
band minimum and valence band maximum at the identical k-
point in the Brillouin zone.68 However, upon modication with
the henna extract, the optical transition behavior shis, and the
band gap is more accurately represented by an indirect transi-
tion model. This shi is attributed to the introducing of surface
states and localized defect levels by the organic molecules in
henna, such as lawsone and other phytochemicals, which can
alter the recombination pathways and the nature of electronic
transitions.

Such transitions from direct to indirect band gaps upon
modication have been observed in other studies. For instance,
strain-induced structural transformations in ZnO nanotubes
have been shown to cause a direct-to-indirect band gap
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18251
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Fig. 6 Illustration of (a) FESEM, (b) TEM, (c) EDS, and (d) particle size distribution for the green synthesized ZnO@henna nanocomposite.
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transition.69 Similarly, doping ZnO quantum dots with tin (Sn)
has been reported to change the nature of the band gap from
direct to indirect due to electronic structure distortion caused
by surface chemistry.70 Studies conrm that modifying ZnO
surfaces and introducing dopants can alter its electronic prop-
erties noticeably.

The reduction in band gap to 2.80 eV for ZnO@henna is
mainly attributed to surface interactions between ZnO and
lawsone, the key active compound in henna. However, other
phytochemicals, such as avonoids and phenolics, may also
contribute by introducing surface states that enhance visible-
light absorption. Since the XRD patterns for modied ZnONPs
remained unchanged, it can be concluded that the band gap
narrowing developed from surface states that were modied
rather than bulk doping.

The optical characteristics of synthesized ZnO@henna
nanocomposite need evaluation based on the CB/VB edge
18252 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
potentials of ZnO and the HOMO/LUMO energy levels of
lawsone.

The band edge positions of ZnONPs at the point of zero
charge can be theoretically calculated to evaluate the potential
level of the electron acceptor. This can be done using the
following equations:71

EVB = X − Ee + 0.5Eg (1)

ECB = EVB − Eg (2)

The equations represent X as ZnO's absolute electronega-
tivity at 5.89 eV,72,73 Eg represents the optical band gap from
Fig. 7(c) at 3.18 eV, and Ee stands for the hydrogen scale energy
of free electrons at 4.5 eV. The substitution yields +2.98 eV
valence band edge potential and −0.20 eV conduction band
edge potential relative to NHE.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 7 (a) UV-visible spectra of aqueous henna extract, (b) UV-visible DRS of pure ZnONPs (black line) and ZnO@henna nanocomposite (blue
line), (c) band gap energy calculation by DRS analysis for pure ZnONPs, and (d) ZnO@henna nanocomposite.

Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

2 
Ju

ne
 2

02
5.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

/1
0/

20
26

 1
2:

19
:4

7 
A

M
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online
To enable efficient electron transfer, the LUMO orbital of
lawsone must position at a more negative energy level than
ZnO's CB level.74 Theoretically reported that lawsone exhibits
a LUMO energy measurement of −2.60 eV relative to the
vacuum energy level (−1.84 eV vs. NHE), yet its HOMO energy
shows −5.30 eV (+0.86 eV vs. NHE).47 The more negative LUMO
energy level of lawsone enables efficient electron donation to
ZnONPs. The results conrm lawsone can be considered as
a promising material for light-harvesting dye photosensitizers.

The zeta potential is a core parameter for surface charge
measurements in colloids since it regulates nanoparticle
stability and dispersion patterns. Strong electrostatic repulsion
occurs between particles when zeta potential has high absolute
values regardless of its positive or negative charge state, pre-
venting aggregation and ensuring colloidal stability. The char-
acteristics play a vital role in photocatalysis because they
determine dispersion quality and surface reactivity outcomes
with reactants, directly affecting catalytic roles and pollutant
breakdown rates.

Evaluating these properties required zeta potential analysis
combined with dynamic light scattering measurements (DLS)
for colloidal suspensions, including unmodied ZnONPs and
ZnO@henna nanocomposite. Zeta potential measurements on
unmodied ZnONPs revealed a value of −24.3 mV, while the
particles had an average diameter of 38.9 nm (Fig. 7(b) and 8(a)).
The ZnO@henna nanocomposite displayed a much more
negative zeta potential value of −37.1 mV and a greater diam-
eter of 42.4 nm (Fig. 7(d) and 8(c)) and Table 1. Nanoparticle
aggregation became less likely during henna presence, whereas
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
electrostatic stabilization improved because of the signicant
increase in surface charge—better colloidal stability through
henna modication benets photocatalysis by improving
aqueous dispersion properties and enhanced interaction with
pollutants. The functional efficiency of nanocomposites in
catalytic operations is enhanced through henna modication,
which increases zeta potential stability.

Photoluminescence (PL) spectroscopy effectively assesses
material purity and crystalline quality.75 Fig. 9 shows the PL of
ZnONPs and the ZnO@henna nanocomposite, which were
measured at 290 nm excitation wavelength. The emission peak
of ZnONPs appears prominently at 413 nm. It features charac-
teristics of ZnO along with assignments to exciton–exciton
interactions together with zinc or oxygen interstitials in the
lattice structure. Two additional peaks emerge in the emission
spectrum at 483 nm that result from radiative recombination
with oxygen vacancies and at 551 nm that belong to deep-level
emissions from oxygen-related defect sites.76,77 The ZnO@-
henna nanocomposite produces two prominent emission
peaks, 483 nm and 550 nm. The nanocomposite exhibits
signicantly lower photo-luminescence intensity when
compared with pure ZnONPs. The suppressed emission indi-
cates reduced photoinduced electron–hole pair recombination,
which improves the photocatalytic behavior of the composite
material.78 The enhanced photocatalytic performance resulted
from the collaborative effect between ZnONPs and henna,
which enables better charge separation and electron transfer
mechanism under visible light exposure.
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18253
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Fig. 8 Illustration of zeta potentials analysis and particle size distribution for (a and b) ZnONPs and (c and d) ZnO@henna nanocomposite.

Table 1 Zeta potential values and particle size distribution of ZnONPs
and ZnO@henna nanocomposite

Catalyst Zeta potential (mV) Mean diameter (nm)

ZnONPs −24.3 38.9
ZnO@henna −37.1 42.4
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Calculations made using the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET)
method help scientists determine the specic surface area
along with porosity characteristics by assessing nitrogen
adsorption followed by desorption processes from materials.
Catalysis performances improve through increased reactant
adsorption, possibly because of the higher material surface area
and porosity. The performance optimization of catalysts heavily
depends on BET analysis for such procedures. We used BET
analysis to analyze the specic surface area (SSA) levels, porosity
values, and pore volume of unmodied ZnONPs and ZnO@-
henna nanocomposite.

The BET surface area analysis showed 109.11 m2 g−1 for
ZnONPs and 106.41 m2 g−1 for ZnO@henna nanocomposite. In
18254 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
terms of pore volume, values of 0.17433 cm3 g−1 and 0.19761
cm3 g−1 were obtained for ZnONPs and ZnO@henna, respec-
tively, indicating the porous nature of both materials. Pore size
distribution was analyzed using the Barrett–Joyner–Halenda
(BJH) method by examining the desorption branch from the
nitrogen adsorption–desorption isotherm. ZnONPs and
ZnO@henna nanocomposite revealed pore sizes of 4.72 nm and
5.50 nm, respectively. The materials show type IV isotherms
together with hysteresis loops that signify their mesoporous
nature through characterization tests. The experimental results
verify that both samples exist within the mesoporous range (2–
50 nm).79 An increase in the average pore size of the ZnO@-
henna nanocomposite resulted in a slight decrease in specic
surface area compared to pure ZnONPs. An inverse relationship
exists between surface area and crystallite or particle size since
pore size enlargement causes structural densication, resulting
in decreased surface area.80 BET and BJH methods analysis
veried the mesoporous structure of ZnONPs and ZnO@henna
nanocomposites where the nanocomposite displayed extended
pore dimensions. The material's features improve its capability
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 9 PL spectra for ZnONPs and ZnO@henna nanocomposite at the excitation wavelength of 290 nm.
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for adsorption functions and surface-controlled operations (see
Fig. 10 and Table 2).
4. Photocatalytic investigation

The photodegradation reaction of 4-NP was performed under
different reaction conditions. The rst test was conducted in the
dark under neutral pH, adding 20 mg of the catalyst and start-
ing with 50 ppm concentration to understand how illumination
would affect the reaction (Fig. 11(a) black curve). However, no
signicant degradation was achieved in 90 minutes in this
reaction condition. In another test, the catalyst was removed,
Fig. 10 BET analysis: N2-adsorption/desorption isotherms with pore size

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
and the reaction was done under a blue LED, yielding neglect-
able improvement in the degradation of 4-NP (Fig. 11(a) red
curve). Nevertheless, adding the catalyst under light irradiation
dramatically improved the degradation efficiency (Fig. 11(a)
blue curve). These three experiments demonstrate the signi-
cance of both the source of irradiation and catalyst, which are
critical for achieving effective degradation.

To optimize the photocatalysis degradation by ZnO@henna
nanocomposite, further parameters such as the inuence of
different LED lamps, pH, catalyst dosage, initial concentration
of 4-NP, and the irradiation period were investigated. The
photocatalytic degradation was investigated using blue, green,
distribution (inset) of (a) ZnONPs and (b) ZnO@henna nanocomposite.

RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18255
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Table 2 BET analysis results of ZnONPs and ZnO@henna
nanocomposite

Catalyst SSA (m2 g−1) Pore size (nm) Pore volume (cm3 g−1)

ZnONPs 109.11 4.72 0.17433
ZnO@henna 106.41 5.50 0.19761
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and red lights. Blue light proved the most effective, leading to
62% degradation aer 90 minutes. In comparison, the yields
under green and red light were 33% and 10%, respectively
(Fig. 11(b)). The results align with the energy band gap for
ZnO@henna (Eg = 2.80 eV) deduced from DRS spectra and UV-
vis studies, as shown in Fig. 7(d), conrming that ZnO@henna
exhibits maximum absorption in the blue light region at
a wavelength of l = 443 nm (1240/2.8).

The pH of the reaction medium is critical in controlling ROS
formation and the efficacy of 4-NP degradation in
Fig. 11 Investigation of (a) the effect of the ZnO@henna catalyst and blue
> 425 nm), green (l > 520 nm) and red (l > 620 nm); (c) the impact of p
reaction time= 90minutes, initial concentration= 50 ppm, and 20mg o
nitrophenol under controlled conditions (blue LED light (l > 425 nm, 30W

18256 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
photodegradation pathways.81 A 50 ppm initial concentration of
4-NP was used to assess the photocatalytic degradation with
20 mg ZnO@henna, as illustrated in Fig. 11(c). The study
ndings indicated marked differences in degradation efficiency
with changes in pH: neutral pH (pH 7) recorded 62% efficiency,
79% at pH 10, and pH 11 recorded 53%, while only 27% at pH 4
was observed aer 90 minutes. This suggests that 4-NP degra-
dation is best within a moderately alkaline environment (pH 8–
10), while acidic, neutral, or highly alkaline conditions result in
diminished efficiency. The factors mentioned above practical at
pH 8–10 seem to work in synergy to further improve degrada-
tion efficiency (eqn (3)). At higher pH values, regions of basicity
lead to more abundant hydroxyl radicals (cOH) conducive to
grinding further degradation (eqn (4)).82 In addition, 4-NP has
a pKa ∼ 7.15, suggesting that it exists in a neutral, protonated
form at a lower pH and in a deprotonated form at higher pH.83

The deprotonated form is more soluble in water, enabling
improved accessibility towards catalytic degradation.
LED light (l > 425 nm, 30 W); (b) different LED light illumination-blue (l
H under the following conditions: blue LED light (l > 425 nm, 30 W),
f ZnO@henna catalyst; and (d) catalyst dosage on the degradation of 4-
), reaction time= 90minutes, initial concentration= 50 ppm, pH= 10).

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Furthermore, ZnO nanoparticles possess a zero point of charge
(pHzpc) within the 8.5–10.5 range.84–86 At highly alkaline pH,
charge distribution on the catalyst surface becomes predomi-
nantly negative. This can cause some degree of electrostatic
repulsion between the catalyst and the anionic form of 4-NP.
However, degradation remains efficient in that moderate alka-
line range (pH 8–10) because enhanced radical generation
outpaces consumption. At low pH values, particularly those
below 6, degradation efficiency further decreases as the
recombination of photogenerated electron–hole pairs
increases, thus lowering ROS production.87 Additionally, in
strongly acidic conditions with pH lower than 4, the dissolution
of ZnO nanoparticles occurs, leading to catalyst deactivation
(eqn (5)).88,89 Alternatively, when pH is greater than 11, an excess
of hydroxide ions (OH−) may act as radical scavengers, thus
neutralizing hydroxyl radicals (cOH) and degradation efficiency
(eqn (6)).90 It is worth noting that the possible pH effects on the
henna substance were not reported as part of the study, even
though the ZnO@henna composite received photocatalytic
behavior analysis across diverse pH conditions. The surface
characteristics of henna could change through protonation or
deprotonation processes because of its phenolic and hydroxyl
functional groups, which may inuence the interaction with
ZnO and charge separation efficiency. Future analysis of the
henna component needs to study its pH-sensitive properties to
determine how it impacts the photodegradation mechanism.

H2O + h+ / cOH + H+ (3)

OH− + h+ / cOH (4)

ZnO + 2H+ / Zn2+ + H2O (5)

OH− + cOH / O2− + H2O (6)

Catalyst dosage is an effective factor in photocatalytic
degradation, given that it has an impact on 4-NP degradation.
Degradation tests were done using various catalyst amounts of 5
to 35 mg with specic conditions set as 50 ppm 4-NP, pH = 10,
Fig. 12 The effect of (a) initial concentration of 4-NP and (b) irradiation

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
at 90 minute reaction time, and blue LED irradiation to deter-
mine the ideal catalyst dosage. As shown in Fig. 11(d), degra-
dation efficiency increased linearly from 5 mg to 25 mg, then
declined with dosage increases beyond that slightly. The
increment in degrading efficiency with increased catalyst
dosage up to 25 mg is explainable by the proportionate increase
of active sites on the catalyst surface for higher photon
absorption, accelerating 4-NP photocatalytic degradation up to
84%.91 Decreased available surface area because of agglomera-
tion, increased turbidity, and reduced light penetration with the
catalyst suspension due to excessive catalyst dosage hinders the
generation of reactive species and suffices degradation effi-
ciency.92,93 In the present work, optimal catalyst usage for the
balance between its utilization and efficient photon absorption
was found to be 25 mg. This dosage maximizes degradation
efficiency while minimizing catalyst utilization, avoiding detri-
mental effects from catalyst aggregation.

To investigate the impact of initial concentration on the
photocatalytic degradation pathway, a set of solutions con-
taining 20 to 100 ppm was made. Using 25 mg of ZnO@henna
nanocatalyst resulted in the effective degradation of 4-NP in the
10 to 60 ppm range with 90minutes of illumination using a blue
LED light, as depicted in Fig. 12(a). However, the catalyst activity
was diminished when the concentration was increased to
70 ppm or higher. As degradation efficiency is highly contingent
on the ROS generation rate and their interaction with pollutant
molecules, the active sites on ZnO@henna may become satu-
rated with 4-NP on attaining higher pollutant concentration,
halting further ROS production and pushing the overall
degradation efficacy downward. In addition, excess 4-NP
molecules may result in signicant absorption of illumination
light, which can further result in the catalyst losing the ability to
use photons and plummeting performance. Evidence in these
results suggests a range of photocatalytic degradation pollutant
concentrations where optimal efficacy can be achieved. Effi-
ciency tends to drop beyond this benchmark because of active
site 4-NP saturation and increased competition for light.94
time on the degradation rate.
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The last parameter we studied for dye degradation was illu-
mination duration, which also became a deciding factor. The
performance of ZnO@henna photocatalytic activity was tested
with 50 ppm initial concentration under optimal conditions
(25 mg catalyst, pH 10 with blue LED illumination) over three
hours to nd the maximum catalytic performance peak. The
results suggest that, as depicted in Fig. 12(b), the degradation
efficiency registered improvement, whereas the peak value for
the same was reached at 120 minutes at an efficiency of 93%.
Past this mark, the degradation plateaued, revealing only
minute changes with extended illumination. From this insight,
it becomes evident that the majority of the pollutant molecules
are degraded beyond this mark, and any further illumination
does not signicantly enhance the process.
4.1. Recovery and recycling of ZnO@henna nanocomposite

Utilizing heterogeneous catalysts provides two main benets
through their simple separation method and extended lifetime.
We performed an extensive study to evaluate catalyst durability
and the ability to reuse. Aer its rst photocatalytic treatment
with a fresh catalyst, the degrading solution of pollutants
Fig. 13 Representation of (a) the recycling results of ZnO@henna nanoco
(black) and after the last run (red) of the photodegradation of 4-nitroph

18258 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
underwent centrifugation to recover the catalyst. Multi-step
purication through water and ethanol washing followed by
oven drying made the isolated catalyst ready for repeated use.
The testing of continuous 4-NP breakdown operations lasted
through four cycles. The results established the high stability of
the catalyst through its continued 85% degradation efficiency in
the fourth reuse cycle (Fig. 13(a)). Structural stability and
integrity of the ZnO@henna catalyst were evaluated through
XRD and FTIR analyses aer its last cycle by comparing results
with fresh material. Tests determined that functional groups
and crystalline stability remained consistent even aer four
photodegradation cycles of 4-NP (Fig. 13(b) and (c)). The slight
decrease in performance aer the photocatalysis indicates that
structural degradation and leaching might have happened due
to long-term alkaline condition (pH 10) exposure.
4.2. Intermediates and fate of the degradation

The degenerative pathway of 4-NP follows a sequence of
oxidative reactions brought about by the ZnO@henna nano-
composite's provided electron–hole pairs. These charge carriers
can generate reactive radicals that effectively contribute to
mposite. (b and c) XRD patterns and FTIR spectra of fresh ZnO@henna
enol under standard conditions.

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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degradation. To identify the types of reactive radicals involved
in the photodegradation of 4-NP, specic free radical scaven-
gers were introduced into the reaction system containing the 4-
NP solution and the photocatalyst. A signicantly reduced
photodegradation rate upon the addition of a particular scav-
enger indicates that the corresponding radical plays a dominant
role in the degradation process.71 Initially, the role of electron
transfer and the probability of contributing singlet oxygen (1O2)
were evaluated, as shown in Fig. 14(a). AgNO3, as an electron
scavenger, signicantly inhibited the degradation process, thus
establishing that electron transfer is required. However, when
the solution was treated with DABCO (1O2 scavenger), the
results were insignicant, proving that single oxygen was not
a major contributor to the photodegradation pathway. The
superoxide radical (O2c

−) scavenger p-BQ signicantly slumped
the photodegradation, conrming its vital role in degradation.
Similarly, about complete inactivation (∼2%) by vitamin C (cOH
scavenger) proved the central role of hydroxyl radical in the
degradation process (Fig. 14(b)). The research data indicates
that 4-NP degradation occurs primarily due to two ROS agents:
superoxide radicals (O2c

−) and hydroxyl radicals (cOH).
Fig. 14 Illustration of the role of control experiments, scavengers, LC-MS
(a) DABCO as 1O2 scavenger has no significant effect on the photodegra
scavenger (red dash) has significantly affected the degradation rate. (b) Int
scavenger to the reaction solution completely declined the degradatio
atmospheric oxygen replaced by nitrogen (red dash). (d) LC-MS analysi
minutes of reaction time. And (e) possible degradation pathway of 4-NP

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
The generated intermediates of the degraded 4-NP were
identied using LC-MS analysis, as shown in Fig. 14(d). Initially,
the bond cleavage process begins through electrophilic attack
by (cOH), producing 4-nitrobenzene-1,2-diol, benzoquinone,
and a nitrogenous compound. Some nitro moieties are also
reduced to the amino form. Increased oxidating power through
further para hydroxylation and subsequent oxidation of the
intermediates leads to the generation of multi-hydroxy cyclic
derivatives validated by compounds like benzene-1,2,3-triol
alongside 2,3-dihydroxycyclohexa-2,5-diene-1,4-dione. Due to
oxidative ring opening, these compounds are unstable and
transformed into unsaturated dibasic acids. They also undergo
more decarboxylation, which leads to short carbon chains.
Finally, mineralization produces carbon dioxide and water
(Fig. 14(e)). A deterioration process of using H2O2 to oxidize 4-
nitrophenol has been documented before.95 Our proposed
technique does not require an additional peroxide source, an
extremely oxidizing substance, which increases its safety and
sustainability. Similar degradation pathways were
documented.96–99
analysis, and possible intermediates in the photodegradation of 4-NP:
dation rate (black dash). In contrast, introducing AgNO3 as an electron
roducing p-BQ as a O2c

− scavenger (black dash) and vitamin C as a cOH
n rate of 4-NP. (c) The reaction performed in dark (black dash) and
s after degradation of 4-NP at optimized reaction conditions after 60
by ZnO@henna nanocatalyst.
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4.3. Proposed mechanism for the degradation of 4-
nitrophenol by ZnO@henna nanocatalyst

When lawsone (photosensitizer) absorbs light energy, it moves
to an excited state to start the degradation cycle.100 Lawsone
does not conduct electron transfer directly since it rst goes
through intersystem crossing before becoming a more reactive
triplet state.101 Aer lawsone interacts with ZnO, electron
migration to the ZnO conduction band is facilitated. The proper
alignment between the ZnONPs conduction band edge position
and lawsone LUMO level drives efficient electron transfer,
which results in greater photogenerated electrons to drive
reduction processes (Fig. 15(a)). The reactive radicals formed by
this mechanism continuously support the photodegradation of
4-NP (Fig. 15(b)).

Control experiments were performed under optimized
conditions to validate the proposed mechanism. Light makes
the degradation of the pollutant possible since the pollutant
fails to degrade in the absence of light. Similarly, adding
nitrogen gas that eliminates dissolved oxygen signicantly
declined the degradation rate (see Fig. 14(c)), thus establishing
oxygen as essential for ROS formation.

The possible degradation pathway of 4-NP occurs through
a photoinduced multi-step process according to the radical
scavenger experiments (Fig. 14(a) and (b)), control experiments,
(Fig. 14(c)), HOMO/LUMO and VB/CB edge potentials of the
electron donor (henna) and ZnO (accepter) (Fig. 15(a)), and
previous literature.102–104 As shown in Fig. 15(b), the photosen-
sitizer substance (lawsone) receives a photochemical stimulus
under blue light illumination, which causes an electron to shi
from HOMO to LUMO states. Aer photoexcitation, lawsone
enters an excited state before the self-reduction reaction
produces (lawsone+) combined with the transfer of an excited
electron to the CB of ZnO. The electrons in the conduction band
convert O2 molecules into superoxide radicals (O2c

−). The
Fig. 15 Illustration of (a) HOMO/LUMO and VB/CB edge potentials of la
transfer from the LUMO of lawsone to the CB of ZnONPs. And (b) prop
composite under blue LED illumination.

18260 | RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265
reactive species generated during the process then accept
protons, leading to hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) formation that
produces highly active hydroxyl radicals (cOH). The hydroxyl
radicals are essential in degradation as they destroy 4-NP
molecules adsorbed to the ZnO surface. The catalytic cycle
nishes by returning (lawsone+) to its original form by obtain-
ing electrons from water molecules. The regeneration process
maintains the creation of reactive species that maintain 4-NP
degradation through photochemical methods.

5. Comparison to prior studies

To assess the practical use and public availability of the opti-
mally synthesized ZnO@henna nanocomposite photocatalyst,
performance benchmarks of other studies were taken into
account and compared to our ndings, which are compiled in
Table 3. It is evident from the literature review that existing
works are abundant in the degradation of 4-NP by ZnO nano-
particles. However, most have relied on established chemical
synthesis instead of green synthesis techniques. The main
contributions of this study stated in Table 3 (entry 23) include
the use of henna (lawsone) as a novel photocatalyst which
improves ZnO photocatalytic activity, as well as demonstrating
the efficient degradation of 4-NP from high initial pollutant
concentrations (20–60 ppm) under neutral and alkaline condi-
tions using a blue LED lamp as the irradiation source.
Impressively, 93 percent of the pollutant was degraded in 120
minutes, which speaks to the effectiveness of the ZnO@henna
nanocomposite in outperforming alternative methods reported
in the literature. Beyond the previous advantages, two essential
elements must be assessed: initial concentration of pollutants
and catalyst usage levels. The degradation of pollutants
becomes harder as pollutant concentration increases since
higher concentrations occupy more of the available active sites
of the catalyst. A lower catalyst amount selection remains
wsone and ZnONPs, respectively, which shows the favorable electron
osed mechanism for the degradation of 4-NP by ZnO@henna nano-

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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favored since it brings both nancial benets and environ-
mental advantages. Our study involved adding 25 mg of catalyst
into a 25 mL solution, yielding 1 mg per mL dosage while
maintaining an initial pollutant level of 50 ppm. The photo-
catalytic system utilized in our research outperformed the
conditions described in Table 3 since the studies investigated
initial pollutant levels between 4 and 30 ppm. The combination
of green synthesis, practical operational conditions, and high
efficiency renders the nanocomposite a prime candidate for
real-life environmental remediation technologies, specically in
neutral and alkaline conditions.
6. Conclusion

In summary, the research synthesized ZnO@henna nano-
composite through an environmentally friendly methodology
that combined ZnONPs prepared with kaffir lime extract and
henna extract as the biologically active component. Data from
structural characterization showed that henna had been
successfully loaded into ZnO, which reduced the band gap
energy to 2.80 eV for improved visible light absorption. The
nanocomposite ZnO@henna demonstrated better photo-
catalytic ability than ZnO alone by reaching a 93% degradation
rate of 4-NP when irradiated by blue LED for 120 minutes. The
nanocomposite exhibited excellent catalytic performance by
systematically optimizing basic reaction parameters, including
pH value, pollutant amount, and catalyst dosage. The catalyst
maintained steady performance in four repeated operations
while preserving its initial activity by showing negligible
performance reduction. The research showed that hydroxyl
radicals and superoxide radicals functioned as the central
reactive intermediates that degraded 4-NP. The sustainable
green production method and superior photocatalytic perfor-
mance with multiple reuse possibilities transform ZnO@henna
into a promising technology for wastewater purication.
Despite the pros of the synthesized nanocomposite, its catalytic
performance is best at neutral to alkaline reaction conditions;
however, its catalytic performance declines at high alkaline
media. Similarly, the catalyst has constraints in acidic condi-
tions since ZnO dissolves partially in acidic solutions, making it
inappropriate for use in such environments. Additionally, the
catalyst stability needs further development for extended
applications as it demonstrated sustained 85% initial perfor-
mance during four reaction cycles.
Data availability
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S. Knani and P. Nguyen-Tri, Nano-Struct. Nano-Objects,
2024, 40, 101326.

18 J. Liu, J. Zhang, Y. Zhang, Y. Wang, M. Wang, Z. Li, G. Wang
and X. Su, Talanta, 2022, 237, 122956.

19 M. Nawaz, M. W. Abbasi, M. Tariq, J. P. Graham, A. R. S. Al-
Hagri, A. A. Elkarim, M. E. Mohamed, V. Nissapatorn,
M. Taha and S. Hisaindee, BMC Chem., 2022, 16, 1–14.

20 P. Mahbub and P. N. Nesterenko, RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 77603–
77621.

21 J. J. Zhang, H. Liu, Y. Xiao, X. E. Zhang and N. Y. Zhou, J.
Bacteriol., 2009, 191, 2703–2710.

22 V. N. Lima, C. S. D. Rodrigues, Y. B. Brandão, M. Benachour
and L. M. Madeira, J. Water Process Eng., 2022, 47, 102685.

23 O. A. Osin, T. Yu, X. Cai, Y. Jiang, G. Peng, X. Cheng, R. Li,
Y. Qin and S. Lin, Front. Chem., 2018, 6, 1–9.
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
24 N. Wan, J. D. Gu and Y. Yan, Int. Biodeterior. Biodegrad.,
2007, 59, 90–96.

25 S. Velusamy, A. Roy, E. Mariam, S. Krishnamurthy,
S. Sundaram and T. K. Mallick, Sci. Rep., 2023, 13, 1–16.

26 W. Y. Ahn, S. A. Sheeley, T. Rajh and D. M. Cropek, Appl.
Catal., B, 2007, 74, 103–110.

27 D. A. Kader, S. O. Rashid and S. J. Mohammed, Surf.
Interfaces, 2023, 43, 103599.

28 P. Ramesh, K. Saravanan, P. Manogar, J. Johnson, E. Vinoth
and M. Mayakannan, Sens. Bio-Sens. Res., 2021, 31, 100399.

29 D. A. Kader, S. O. Rashid and K. M. Omer, RSC Adv., 2023,
13, 9963–9977.

30 D. A. Kader, RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 34904–34915.
31 N. Bhattacharjee, I. Som, R. Saha and S. Mondal, Int. J.

Environ. Anal. Chem., 2024, 104, 489–516.
32 R. Yann, S. Ngok, E. Mustafa, X. Liu, M. Willander,

C. O. Chey and O. Nur, Solid State Sci., 2024, 147, 107379.
33 O. Adedokun, O. L. Adedeji, I. T. Bello, M. K. Awodele and

A. O. Awodugba, Chem. Phys. Impact, 2021, 3, 100039.
34 S. Esakki, K. Devi, N. L. Sheeba and M. Sundar, J. Adv. Sci.

Res., 2022, 13, 60–69.
35 R. B. Semwal, D. K. Semwal, S. Combrinck, C. Cartwright-

Jones and A. Viljoen, J. Ethnopharmacol., 2014, 155, 80–103.
36 S. Sen, M. Borthakur and D. Chetia, Sci. Phytochem., 2023, 2,

128–158.
37 L. Rubio, M. Costa, P. Barrulas, M. Lores, C. Garcia-Jares

and C. Barrocas-Dias, Anal. Bioanal. Chem., 2022, 414,
6233–6246.

38 S. Sathyajothi, R. Jayavel and A. C. Dhanemozhi, Mater.
Today Proc., 2017, 4, 668–676.

39 I. Jinchu, C. O. Sreekala and K. S. Sreelatha, Mater. Today
Proc., 2019, 33, 1356–1360.

40 R. A. Akwolu, O. Nwakanma, S. U. Offiah, A. Agbogu,
O. V. Ekechukwu, I. F. Okafor and P. E. Ugwuoke, IOP
Conf. Ser.: Earth Environ. Sci., 2023, 1178, 012007.

41 M. Mujahid and O. A. Al-Hartomy, Mater. Res. Innov., 2023,
27, 194–203.

42 Y. K. Sanusi, T. B. Asafa and A. A. Kazeem, Int. J. Renew.
Energy Res., 2016, 6, 1119–1128.

43 S. Saadaoui, M. A. Ben Youssef, M. Ben Karoui, R. Gharbi,
E. Smecca, V. Strano, S. Mirabella, A. Alberti and
R. A. Puglisi, Beilstein J. Nanotechnol., 2017, 8, 287–295.

44 K. E. Jasim, S. Al-Dallal and A. M. Hassan, J. Nanotechnol.,
2012, 2012, 167128.

45 S. S. Khadtare, A. P. Ware, S. Salunke-Gawali, S. R. Jadkar,
S. S. Pingale and H. M. Pathan, RSC Adv., 2015, 5, 17647–
17652.

46 S. Ananth, P. Vivek, T. Arumanayagam and
P. Murugakoothan, Spectrochim. Acta, Part A, 2014, 128,
420–426.

47 S. Sreeja and B. Pesala, ACS Omega, 2019, 4, 18023–18034.
48 S. Liu, A. Qileng, J. Huang, Q. Gao and Y. Liu, RSC Adv.,

2017, 7, 45545–45551.
49 R. Budiarto, N. Wathoni, S. Mubarok, J. S. Hamdani,

T. Ujilestari, C. Darsih, R. M. Sari, R. M. Rukmana and
M. M. Sholikin, J. Agric. Food Res., 2024, 18, 101384.
RSC Adv., 2025, 15, 18245–18265 | 18263

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d5ra02154e


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

2 
Ju

ne
 2

02
5.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

/1
0/

20
26

 1
2:

19
:4

7 
A

M
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online
50 C. Chankaew, S. Somsri, W. Tapala, S. Mahatheeranont,
C. Saenjum and A. Rujiwatra, Particuology, 2018, 40, 160–
168.

51 N. M. N. ’Aqilah, K. Rovina, W. X. L. Felicia and
J. M. Vonnie, Molecules, 2023, 28, 2631.

52 S. H. Gebre, J. Cluster Sci., 2023, 34, 665–704.
53 M. Bayat, M. Zargar, T. Astarkhanova, E. Pakina, S. Ladan,

M. Lyashko and S. I. Shkurkin, Molecules, 2021, 26, 3025.
54 M. J. Limo, A. Sola-Rabada, E. Boix, V. Thota, Z. C. Westcott,

V. Puddu and C. C. Perry, Chem. Rev., 2018, 118, 11118–
11193.

55 D. A. Kader and S. J. Mohammed, RSC Adv., 2023, 13,
26484–26508.

56 H. Nishikiori, D. Natori, H. Ebara, K. Teshima and T. Fujii,
J. Photochem. Photobiol., A, 2016, 327, 51–57.

57 U. A. Dar, S. Salunke-Gawali, D. Shinde, S. Bhand and
S. Satpute, Eng. Sci., 2021, 15, 105–115.

58 S. Harihar, N. Mone, S. K. Satpute, D. Chadar,
D. Chakravarty, T. Weyhermüller, R. J. Butcher and
S. Salunke-Gawali, Dalton Trans., 2022, 71, 17338–17353.

59 M. N. Abo Elenen, A. R. Elshobaky and S. A. Elsayed, J. Mol.
Struct., 2024, 1317, 139048.

60 M. S. M. Musa, W. R. W. Sulaiman, Z. A. Majid, Z. A. Majid,
A. K. Idris and K. Rajaei, SN Appl. Sci., 2019, 1, 1–11.

61 D. A. Kader, S. O. Rashid and K. M. Omer, RSC Adv., 2023,
13, 9963–9977.

62 M. Jabeen, M. A. Iqbal, R. V. Kumar, M. Ahmed and
M. T. Javed, Chin. Phys. B, 2014, 23, 018504.

63 M. Bhushan, R. Jha, R. Bhardwaj and R. Sharma, Mater.
Today Proc., 2021, 48, 629–632.

64 V. P. Dinesh, P. Biji, A. Ashok, S. K. Dhara, M. Kamruddin,
A. K. Tyagi and B. Raj, RSC Adv., 2014, 4, 58930–58940.

65 G. Koorösy, K. Tomolya, D. Janovszky and J. Sólyom, Mater.
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