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n of PS microplastic with
ferrihydrite leads to rapid removal of microplastic
particles from the water column†
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and Stefan Peiffer a

Microplastic (MP) particles are ubiquitous in aquatic environments. Therefore, understanding the processes

that affect their removal from the water column, such as sedimentation, is critical for evaluating the risk they

pose to aquatic ecosystems. We performed sedimentation experiments in which polystyrene (PS) and PS +

ferrihydrite, a short-range ordered ferric (oxy)hydroxide, were analyzed in settling columns after 1 day and 1

week of settling time. The presence of ferrihydrite increased sedimentation rates of PS at all pH values

studied (pH 3–11). At pH 6 we found that almost all PS particles were removed from the water column

after only one day of exposure time. SEM/EDS imaging confirmed heteroaggregation between the PS

particles and ferrihydrite. Zeta potential measurements indicated that at acidic pH values the negatively

charged PS surface was coated with positively charged ferrihydrite particles leading to charge reversal.

Our results demonstrate for the first time that ferric (oxy)hydroxides drive heteroaggregation and

subsequent removal of MP from the water column, especially at typical pH values found in natural lake

environments. Given their abundance in aquatic systems ferric (oxy)hydroxides need to be regarded as

key scavengers of MP.
Environmental signicance

The transport and fate of microplastic (MP) particles in the aquatic environment is impacted by interactions of MP with natural particles and colloids. Processes
like aggregation or adsorption affect the surface properties of MP particles and their environmental fate and mobility. Here we study the effect of hetero-
aggregation between MP and ferric(oxy)hydroxide on the sedimentation of MP. Such interactions will be of particular relevance in environmental settings where
ferric (oxy)hydroxide particles are abundant, e.g. at redox interfaces of aqueous surface and subsurface systems following reoxidation of Fe(II). Such interfaces
can arise in groundwater, sediments, wetlands, stratied lakes, and marine environments.
Introduction

Pollution with plastic materials has emerged as one of the most
relevant current and future environmental problems.1–3 Micro-
and nanosized particles are of particular concern since they can
be taken up by organisms and cells2,4–6 and may accumulate in
the food chain.7 In the last few years, research focused
reuth, Germany. E-mail: j.schmidtmann@

f Bayreuth, Germany
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th, Germany

ctron and Optical Microscopy, University

mation (ESI) available. See

ts, 2022, 24, 1782–1789
predominantly on the occurrence and distribution of micro-
plastics (MP) in the environment. Only recently, a more
fundamental understanding of microplastic particle behavior
in the environment has started to attract attention. Processes
like particle aggregation are well known to substantially affect
the fate and mobility of particles in the aquatic environment
and must therefore be included in modeling transport
processes.1 Heteroaggregation (the aggregation of two or more
different colloidal particles) of engineered nanoparticles (ENPs)
with natural colloids and suspended solids was shown to
strongly affect the aquatic transport and sedimentation of
ENPs.8,9 By contrast, most studies focused on the homoag-
gregation of MP particles and the inuence of pH, electrolytes
and natural organic matter (NOM) on this process.10–18 In the
aquatic environment, however, processes triggering hetero-
aggregation play a much larger role due to the abundance of
natural particles and colloids compared to MP particles.1 Dis-
solved organic matter has been found to stabilize MP particles
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d2em00207h&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-10-18
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2589-9043
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7213-9448
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5870-6693
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8326-0240
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2em00207h
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2em00207h
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/EM
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/EM?issueid=EM024010


Paper Environmental Science: Processes & Impacts

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

4 
gu

sh
t 2

02
2.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

5.
2.

20
26

 6
:5

3:
56

 e
 p

ar
ad

ite
s.

 
 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
in the aqueous phase by increasing the electrostatic and steric
repulsion and to destabilize MP through bridging effects or
surface charge reversal.11,12,14,16,18 Heteroaggregation between
MP and biogenic particles was shown to alter the buoyancy of
MP and increase its sedimentation rate.19–22 Despite the abun-
dance and importance of inorganic colloidal material in aquatic
systems,23 studies about the interaction of MP with metal (oxy)
hydroxides are scarce. Oriekhova and Stoll (2018) showed that
heteroaggregation of polystyrene (PS) at environmental pH is
induced by the presence of inorganic colloids (a-Fe2O3) and
NOM.24 Furthermore, inorganic coagulants such as poly-
aluminium chloride (PACl) and aluminium- and iron-based
salts have been applied to induce coagulation of MP in
aqueous solutions25 leading to high removal efficiencies of MP
particles from the water column.26,27 In particular, ferric (oxy)
hydroxides are abundant in aqueous systems23,28 and strongly
interact with natural organic matter and other water constitu-
ents29–31 to eventually become deposited in sediments and
soils.28,32Hence, they are a highly relevant aquatic component in
respect to heteroaggregation mechanisms in natural aquatic
systems. This was also shown by a recent study investigating the
aggregation of MP particles with crystalline, poorly crystalline
and freshly formed iron oxides.33 However, to the best of our
knowledge no study has been performed on the aggregation and
subsequent sedimentation of MP particles with ferric (oxy)
hydroxides.

Here, we have studied the aggregation between PS particles
and ferrihydrite, a common naturally occurring ferric (oxy)
hydroxide.34 Ferrihydrite has a large surface area (200–300 m2

g�1)35 and a pH-dependent surface charge which is usually
positively charged in the acidic pH range, negatively charged in
the alkaline range and the isoelectric point is typically located at
neutral pH.36 By determining surface properties and aggregate
size of PS, ferrihydrite and the formed associates we want to
test, if heteroaggregation occurs and how it affects the sedi-
mentation of PS.
Experimental
Selection of polystyrene particles

For the experiments we used spherical PS particles purchased
from Microparticles (Berlin, Germany). According to the
manufacturer, the particles have a diameter of (1.01 � 0.03) mm
and a density of 1.05 g cm�3. The size and shape of the particles
was checked by scanning electron microscopy (cf. below). We
used a PS concentration of 10 mg L�1 (approx. 1.8 � 1010

particles L�1) for the experiments. Comparing the number of
particles per volume to plastic concentrations found in the
environment, it seems quite high. However, the concentration
of plastic particles in the lower micro-meter range (as used in
this study) in aquatic environments is not well studied yet.37 The
used concentration is certainly higher than concentration of
microplastics found in natural waters, however we had to select
a concentration that was sufficiently high enough for the used
measurement techniques. Previous studies investigating
microplastic interactions and aggregation used concentrations
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
in a similar or oen even higher mass per volume ratio (4–
160 mg L�1).11,12,14–16,24,33,38

Synthesis and characterization of ferrihydrite

The synthesis of ferrihydrite was performed aer Cornell and
Schwertmann (2003).23 Two litres of distilled water were pre-
heated to 75 �C to which 20 g unhydrolyzed crystals of Fe(NO3)3
� 9H2O were added under rapid stirring. The solution was
placed for 10 minutes in an oven at 75 �C. The solution was then
removed from the oven and rapidly cooled by plunging into iced
water. Approximately 30 min later, the solution was transferred
to dialysis bags which were placed in distilled water for multiple
days. The water was exchanged several times until its conduc-
tivity was less than 5 mS cm�1. The reaction product in the
dialysis bags was lled into a storage container as soon as the
conductivity was <5 mS cm�139 and stored at 4 �C.

The synthesis product was analysed for its mineralogy by X-
ray powder diffraction (XRD) using a Philips X'Pert Pro
diffractometer. The diffractometer was running in reection
mode with monochromated CoKa1 radiation operated at 40 kV
and 40 mA in the 2q range 15�–90� with a step size of 0.02� and
scan speed of 0.66� min�1.

For the experiments we used a ferrihydrite concentration of
10 mg L�1 which is in the range of iron concentrations in the
environment.40

Determination of zeta potential and z-averaged hydrodynamic
diameter

The zeta potential and the z-averaged hydrodynamic diameter
of the PS particles, the ferrihydrite particles as well as the
formed heteroaggregates aer a reaction time of 1 week were
derived from measurements using ZetaSizer Nano ZS (Malvern
Panalytical, Germany) by Laser Doppler Electrophoresis or
Dynamic Light Scattering (DLS), respectively. A subsample of
approx. 1 mL was analyzed at 25 �C using a folded capillary zeta
cell (DTS1070, Malvern Panalytical, Germany). Each sample was
measured three times. Results are given as average of the
individual measurements with standard deviations. All
measurements were performed at a concentration of 10 mg L�1

PS and 10 mg L�1 ferrihydrite, the pH was adjusted to values
between 3 and 11 and ionic strength was set to 10 mM by
addition of NaCl. Immediately before the ZetaSizer analysis, the
samples were briey shaken to re-suspend any sedimented
aggregates.

Sedimentation experiments

To determine the sedimentation rate of PS in the presence of
ferrihydrite, we prepared samples with PS (10 mg L�1) and fer-
rihydrite (10 mg L�1) under standard conditions. The samples
with a total volume of 10 mL were prepared in narrow glass
vessels (inner diameter �16 mm). The pH was adjusted to
values between 3 and 11 by adding HCl or NaOH. In each vessel,
a constant ionic strength of 10 mM was established by addition
of adequate amounts of NaCl. Aer the addition of all reactants,
the samples were shaken and allowed to react, one set for 1 day
and a second set for 1 week. Aer 1 day or 1 week the upper 8mL
Environ. Sci.: Processes Impacts, 2022, 24, 1782–1789 | 1783
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of the samples were transferred to a second sample vial without
disturbing any settled particles in the lower 2 mL of the sample
using a pipette. In the following, we will refer to the lower 2 mL
of the sample as sediment and to the upper 8 mL of the sample
as solution. Both phases were diluted with ultrapure water (18.2
MU cm) to a volume of 9 mL for TOC analysis.

In addition, we also analyzed the sedimentation of PS in the
absence of ferrihydrite. For this, we prepared reference samples
under identical conditions (pH 3–11 and ionic strength of 10
mM) and PS concentration but without ferrihydrite. Aer 1 day
or 1 week, we removed the upper 8 mL of the samples and
analyzed the PS concentration in the upper fraction (solution)
and lower fraction (sediment) of the samples.

To determine the PS concentration, we analyzed the samples
by thermocatalytic oxidation using a TOC device (TOC-L-
Analyzer, Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan). The presence of Fe species
signicantly improved the recovery of the PS particles so that
10 mg L�1 ferrihydrite was added to all samples before
measurement (ESI Fig. S1†). Approx. 10 minutes before the
measurement, the samples were acidied with 2 M HCl to
dissolve all larger ferrihydrite-aggregates and pre-treated in an
ultrasonic bath for 5 minutes. Instead of using the auto sampler
of the instruments, the samples were placed on a magnetic
stirrer during analysis to prevent sedimentation of the particles.

The PS concentration in sediment and solution was calcu-
lated from the measured non-purgeable organic carbon (NPOC)
values against a calibration curve (ESI Fig. S1†). Additionally,
the recovery of PS was calculated to verify the quality of the
method.
Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and energy-dispersive X-
ray spectroscopy (EDS)

Samples were prepared by (i) dropping 4 mL of solution onto
a glow-discharged carbon-supported TEM copper grid (S160
Plano, Germany) and (ii) drying under ambient conditions. The
samples were coated with a thin layer of platinum by a Cres-
sington 208 HR sputter coater. SEM images were recorded using
secondary electron detectors on a Zeiss ULTRA PLUS (Carl Zeiss
Microscopy GmbH, Germany) operating at an acceleration
voltage of 2 kV. For EDS mapping, the samples were investi-
gated with a Zeiss LEO 1530 (Carl Zeiss Microscopy GmbH,
Germany) operating at 2 kV and equipped with an UltraDry EDS
detector using Pathnder soware (Thermo Fisher Scientic,
USA). EDS resolution was enhanced by use of a thin layer of
carbon as specimen support and a low acceleration voltage.

Furthermore, the samples were analyzed using a light micro-
scope and a high 128 denition digital single lens reex camera
(Zeiss Axioplan microscope and Cannon EOS 5D 129 respec-
tively). The advantage of this method is that the samples do not
have to be dried but can be analyzed directly in suspension.
Results and discussion
Colloidal properties of polystyrene particles

SEM images revealed spherical, monodisperse particles with
a diameter of 1 mm (ESI Fig. S2†) corresponding to the data
1784 | Environ. Sci.: Processes Impacts, 2022, 24, 1782–1789
provided by the manufacturer. The surface of the PS particles
was found to be negatively charged over the entire pH range
studied. Zeta potentials varied from (�44.0 � 0.7) mV at pH 3 to
(�82.9 � 5.6) mV at pH 11 (Fig. 1A). The z-averaged hydrody-
namic diameter of the PS particles was (1.70� 0.15) mm and did
not show a trend or signicant variations over the pH range
(Fig. 1B). Even though the relatively negative zeta potential
indicates a strong electrostatic repulsion some aggregates must
have formed during storage. This interpretation is in-line with
the presence of a detectable sediment, which we consider in the
following as reference value for sedimentation of the bare
particles.

Sedimentation analysis of the reference samples shows that
the PS concentrations in the sediment were rather constant over
the pH range and no trend was observed. Fig. 2 displays the
percentage of all PS found in the sediment of a sample aer 1
day or 1 week of settling time. Aer a settling time of 1 day, the
mean PS concentration in the sediment (11.27 � 1.31) mg L�1

was slightly higher compared to the solution (8.85 �
0.56) mg L�1. Aer 1 week, the concentration in the sediment
clearly increased to a mean of (21.20 � 2.24) mg L�1, whereas
the PS concentration in the solution was reduced to (7.17 �
0.64) mg L�1. In a well-mixed dispersion where no sedimenta-
tion would take place, 20% of the total PS in the sample should
be found in the sediment (bottom 2 mL). However, aer 1 day,
between 20.4% and 27.9% of the initially added particles were
recovered in the sediment and between 34.4% and 47.8% aer 1
week. Hence, although highly negative zeta potentials suggest
that the PS particles should be stable in dispersion, the sedi-
mentation study indicates that some PS particles tend to
homoaggregate and to sediment under the analyzed conditions
(10 mM NaCl). This agrees well with a recent study examining
the aggregation of exactly the same 1 mm PS particles using
spICP-MS.41 There it was found that 63% of PS particles did not
aggregate, 25% were found in aggregates of two particles and
the remaining 12% in aggregates of more than 2 particles. The
increase in the fraction of sedimented PS from 1 day to 1 week
suggests an unknown kinetic control on the sedimentation
process. As no pH dependence for the sedimentation has been
observed, we attribute the sedimentation primarily to long-term
storage effects.
Colloidal properties of ferrihydrite

The X-ray diffractogram of the synthesized ferric (oxy)hydroxide
shows six broadened lines (ESI Fig. S3†) characteristic for 6-line
ferrihydrite.23 The isoelectric point (pHIEP) is located at pH z
8.7 (Fig. 1A) and thus slightly higher than values reported in the
literature (pHIEP z 7).36,42 At pH values < 6, ferrihydrite particles
were in nanometer size range and part of the iron (oxy)
hydroxides might even be present as dissolved iron. In these
samples, count rates were not sufficient for reliable light scat-
tering measurements. Therefore, the zeta potential and z-
averaged hydrodynamic diameter results of ferrihydrite
samples at pH < 6 have no quantitative value but provide
a reasonable estimate for pHIEP. However, based on previously
reported ndings, we can safely assume that the zeta potential
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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Fig. 1 Zeta potential (A) and z-average hydrodynamic diameter (B) of PS (10 mg L�1, I ¼ 10 mM, black squares), ferrihydrite (Fh, 10 mg L�1, I ¼
10 mM, darkblue circles), and samples with PS + ferrihydrite (PS + Fh, 10 mg L�1 PS, 10 mg L�1 Fh, I ¼ 10 mM, lightblue triangles). For ferrihydrite
samples with pH < 6, the count rates were not sufficient for reliable light scatteringmeasurements and therefore should be regardedwith caution
(dashed darkblue line). For samples with PS + ferrihydrite (lightblue) at pH > 7.9 two trajectories of the zeta potential are displayed, because the
zeta potential distribution showed not one but two distinct zeta potential peaks (ESI Fig. S4†).

Fig. 2 Percentage of PS found in the sediment of the samples after a settling time of (A) 1 day and (B) 1 week. The grey curve shows the reference
samples in which only PS is present, and the black curve shows the samples in which PS and ferrihydrite (PS + Fh) is present. In a well-mixed
dispersion where no sedimentation takes place, 20% of the total PS in the sample should be found in the sediment (dashed line).
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values of ferrihydrite for pH 3–6 will be positive and increase
with decreasing pH.42

For pH values between 6 and 9, we notice an increase in the
z-averaged hydrodynamic diameter up to a maximum of (6.26 �
1.42) mm at pH 6.6. The size maximum is not located at the
pHIEP. However, the repulsive forces between the particles at the
pH of maximum homoaggregation may already be so weak that
aggregation takes place. The relatively low zeta potential (Jzeta

¼ 16.8 mV) is in line with this interpretation. For samples with
a pH > 10, the absolute value of the zeta potential increases
again to approx. �30 mV and the z-averaged hydrodynamic
diameter is decreasing again to values less than 0.3 mm.

Heteroaggregation and subsequent sedimentation of
polystyrene and ferrihydrite

The presence of ferrihydrite leads to substantial increases of the
sedimentation rate of PS relative to the rates observed in the
reference samples without ferrihydrite, particularly aer an
exposure time of 1 week (Fig. 2). Aer 1 day, moderate sedi-
mentation of PS of about 25% of the initially added particles
was observed in the acidic (pH < 6) and alkaline range (pH > 9),
both in the presence and absence of ferrihydrite. However, at
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
pH values between 6 and 9, the presence of ferrihydrite induced
a distinct increase in sedimentation with maximum sedimen-
tation rates between pH 6 and 6.5. In this pH range 90–93% of
the PS were found in the sediment aer settling. Aer 1 week,
the maximum sedimentation rate (83–97%) of PS particles was
found at the same pH range. For all other pH values (pH 3–6 &
7–11), the sedimentation rate of PS in the presence of ferrihy-
drite increased to 50–60% compared to the sedimentation rate
observed aer 1 day (with the exception of pH value 7.8). In
these pH ranges, sedimentation rates were distinctly higher
than those observed in the absence of ferrihydrite. Taken
together, these observations point to heteroaggregation
between PS particles and ferrihydrite and subsequent sedi-
mentation of these heteroaggregates with a maximum at
pH �6.5.

Interestingly, the characteristic negative surface charge of PS
can no longer be identied in the acidic pH range (Fig. 1A).
Instead, the zeta potential values are positive with a maximum
of (54.1 � 0.2) mV at pH 4. Therefore, it seems likely that the
positively charged ferrihydrite adsorbed to the PS particles
which in consequence reversed their negative charge. This is
conrmed by EDS mapping of the samples at pH 4 which shows
Environ. Sci.: Processes Impacts, 2022, 24, 1782–1789 | 1785
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a surface coating of the PS particles with ferrihydrite (Fig. 3).
Similar observations were reported by Li et al. (2019) who
demonstrated that, depending on the size of the PS particles,
iron oxides adsorbed onto the surface of PS or vice versa.43 The
smaller sized colloidal objects always adsorbed onto the larger
ones. Given the small particle sizes of ferrihydrite colloids
observed at acidic pH (Fig. 1B), it therefore seems likely that
they adsorbed onto the signicantly larger PS particles at these
Fig. 3 SEM images of a sample with PS and ferrihydrite at pH 4
showing isolated PS particles and statistically distributed, nano-sized
ferrihydrite besides larger agglomerates of dried sodium salt (A). At
higher magnification, a coating of the PS particles can be observed (B).
EDS analysis indicates a higher iron concentration on the PS particles
compared to the carbon background (C).

1786 | Environ. Sci.: Processes Impacts, 2022, 24, 1782–1789
pH conditions. Due to the small size of the ferrihydrite particles
compared to the PS, no obvious change in dimensions of the
overall particles can be observed (Fig. 2B and 3, ESI Fig. S5A†).
The particle size of the heteroaggregates in the acidic pH range
is similar to that of the pure PS particles, however with
a distinctly different charge. Due to the substantially higher
density of ferrihydrite particles (3.9 g cm�3)44 as compared to PS
particles (1.05 g cm�3), already very small ferrihydrite particles
adsorbed onto the PS surface may lead to the observed increase
in sedimentation rate of the PS-ferrihydrite heteroaggregates in
the acidic pH range by a factor of 1.3.

For samples with pH > 7.9 we identied not one but two
distinct peaks in the zeta potential distribution (ESI Fig. S4†).
Therefore, two different trajectories of the zeta potential for pH
> 7.9 are plotted for the PS-ferrihydrite heteroaggregates
(Fig. 1A). One of the trajectories follows the course of the zeta
potentials determined for reference PS particles, while the other
trajectory matches the zeta potential measurements of unreac-
ted ferrihydrite. We assume that this observation is due to the
co-occurrence of PS and ferrihydrite particles that stay sepa-
rated and that no (major) adsorption and subsequent hetero-
aggregation takes place in the alkaline range (ESI Fig. S5C†).
Since two different types of particles with different sizes are
present at this pH range, the results of the z-averaged hydro-
dynamic diameter are not considered to be very reliable for the
alkaline range. Despite their negative charge, sedimentation
rates of PS particles in the presence of ferrihydrite are also
enhanced at alkaline pH values compared to the sedimentation
rates determined in the absence of ferrihydrite. Similar obser-
vations were made by Li et al. (2019) who were able to demon-
strate that the addition of suspended sediment to a suspension
of 100 nm PS particles enhances the settling rate of PS at 50 mM
NaCl, although both particle types were negatively charged.38

Aggregation despite apparent electrostatic repulsion has also
been described in previous studies and was related to discrete
nanoscale surface heterogeneity.45,46 Therefore, we assume that
some particles aggregate despite repulsive forces and therefore
cause the amplied sedimentation of PS in presence of ferri-
hydrite in the alkaline range.

Low, slightly positive zeta potentials (Fig. 1A) were found at
circumneutral pH values (between 6 and 8). Such minimum
coincides with a very large peak of the z-averaged hydrodynamic
diameter of above 15 mm at pH 6.4 (Fig. 1B), which underpins
heteroaggregation of several particles. The numerical value of
the z-averaged hydrodynamic diameter needs to be regarded as
a rough estimate, though. The instrument used here can
determine particle diameters only up to a size of 10 mm by DLS.
However, SEM and light microscopy show that the aggregate
dimensions clearly exceed this limit. Hence, our data indicate
that strong heteroaggregation is taking place at pH 6–7 and
heteroaggregates with dimensions of more than 10 mm have
been formed. Optical microscopy imaging revealed aggregates
with sizes ranging from a few micrometers up to 100 mm (ESI
Fig. S5B†). Formation of heteroaggregates is further corrobo-
rated by SEM images of samples at pH 6.5 (Fig. 4) with EDS
analysis clearly showing that ferrihydrite adsorbs on PS parti-
cles and connects the PS particles to larger aggregates (Fig. 4C).
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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Fig. 4 SEM image of formed heteroaggregates of PS and ferrihydrite
at pH 6.5 shows the locally coinciding agglomeration of ferrihydrite
and PS particles (A). Higher magnification indicates the ferrihydrite on
the surface of and linkages between the PS (B). EDS analysis confirms
that the adsorbed/aggregated material on the PS is ferrihydrite (C).
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This pH is close to the isoelectric point of ferrihydrite. Similarly,
Oriekova and Stoll (2018) observed heteroaggregation of PS
nanoplastic with a-Fe2O3 particles at pH 8 under varying PS
concentrations to occur at PS concentration levels at which the
isoelectric point of the mixtures is achieved.24 Vu et al. (2022)
observed maximal heteroaggregation of PS and ferrihydrite to
occur at pH values at which the surface charge of ferrihydrite is
rather low.33 We therefore propose that the surface charge of MP
becomes neutralized upon adsorption of neutral or weakly
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
charged iron colloids leading to an increase of van der Waals
attraction forces and subsequent aggregation.33

Conclusions

Previous studies have demonstrated heteroaggregation of MP
particles and their subsequent removal from the water column
with phytoplankton,20,22 microalgae,19 suspended sediment38 or
calcite.47 In this study, we demonstrate for the rst time that the
presence of ferric iron particles is driving not only hetero-
aggregation24,33 but also sedimentation of MP at rates at which
almost all PS was found in the sediment already aer 1 day of
settling. The interactions between PS and ferrihydrite were
strongly pH dependent. At acidic pH a coating of the negative PS
surface by positively charged ferrihydrite was observed due to
strong electrostatic attraction which led to charge reversal. In
contrast, nomajor aggregation took place in the alkaline pH range
due to repulsive forces between PS and ferrihydrite. At circum-
neutral pH, charge neutralization resulted in the formation of
large heteroaggregates which subsequently sedimented to the
bottom of the sample vial. Irrespective of their idealized shape and
their smooth surface, the PS particles analyzed in this study can be
regarded as model substances for other MP particles.

Environmental processes, such as UV exposure48 or the
formation of biolms on the surface will even increase surface
reactivity of MP particles21 so that interactions between ferric
(oxy)hydroxides and MP may be even more pronounced.
However, removal of MP particles upon interaction with ferric
(oxy)hydroxides from the water surface to deeper water
compartments at a time scale of days may also reduce the
exposure time to UV radiation.

Overall, our research suggests that MP particles will tend to
form an environmental corona at their surface consisting of
ferric (oxy)hydroxides but also of other constituents49,50 once
entering aqueous systems that affects their environmental
behaviour. Removal of MP from the water column following
heteroaggregation with ferric (oxy)hydroxides will reduce expo-
sure times of aquatic organisms to MP.51,52 Inversely it may
cause a higher risk for organisms in the benthic zone since lake
and river sediments may act as a sink for MP particles.38,53,54

Moreover, ferric iron induced heteroaggregation of MP particles
may be considered an interesting process for MP removal in
waste-water treatment systems.
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