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Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)
inactivation of pH-dependent graphene oxide (GO) nanosheets is
presented. The observed virus inactivation using an authentic virus
(Delta variant) and different GO dispersions at pH 3, 7, and 11 suggests
that the higher pH of the GO dispersion yields a better performance
compared to that of GO at neutral or lower pH. The current findings
can be ascribed to the pH-driven functional group change and the
overall charge of GO, favorable for the attachment between GO
nanosheets and virus particles.

Novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is an infectious
disease caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coro-
navirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). SARS-CoV-2 first appeared at the end of
2019 in Wuhan, China, and still continues to show adverse
impacts in terms of quality of life and worldwide economic
sustainability.* This virus is believed to spread through small
liquid particles ranging from large respiratory droplets to small
aerosols coming from the mouth and nose when an infected
person coughs, sneezes, speaks, sings, or breathes and its
likelihood of spreading increases indoors and in crowded
environments. Even though the vaccination process has already
been applied to stop the spread of the virus, the virus has
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continuously evolved with multiple mutations particularly in
the spike (S) gene, which contributes to the emergence of new
variants and resistance to vaccine-induced immunity. In addi-
tion, those who never develop symptoms can also pass the virus
on to others, making it more complicated to prevent the virus
from spreading. Therefore, the key strategies to prevent or
mitigate the spread of the virus include the development of anti-
SARS-CoV-2 active materials in the form of face masks and other
safety equipment for use in everyday life.> In light of this,
recently, our group reported the inactivation of SARS-CoV-2
using graphene oxide (GO) nanosheets along with our under-
standing of the SARS-CoV-2 inactivation route.® Particularly, the
antiviral mechanism of GO nanosheets is associated with the
attachment of virus particles on the GO surface through elec-
trostatic interaction between the negatively charged GO and
positively charged virus particles followed by the decomposition
of viral proteins. Since the attachment of GO to the virus
particles largely depends on the surface functional groups,
which can be controlled using different parameters including
the pH of the GO dispersion, some fundamental investigations
including on the effect of pH on obtaining the optimum effi-
ciency from GO-based anti-SARS-CoV-2 are important.

GO, a carbon-based two-dimensional (2D) material, owing to
its exclusive physical and chemical properties, shows impres-
sive potential and possibilities in materials science with a wide
area of application including an anti-SARS-CoV-2 response.” ™
The structure of GO possesses a large ratio of oxygen-containing
functional groups including epoxy, hydroxyl, and carboxyl
groups.”™* These functional groups of GO are believed to be
attached to the positively charged SARS-CoV-2 viral particles
and thereafter cause damage to the virus through the deacti-
vation of the S and N (nucleocapsid) protein of the virus.®*
Interestingly, the functional groups of GO can be altered by
changing the pH of the dispersion. In particular, the epoxy
groups on the GO surface are quite stable under acidic condi-
tions. However, under alkaline conditions, the ring-opening
conversion of epoxy to hydroxyl is caused by a nucleophilic
base due to the large strain of the three-membered ring of the
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[lustration of the pH-dependent functional groups change

epoxy group (Scheme 1).® In addition, the change in pH of the
GO dispersion is associated with the change in the overall
negative charge of GO. Therefore, pH-dependent GO is antici-
pated to show a difference in anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity. In the
current work, we demonstrated the effect of pH in the GO
dispersion on the inactivation of SARS-CoV-2. We have selected
three different GO dispersions at pH 3, pH 7, and pH 11 which
represent acidic, neutral, and basic conditions, respectively. We
treated the virus stock with the pH dependent GO dispersions
while keeping all other conditions unchanged. The virus inac-
tivation was evaluated by plaque assay and enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assay (ELISA) against N protein. The current
study suggested that GO dispersion at higher pH shows
comparatively higher anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity than that at
neutral or lower pH.

GO was purchased commercially from Nippon Shokubai Co
with an oxidation degree of 33% and used without further
purification. The pH of GO was adjusted to the values of 3, 7,
and 11 using the appropriate amounts of HCl and ammonia
solution. GO at pH 3, 7, and 11 are denoted as GO (3), GO (7) and
GO (11), respectively. The prepared GO samples were charac-
terized using FTIR, XPS, and solid-state "*C-NMR analysis. The
isolation and titration of the B.1.617.2/Delta variant (strain
TKYTK1734; GISAID ID: EPI_ISL_2378732) has been described
previously.”” This variant was used to investigate the antiviral
activity of each GO sample against SARS-CoV-2. The plaque
assay and quantification of N protein by ELISA (Proteintech,
cat# KE30007) were conducted in a BSL-3 room as reported
previously.***'*>* The details of the experimental procedure are
shown in the ESL.}

The physical and chemical properties of GO (3), GO (7) and
GO (11) are shown in Fig. 1 and S1.} The optical photograph
shown in Fig. S17 clearly presents a color change from brown in
GO (3) to black in GO (11). The difference in the color of the GO
dispersion indicates the alteration of the functional groups in
GO. The changes of functional groups in GO (3) and GO (11) are
compared using XPS, FTIR, and *C NMR analysis. Fig. 1a
presents the deconvoluted C 1s XPS spectra of GO (3), GO (7),
and GO (11). The characteristic peaks for oxygenated functional
groups include hydroxyl (C-OH), epoxy (C-O-C), carbonyl (-C=
0), and carboxyl (-COOH) groups with peak intensity approxi-
mately at 286.4-286.6 eV, 286.8-287.0 eV, 287.8-288.0 eV and
289.0-289.3 eV, respectively.”* Clearly, the peak intensity at
286.8-287.0 eV corresponding to the epoxy group is much
higher in GO (3) compared to that of GO (11) indicating the
presence of a large number of epoxy (C-O-C) groups in GO (3).
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Fig. 1 Characterization of the prepared GO samples. (a) C 1s XPS
spectra of GO (3) (GO at pH = 3), GO (7) (GO at pH = 7) and GO (11)
(GO at pH = 11), (b) FTIR spectra GO (3) and GO (11), and (c) *C NMR
spectra of GO (3) and GO (11).

On the other hand, the peak intensity in the hydroxyl group at
286.4-286.6 eV is higher in the case of pH (11) compared to that
of GO (3). The observation indicates that the conversion of an
epoxy to a hydroxyl group occurred during the pH change in GO.
The result is further supported by using FTIR in Fig. 1b and *C
NMR analysis in Fig. 1c. The FTIR spectrum of GO samples is
difficult to interpret due to the overlapping bands from
numerous chemical bonds. However, the characteristic FTIR
peaks of GO observed at approximately 1720, 1635, 1290 and
1050 cm™ " correspond to the stretching frequencies of -C=0
(carboxyl and carbonyl), -C=C- (aromatic sp” carbon), -C-O-
C- (epoxy) and -COH (hydroxyl) functional groups, respectively.
Moreover, the broad intense band at around 3350 cm™ indi-
cates the presence of hydroxyl groups or water molecules
adsorbed on the hydrophilic functional sites of GO. Clearly, GO
(11) shows higher intensities for the peaks at 3350 and
1050 cm ™" corresponding to the -C-OH groups while the peak
intensity for the -C=0 and -C-O-C- functional groups at 1720
and 1290 cm ™, respectively, decreases compared to that of GO
(3).

The observed spectra from solid-state ">*C NMR of GO (3) and
GO (11) are shown in Fig. 1c. The peak intensity at 61 and
70 ppm represents the epoxides and hydroxyl functional groups,
respectively.”” The relative peak intensity for the epoxy group is
larger in GO (3) compared to that of GO (11). On the other hand,
the peak intensity for hydroxyl groups in GO (11) slightly
increased compared to that of GO (3). This observation also
indicated that the change in pH from 3 to 11 of GO dispersions
is associated with the conversion of epoxy to hydroxyl groups.
The conversion of epoxy to hydroxyl groups is due to pH change

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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in accordance with some previous reports.'®* In particular, the
three-membered ring of the epoxy groups possesses significant
structural strain, and the ring-opening conversion of the epoxy
to hydroxyl is caused by a nucleophilic base. The epoxy groups
readily undergo nucleophilic attack by OH™ thus relieving the
strain in the three-membered rings to convert each epoxy group
to a trans-vic-diol group via an Sy2 reaction.*

To test the variation of anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity depending
on the pH of the GO dispersion, the Delta variant was used to
perform plaque assay in the presence and absence of GO while
keeping all other conditions unchanged. As shown in Fig. 2a
and b, typical cytopathic effects were observed in the absence of
GO.%'81923 The treatment of the virus stock with GO (under all
pH conditions) significantly decreased the plaque-forming unit
(PFU). However, a slight increase in the virus inactivation was
observed for both low pH and high pH GO dispersions
compared to that at pH 7 (Fig. 2b). The antiviral behaviour
shows an increasing order of GO (7) < GO (3) < GO (11). To
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Fig. 2 Antiviral effects of pH-dependent GO nanosheets on Delta
SARS-CoV-2 strains. (a and b) Anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity in the pres-
ence (red) or absence (blue, H,O) of GO (100 pg mL™Y at three
different pH using plaque assay. Panel (a) shows representative
pictures of plaque assay. Panel (b) shows representative plaque assay
data with average + standard deviation (SD). All experiments were
performed in triplicate. Statistical significance was assessed using
a two-sided paired t-test. *p < 0.05 compared with H,O. (c) Results
of N protein ELISA with (red) and without (blue) the presence of GO.
The average of biological triplicate is shown. Statistical comparisons
were made using a two-sided paired t-test. *p < 0.01 compared to
each 0 h sample.
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further ensure the pH effect of the GO dispersion on antiviral
activity, ELISA was conducted to cause the destruction of N
protein in the presence of GO (3), GO (7), and GO (11) after
incubation for 0, 24, 48, and 72 h, respectively. The results are
shown on a log scale in Fig. 2c.

Clearly, N protein concentration was stable over time in the
absence of GO, and the variations at pH 3, 7, and 11 conditions
are insignificant. However, a significant decline in the N
protein's concentration is observed in the first 24 h upon
treating the virus stock with GO under all pH conditions. As
expected, the results also support the increasing order of GO (7)
< GO (3) < GO (11) for N protein destruction. It should be noted
that in the current work, 1 mg mL ™" GO solutions with different
pH (also a solution without GO) were diluted to 0.1 mg mL™" in
a virus dilution buffer [20 mM HEPES, 1% nonessential amino
acid, 1% penicillin-streptomycin in DMEM (low glucose)] with
the virus stock. Besides, DMEM (low glucose) medium includes
phenol red that changes color depending on pH. We always saw
the red color of the medium, which indicates no significant
change in pH in the virus-GO mixture. After 1 h of incubation,
GO was pelleted down in the mixture by centrifugation and the
supernatant was used for infection into VeroE6/TMPRSS2 cells
to examine the effect of GO on virus inhibition. Without GO
(only different pH solutions with the same experimental
procedure), SARS-CoV-2 still caused the formation of plaques,
showing these experimental conditions to be significant for
observing virus infectivity and the effect of GO.

The above observations confirm that GO (11) shows a higher
anti-SARS-Cov-2 response than those of GO (3) and GO (7). GO
prepared using a modified Hummers oxidation route from
a graphite precursor is associated with the appearance of a large
number of epoxide functional groups in the basal plane and
carboxyl groups at the edge, which is a remarkable feature of
GO.>* However, the functional sites and the overall charges of
GO can be modified by changing the pH of the GO dispersion.
In a lower pH GO dispersion, the epoxy groups are much more
stable in the protonated environment. Also, through a molec-
ular dynamics simulation study C.-J. Shih and co-workers sug-
gested that at low pH, the carboxyl groups are protonated such
that the GO sheets become less hydrophilic and form a stable
GO-water-GO sandwich-like structure.*® On the other hand, at
higher pH, the epoxy groups of the GO dispersion are changed
to hydroxyl groups. The change of functional groups between
epoxide and hydroxyl on the graphene oxide is associated with
the bonding nature of linking carbon atoms as well. This results
in a significant local structural distortion, including changes in
associated bond lengths, altering the electrostatic characteris-
tics of the involved atomic sites and the net surface charge of
GO.”® The charges on the O(epoxy) and O(hydroxyl) atoms are
—0.36e and —0.70e, respectively.”” Therefore, GO dispersions
having a higher percentage of hydroxyls show better elastic
properties towards positive particles. In addition, in a low pH
environment, the ionized COO™ groups are gradually proton-
ated, leading to a decrease in the overall negative charge of the
GO. However, at higher pH, carboxyl groups are deprotonated,
thus increasing the negative value of zeta potential. The zeta
potentials of GO (3) and GO (11) are reported to be —24.90 and
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More attachment

Epoxy group

Scheme 2 Functional groups of GO responsible for the attachment to
and inactivation of SARS-CoV-2.

—52.20 mV, respectively which represent an overall charge
decrease to a negative value, increasing the pH of GO.?® There-
fore, better adsorption of positively charged virus particles is
expected for GO (11) along with the presence of a large number
of surface hydroxyl groups and a much lower net negative
charge in the zeta potential, which is reflected in the plaque
assay and ELISA of SARS-CoV-2 inactivation.®*?

Furthermore, along with a large number of ~OH groups in
GO (11), it might have more tendency to show H-bonding which
facilitates the attachment of GO (11) and virus particles.
Therefore, we propose that the functional sites of GO (11)
facilitate the attachment to the virus particles followed by their
inactivation compared to those of GO (3)/GO (7), resulting in
more virus inactivation (Scheme 2).

In summary, GO nanosheet dispersions at three different
conditions including pH 3, 7, and 11 are applied to optimize the
suppression of SARS-CoV-2. Both the plaque assay and the
quantification of the N protein ELISA suggest that GO (11) has
better performance toward SARS-CoV-2 compared to GO (3) and
GO (7). The higher SARS-CoV-2 inactivation can be ascribed to
the better attachment between the virus particles and GO (11).
We believe that the current findings will provide further
understanding and important guidelines for the implementa-
tion of GO-based infrastructure with/post-COVID-19 society.
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