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Abstract: A cost effective, fast, and accurate technique was needed to measure the vapor composition
of a binary system (ethanol-water) and also that of a liquid composition in a ternary system (acetic
acid-acetol–water) in a microbubble distillation unit. Cheap TGS-series gas sensors were used for
this purpose with both calibrations and measurements carried out in a specially designed chamber.
A single parameter polynomial regression was fitted to the binary system, and a two parameter
polynomial with an interaction term was fitted to the ternary system. The correlation coefficient,
R-squared, was found to be greater than 0.99 for both systems, thus validating the implementation of
this novel sensor.
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1. Introduction

Gas sensors are used to detect the presence of gas contaminants in the environment of interest.
The detection principle involves measuring changes in the physical or chemical properties that occur
on the sensing element due to the action of one or more of species of gas [1]. The goal of gas sensor
experiments is to analyze information provided by stimulated sensors in order to qualify and/or
quantify the targeted substances in the medium under study [2,3]. However, the analysis techniques
and degree of accuracy required depend mainly on the proposed application of the gas sensors. As a
result, the answer might involve a straightforward mathematical calculation or might necessitate an
advanced level of analytical complexity [4,5].

Gas sensors offer an attractive solution for a wide range of applications in which gas sensing is an
integral part of the system. Gas leakage detectors/alarms, air/food quality control, breath analyzers,
pollutant monitoring, medical diagnostics, and electronic noses are common areas in which gas sensors
have been applied [6–11].

Different technologies have been adapted in the manufacturing process of gas sensors in order to
improve their characteristics and performance [12]. Among these, the method based on measuring
the changes in the electrical properties of a sensing element built from a metal oxide semiconductor
(MOX) offers many valuable advantages, such as high sensitivity, fast response and recovery times,
low power consumption, long life, miniature size, availability, and low cost [13].
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The MOX gas sensors used in the current work exhibited all of these benefits. Brief principles for
the measurements will be introduced. Details of the experimental rig and the method of analysis will
be described.

1.1. Metal Oxide Gas Sensors

The sensing element of the metal oxide gas sensors was made from semiconductor materials.
Typically, tin-dioxide (SnO2) doped with a tiny quantity of catalytic material such as platinum or
palladium was used to enhance sensitivity and/or selectivity. When the sensing material is heated up
using a heater located in the gas sensor, electrons are lost by adsorbing oxygen from the surrounding
air, causing an increase in the electrical resistance according to the reaction [13]

1
2

mO2 + e−
k1→

{
O−m

}
ads. (1)

In the presence of a reducing gas species X (e.g., organic vapor), it will act to reduce the negative
charge density by reacting with the adsorbed oxygen, returning the previously donated electrons back
to the semiconductor crystal according to the reaction

X +
{

O−m
}

ads
k2→ XOm + e−. (2)

As a result of this, the resistance of the sensing element will be decreased. The rate of the second
reaction is affected by the concentration of the reducing gas, temperature, and working conditions.

The use of metal oxide (MOX) gas sensors under atmospheric conditions has been widely studied
due to the low cost of their manufacture and ease of use. However, they generally exhibit low selectivity.
For this reason there is no ideal gas sensor that can respond to one single component from a mixture
of reducing gases. Many techniques have been developed to enhance the selectivity of gas sensors,
either by modifying their design parameters or detection performance [14–16]. The current study
involves the application of using responses from several sensors with different sensitivities to form a
particular signature that represents a defined chemical mixture to the recently developed methodology
of microbubble distillation. Microbubble distillation is inherently a transient process with potentially
rapid kinetics creating a difficult challenge for the chemosensor system.

Figure 1 shows a simple circuit diagram used to drive a MQ-3 type gas sensor. This sensor has
six pins: two A and two B pins that act as sensing element terminals and two H terminals for the
heater to raise the temperature of the sensing element up to its working temperature. The change in
conductivity can be detected by monitoring the voltage drop over the load resistor RL.
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1.2. Gas Sensor Array Models Based on Polynomial Regression

Although many techniques have been adapted for the purpose of identifying components using
electronic noses, for this study it was found that polynomial regression provided a good fit to the
relation between the responses of the gas sensor across the entire range of concentrations considered.
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Furthermore, the implementation of polynomial regression avoided the potential complexity that
could have arisen from the use of other techniques, such as neural networks [4,5,17,18].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Microbubble Distillation Unit

Samples were taken from a running microbubble distillation unit. In the first set of experiments
measurements of ethanol vapor concentration were made. The liquid composition for acetic
acid–acetol–water liquid concentrations were obtained in a second set of experiments.

The microbubble distillation unit consisted of a rectangular tank with a microbubble diffuser,
connected to a fluidic oscillator, comprising a microbubble generator [19]. Temperature-controlled air
was passed through the diffuser. When the injected microbubbles rise through a thin layer of liquid
mixture, they become enriched with the more volatile component within a very short contact time, on
the order of a few milliseconds. This means that air leaving the system will contain a concentration of
volatile liquid vapors that is greater than the equilibrium concentration. Furthermore, fluxes will be
higher than those associated with traditional separation processes based on vapor-liquid equilibrium.
Details of the separation process using microbubble-mediated distillation, modeling, and a description
of the experimental rig can be found in [19,20]. It is the strongly nonlinear and transient response of
microbubble distillers that requires sensitive gas sensors to infer system performance.

2.2. Materials and Methods

2.2.1. Materials

The chemical compounds that were used for the experimental runs are: ethanol with purity
>99.8%, acetic acid >99.8% and acetol 90%. All these chemicals were purchased from Sigma Aldrich
Company, Gillingham, UK. Deionized water was used to prepare the binary and ternary mixtures that
were used in this work.

2.2.2. Measurements of the Vapor Phase Concentration in Binary Mixtures

The apparatus that was used for performing the gas concentration measurements is shown in
Figure 2. Two MQ-3 gas sensor modules were used to provide two simultaneous measurements for the
gas concentration. Measurements were made inside the approximately 1300 cc clear acrylic chamber.
Sensors were attached to the outer wall of the chamber and connections were provided to the gases in
the bulk via a circular hole for each sensor. Both sensors were supplied with a voltage of 5 V from a
power supply (Model TTi Ex354D, Aim-TTi, Cambridge, UK). Signals received from the sensors were
fed into a Pico ADC-20 high resolution data logger and then relayed to a computer for analysis.

Regulated dry air was allowed to flow inside the chamber at a rate of 1800 mL/min adjusted
with the aid of an electronic flow meter (flow gas mass flow controller Model 32907-75, Cole-Parmer,
St. Neots, UK). The purpose of the clean air stream was to remove any moisture from inside the test
chamber and isolate it from any contaminants that may interfere with the measurements. In addition,
the continuous flow of the air stream kept the sensors in a stable state, providing a virtually constant
operating environment for the duration of the experiment. Outflowing gases exited the chamber at the
same flow rate through a hole on the opposite side to the inlet.
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The measurement process was implemented by first preparing saturated ethanol gas samples from
known liquid concentrations, then injecting 3 mL of the saturated gas, taken from calibration samples,
into the test chamber by a syringe through the gas mixing valve. Injected vapors were mixed with the
dry air stream and fed into the chamber. They became evenly distributed inside the chamber with the
aid of the brushless fan. After injection, signals were detected due to the fast change in the conductivity
of the sensors. Their conductivity returned back to the initial state when the air inside the chamber
became free again from all traces of the injected gas. Calibration curves were made based on the signal
peak value of the injected samples. All measurements were carried out at ambient temperature.

After calibration, ethanol vapor samples from the bubble tank were injected in the same way
as described above. The unknown concentration of the injected gas can be determined from the
calibration curves.

It is appropriate to mention here that we experimentally demonstrated that an air flow rate of
1800 mL/min and a sample injection volume of 3 mL are the suitable operating conditions in our
system. They provide reasonable residence times for the samples inside the chamber and enable clear
peak heights to be detected at different concentrations whilst ensuring that the gas sensors are not
saturated. The rise time for both sensors, i.e., the time taken for the signal to reach maximum height
from its base line, was similar for all concentrations studied. Rise times of 19 s–20 s were observed
for sensor 1, and of 15 s–19 s for sensor 2. Base line variations (or drift) was in the range 98.173 to
100.518 mV for sensor 1 and 100.716–103.819 mV for sensor 2.

2.3. Measurements of the Liquid Phase Concentration in Ternary Mixtures

The method adapted for measuring the vapor phase in the binary mixtures can be extended for
measuring liquid concentrations for the ternary mixture indirectly by vaporizing a known quantity of
liquid inside the measuring unit. To achieve this, an electronic nose was developed for this purpose
by adding extra sensors to the measuring unit. An electronic nose is a device composed of an array
of gas sensors that shows different response patterns when exposed to different gas constituents or
concentrations [13,21]. In order to obtain accurate results, the number of sensors in the gas sensor
array should be greater than the number of target components in the system [22,23].

Our electronic nose comprised two MikroElektronika MQ-3 (MikroElektronika, Belgrade, Serbia)
gas sensor modules and two Figaro TGS2620 (Figaro USA, Inc., Arlington Heights, IL, USA) and one
Figaro TGS2610 gas sensors connected to different load resistors in order to change their sensitivity.
We also introduced the Honeywell HIH-3610 (Honeywell International Inc., Morris Plains, NJ,
USA) humidity sensor to measure water concentration in the samples. An interesting feature about
the humidity sensor is that it is a completely independent sensor and does not respond to any
compounds in the mixture except water. This makes a total of six sensors—five gas sensors and one
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humidity sensor—installed in the unit described in Figure 2. The measurements were conducted at
ambient temperature.

The suggested model to correlate the concentration of acetic acid and acetol in the mixture was
proposed to follow a complete second order degree polynomial regression of two variables as shown
in Equation (3). To calculate the polynomial coefficients, the following minimization equation was
solved [24–26]:

min
Aj , Bj , Cj , Dj , Ej , Fj

M

∑
j = 1

N

∑
i = 1

(
Sji − Aj − BjCA − CjCB − DjC2

A − EjC2
B − FjCACB

)2
(3)

where CA and CB are the acetic acid and acetol concentrations measured in volume percentage
(vol%) in the liquid mixture, respectively, M is the total number of gas sensors installed (i.e., 5), N
is the number of calibration samples, Sji denotes the sensor responses, and Aj, Bj, Cj, Dj, Ej, Fj are
polynomial coefficients.

Once the above equation has been solved and the values of the polynomial coefficients
are calculated, the following minimization equation is solved to find the responses of the
unknown samples:

min
CA ,CB

∑M
j = 1

(
Sj − Aj − BjCA − CjCB − DjC2

A − EjC2
B − FjCACB

)2
, (4)

in which the unknown values are CA and CB. Water content was calculated as 100−CA−CB and
compared with the humidity sensor results as a check for consistency. MATLAB was used to solve the
minimization for both equations using the Nelder-Mead amoeba algorithm.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Vapor Phase Concentration in Binary Mixtures

Figure 3 demonstrates the dynamic response of the gas sensors for 10 training or calibration
samples (vapors from 10 vol% up to 100 vol% of liquid ethanol-water mixtures). As can be seen,
the two responses are close to each other, but this is not a necessary condition, even for the same type
of sensors, since identical sensor properties cannot be 100% guaranteed during the manufacturing
process. Figure 4 shows the calibration curves for each sensor.
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The interesting feature that can be extracted from Figure 4 is that the range from 70% and above
shows a linear relationship between the gas concentration and the sensor’s response. The R-squared
values were calculated to be 0.9965 and 0.9977 respectively for sensors 1 and 2.

Table 1 shows typical numerical results for 14 different samples that were injected randomly
into the measuring unit after the calibration process. Ethanol x-y equilibrium data are obtained from
the literature [27]. As can be seen, the results show a good degree of accuracy. The maximum error
reported is around 1%, and the average error is 0.433%, confirming the reliability of this method for
the measurements.

Table 1. Test sample measurements.

Ethanol x-y Equilibrium Data (vol%) Measured Average Vapor Concentration (vol%)
Error Percentage (%)

xeq. yeq. ymeasured

96 96.39 96.35 0.041
98 98.05 98.15 0.102
70 85.99 85.73 0.302
100 100 99.93 0.07
80 88.66 88.70 0.045
90 92.28 92.56 0.303
60 83.67 84.05 0.454
50 81.16 81.40 0.296
15 61.31 61.90 0.962
35 76.75 76.02 0.951
25 71.53 71.00 0.741
65 84.79 85.00 0.248
20 67.93 67.64 0.427
40 78.76 77.88 1.1177

The calculated value of R-squared is 0.9817, which confirms the strong relationship between
the measured values and the actual ones. However, values of R-squared higher than 0.99 for an
ethanol-water system have been reported [2].

It should be noted that there is an unavoidable drift of the order of a few millivolts in the base
line of each sensor. Consequently, all measurements were adjusted in line with the base line average
value following the mapping [28]

p f ← pi −
(

bi − b
)

(5)
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where p f is the final value of the signal after correction, pi represents the highest value of the signal
obtained from the injected sample, or simply signal peak value, bi is the sensor base line of the signal
under analysis, and b is the average base line of the sensor along the experiment.

3.2. Liquid Phase Concentration in Ternary Mixtures

In the next set of experiments, 20 different interaction samples were prepared. Acetic acid
concentrations up to 20 vol% were considered, while acetol concentrations of up to 81 vol% were used.
All the responses were based on the evaporation of 1 µL of the liquid mixture inside the chamber using
a GC micro syringe (Model: Hamilton 7105KH, Hamilton Company, Reno, NV, USA). Figures 5 and 6
show the actual concentrations and the measured concentrations obtained from Equation (4) for acetic
acid and acetol, respectively. The R-squared values were found to be 0.9865 for acetic acid and 0.9987
for acetol.
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for the measurements made using the humidity sensor and 0.98 for data calculated from the
constraint equation.

Table 2. Calibration concentrations of water.

Actual Concentration (%) Measured from Constraint Equation Measured by Humidity Sensor

59 59.92 55.36
50 49.32 47.46
41 40.63 38.23
32 30.91 29.99
23 23.75 20.44
14 12.55 12.53
54 52.99 51.41
45 43.61 45.49
36 41.68 36.59
27 27.14 27.36
18 20.53 17.14
49 50.50 49.44
40 37.36 44.17
31 27.465 32.97
22 20.78 22.42
13 13.13 12.70
44 43.98 46.80
35 36.40 38.24
26 26.99 29.01
17 16.57 17.47

4. Conclusions

Microbubble distillation is inherently a transient process with potentially rapid kinetics creating a
difficult challenge for chemosensor systems. A regression-based algorithm was used to test the accuracy
of an electronic nose developed to make measurements in the vapor phase for binary systems and in
the liquid phase for ternary systems in a microbubble distillation unit. The results demonstrate that our
system has the ability to estimate component concentration in both mixtures. The experimental results
were in close agreement with the actual composition values, thus confirming the appropriateness and
accuracy of the novel sensor design. Future work will be devoted to identifying and qualifying more
complex mixtures.
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