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Abstract: Projection to Latent Structures (PLS) regression, a generalization of multiple linear regres-
sion, is used to model two datasets (40 observed data points each) of adsorption removal of three
pharmaceutical compounds (PhCs), of different therapeutic classes and physical–chemical properties
(carbamazepine, diclofenac, and sulfamethoxazole), from six real secondary effluents collected from
wastewater treatment plants onto different powdered activated carbons (PACs). For the PLS regres-
sion, 25 descriptors were considered: 7 descriptors related to the PhCs properties, 10 descriptors
related to the wastewaters properties (8 related to the organic matrix and 2 to the inorganic matrix),
and 8 descriptors related to the PACs properties. This modelling approach showed good descriptive
capability, showing that hydrophobic PhC-PAC interactions play the major role in the adsorption
process, with the solvation energy and log Kow being the most suitable descriptors. The results also
stress the importance of the competition effects of water dissolved organic matter (DOM), namely of
its slightly hydrophobic compounds impacting the adsorption capacity or its charged hydrophilic
compounds impacting the short-term adsorption, while the water inorganic matrix only appears to
impact PAC adsorption capacity and not the short-term adsorption. For the pool of PACs tested, the
results point to the BET area as a good descriptor of the PAC capacity, while the short-term adsorption
kinetics appears to be better related to its supermicropore volume and density. The improvement in
these PAC properties should be regarded as a way of refining their performance. The correlations
obtained, involving the impact of water, PhC and PAC-related descriptors, show the existence of
complex interactions that a univariate analysis is not sufficient to describe.

Keywords: adsorption; powdered activated carbons; pharmaceutical compounds; wastewater; multi-
variate modelling; PLS regression

1. Introduction

Water is a critical transport system for the dissemination of contaminants of emerging
concern (CECs) into the environment. The European Union is aware of these problems
as can be seen from the seven directives published in the last two decades, including
pharmaceuticals from distinct therapeutic classes, pesticides and fungicides [1]. This issue
is also being addressed by the US Environmental Protection Agency that, in 2009 and
2016, added hormones to the drinking water contaminant candidate list. Among the CECs,
pharmaceutical compounds (PhCs) deserve special attention due to their biological activity
even at trace level concentration and still unknown consequences for living organisms
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and the environment. In fact, the panoply of PhCs nowadays detected in wastewater and
recipient water bodies is a challenge for wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs) that may
need to improve their barriers against this class of organic compounds to comply with
future legislation.

Powdered activated carbon (PAC)-based solutions are among the best available tech-
nologies due to the high adsorption capacity of these materials and their tuneable pore
structure, surface chemistry and morphology. Adsorption onto PAC depends on the adsor-
bate, adsorbent and water organic and inorganic matrices. Background organics, typically
occurring in concentrations of 3–6 orders of magnitude above the target contaminants, may
compete for the adsorption sites. The water inorganic matrix may affect the extent and
prevailing mechanisms of adsorbent–adsorbate interactions. Although there are numerous
literature studies exploring the adsorption of PhCs onto commercial or lab-made activated
carbons, the great majority of studies exploring the performance of lab-made materials only
focus on spiked pure water, hindering the prediction of activated carbon’s performance
in real operating environments, where the water matrix often plays a key role [2]. On the
other hand, studies reporting data on real wastewater perform univariate analysis, focusing
mostly on activated carbon’s properties [3–5] or microcontaminants’ properties [6]. When
focusing on both domains, they are explored independently [7,8], and thus, combined
effects are not assessed.

The complexity of the water matrices and the large range of physical–chemical prop-
erties and therapeutic classes of pharmaceuticals call for a deeper understanding of the
key properties of activated carbons that ensure their best performance for the target PhCs.
Some of the current challenges on PAC selection to address the problem of PhCs removal
during wastewater treatment are: (i) the large number of PhC classes and properties lead
to distinct interactions with PAC and water matrix; (ii) lack of information regarding PAC
characterization with most studies only using the BET area and not considering the effect
of pore structure or surface chemistry; (iii) most studies proposing novel activated carbon
materials only test single-solute conditions in pure water; (iv) the low concentration level of
PhCs in wastewater requests heavy analytical work; (v) wastewater can have very distinct
properties; and (vi) mechanisms and properties ruling PhC adsorption onto PACs need
deeper knowledge. A better comprehension of data addressing all the above-described
challenges will contribute to optimising the adsorption performance.

The present work aims to shed some light on this complex challenge. Between 2016
and 2019 in the framework of the LIFE IMPETUS project (LIFE14 ENV/PT/000739) a
valuable pool of data on adsorption of PhCs, spiked in WWTP effluent samples, onto PAC
was gathered thus allowing an integrated analysis to deeper explore the PAC removal of
PhCs from various wastewater matrices.

Projection to Latent Structures, also called Partial Least Squares, (PLS) regression is
a developed generalization of multiple linear regression. PLS regression is of particular
interest because, unlike multiple linear regression, it was designed to cope with small
datasets and it can analyse data with many correlated and even incomplete variables in
both X and Y [9]. PLS eliminates redundancies in the original data sets through linear
combination and defines a new set of independent variables. PLS regression has proven to
be a very versatile method for multivariate data analysis and the number of applications
is steadily increasing in research fields, such as bioinformatics, machine learning, and
chemometrics [10]. It has been recently applied to water and wastewater quality and
treatment [11–15], and, namely, for modelling adsorption to activated carbon [16]. This
latter study used a PLS modelling approach to identify the key preparation conditions
and characteristics of own-prepared activated carbon adsorbents that enabled predicting
their adsorption capacity towards three aromatic compounds. Nevertheless, a deeper
multivariate quantitative analysis of the complex adsorption process, namely regarding the
properties of the three players in the adsorbent–adsorbate–water matrix, is still lacking.

In the present study, PLS regression was used to model the adsorption data of three
PhCs of different therapeutic classes and physical–chemical properties (carbamazepine,
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diclofenac, and sulfamethoxazole) from several real wastewaters onto different PACs. The
PLS regression was conducted to correlate the adsorption removals obtained at 21 h and
1 h with properties related to the PhCs (physical–chemical and size-related properties),
wastewaters (related to the background inorganic and organic matrices), and PACs (textu-
ral, surface, and physical properties). The removals at 21 h (long-term adsorption) allow
appraising the factors mostly affecting the PAC adsorption capacity and correspond to the
adsorption quasi-equilibrium, which can be achieved in processes such as tertiary wastew-
ater treatment with PAC recycling after sedimentation/filtration, providing 30–60 min
hydraulic residence time [17]; the removals at 1 h allow appraising mostly short-term
adsorption kinetics-related factors and simulate typical contact times of PAC dosing pro-
cesses without recycling, e.g., in dead-end hybrid PAC adsorption/low-pressure membrane
processes.

The aim of this study was to identify, through the analysis of the regression coefficients
of the models, key factors/parameters determining PhC removal from urban secondary
effluent by adsorption and to infer the mechanisms involved as to drive the improvement in
PAC performance in real environments. This work does not intend to exhaustively study the
descriptors, rather to assess if and how they affect performance in the tight ranges in which
they usually occur (well-performing PACs and urban wastewaters (secondary effluents) of
similar composition), and to appraise if the modelling approach proposed could contribute
to developing a tool of practical application in urban wastewater treatment.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Chemicals and Materials

Liquid chromatography-grade acetonitrile, methanol, and formic acid used in HPLC
analyses were purchased from Chem-Lab (Zedelgem, Belgium). Reagent-grade methanol
used for the solid-phase extraction method was from Merck (Germany). Carbamazepine
(Sigma, St. Louis, MO, USA), diclofenac sodium salt (Alfa Aesar, Kandel, Germany),
and sulfamethoxazole (Fluka/Sigma–Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) were used for spiking
waters and preparing standard solutions. PhC standard solutions for high-pressure liq-
uid chromatography (HPLC) analysis were prepared in methanol 5%. Ultrapure water
(18.2 MΩ cm) was produced using a MilliQ Plus System (Millipore, Molsheim, France).
Glass microfiber membrane (0.7 µm, 47 mm diameter) were from Filtres Fioroni (Ingré,
France) and polypropylene membrane (GH Polypro, 0.45 µm, 47 mm diameter) from Pall
Corporation (Ann Arbor, MI, USA). OASIS, HLB (500 mg, 6 mL) cartridges, for solid-phase
extraction, were from Waters (Wexford, Ireland). Amberlite XAD-4 and Amberlite IRA958
resins were from Alfa Aesar (Karlsruhe, Germany) and Supelite DAX-8 was from Supelco
(Bellefonte, PA, USA).

2.2. Selection of the Target Pharmaceutical Compounds (PhCs)

The monitoring data of 18 PhCs (nine distinct therapeutic classes) in secondary ef-
fluents of two Portuguese WWTPs (Beirolas and Faro Northwest) between January 2016
and December 2018 [18] allowed identifying the most recalcitrant PhCs. Considering their
distinct physical–chemical properties (see Tables 1 and 2), namely charge at pH 7.4 and
hydrophobic/hydrophilic character [19,20], carbamazepine (CBZ), diclofenac (DCF), and
sulfamethoxazole (SMX), were selected as representative models of the recalcitrant PhCs.
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Table 1. Molecular structures, therapeutic classes and optimized geometries of the extended confor-
mation of carbamazepine/CBZ, diclofenac/DCF anion and sulfamethoxazole/SMX anion.

PhC Molecular Structure
Therapeutic Class Optimized Geometries and Dimensions

Carbamazepine/CBZ
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2.3.2. Wastewaters Characterisation

Six grab samples of well-clarified (turbidity < 2 NTU, total suspended solids (TSS)
< 4 mg/L) secondary effluents of two Portuguese WWTPs (collected after secondary
(biological) treatment) were used in the adsorption assays. These real waters contained
the dissolved organic and inorganic matrices of most real applications of PAC in WWTPs,
i.e., directly added to the complete-mix biological reactor or downstream of the secondary
treatment [1,18]. The water was preserved at 8 ◦C, being characterized and used in the
adsorption assays within 24 h.

To characterise the inorganic matrix of the wastewater samples, pH and electrical
conductivity (EC) were measured with a multiparametric potentiometer C863T (Consort,
Brussels, Belgium), using standard methods of analysis [22]. Dissolved organic mat-
ter (DOM) concentration was measured as dissolved organic carbon (DOC) in filtered
samples (0.45 µm polypropylene membrane prewashed with ultrapure water) by the
UV/persulphate chemical oxidation method [23] using a TOC analyser (TOC Fusion from
Teledyne Tekmar, Mason, OH, USA). DOM nature was characterized by rapid fractionation
as very hydrophobic (vHB), slightly hydrophobic (sHB), charged hydrophilic (cHL) and
neutral hydrophilic (nHL) organic acids, using Supelite DAX-8, Amberlite XAD-4 and
IRA 958 resins, respectively, according to Chow et al. [24]. The UV-Vis absorbance of
filtered water samples (as for DOC) was measured at 436 nm (A436) and at 254 nm (A254)
(UV/Vis spectrophotometer Aqualog, from Horiba Scientific, Kyoto, Japan), and specific
UV absorbance (SUVA) was computed as the ratio of A254 (in m−1) to DOC (in mg/L).
A436 indicated the water colour, A254 the DOM aromaticity and C=C bonds and SUVA
DOM nature (aromaticity).

2.3.3. PAC Characterisation

The main textural, surface and physical properties of the tested PACs were determined.
The textural characterization was made through N2 adsorption at −196 ◦C with data
acquired in a volumetric analyser from Micromeritics (ASAP 2010) using 70 mg of material
previously degassed at 120 ◦C for 17 h under vacuum (pressure < 10−2 Pa). The adsorption
data were used to determine apparent surface area and BET constant, total pore volume,
mesopore volume (pores with widths between 2 nm and 50 nm), micropore volume (Vα total,
pores with widths ≤ 2 nm), ultramicropore volume (Vα ultra, pores with widths ≤ 0.7 nm),
and supermicropore volume (Vα super, pores with widths between 0.7 nm and 2 nm).
Briefly, the apparent surface area (ABET) was estimated by the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller
(BET) method, following the most recent recommendations [25–27] for the determination of
this parameter in microporous solids. The total pore volume, Vtotal, was assessed using the
Gurvich rule. The total micropore (Vα total), ultramicropore (Vα ultra), and supermicropore
(Vα super) volumes were determined by applying the alfa-s method to the N2 adsorption
data taking as reference the isotherm reported by Rodríguez-Reinoso et al. [28] and as
described in more detail in [29].

The surface chemistry properties were assessed by the determination of the pH at
the point of zero charge (pHPZC) following the reverse mass titration method according
to the methodology described by Mestre et al. [30]. When the water pH is equal to PAC
pHPZC, the material has a net neutral surface charge. For pH values lower/higher than the
pHPZC, the surface of the carbon material has a net positive/negative charge. Regarding the
physical properties, the apparent density of all the materials was determined according to
the procedure described by Mestre et al. [29]. As a measure of the particle size of the PACs,
the mass median diameter, D50, was considered. For commercial samples, D50 values
provided by the suppliers were used. For the lab-made samples, D50 was computed by
fitting the Rosin–Rammler particle size distribution model [31] to the weight percentages
collected in sieves between 297 µm and 74 µm.
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2.4. Batch Adsorption Tests

Batch adsorption experiments were conducted in several real wastewaters with a pool
of PACs, selected by their expected good performance toward the adsorption of the three
target PhCs (carbamazepine, diclofenac, and sulfamethoxazole), known recalcitrant com-
pounds in wastewater treatment. To cancel the PhC and PAC concentration effects on the
PhC adsorption removals, all experiments were carried out with equal initial concentrations
of PhCs and PACs.

Prior to use, all carbons were dried at 105 ◦C overnight and stored in a desiccator. PhC
stock solutions used to spike wastewater samples were prepared in ultrapure water to a
concentration of 10 mg/L and stirred overnight. Just before the adsorption tests, 100 mL
of PhC stock solutions were added to 10 L of the wastewater sample to achieve the target
concentration of ~100 µg/L in each PhC. After 1 h stirring, 500 mL were collected for the
adsorption tests.

The adsorption tests were run at room temperature (20 ± 1 ◦C), at stirring speed of
150 rpm, for 1 h and 21 h contact in jar testing apparatus (G. Vittadini and Aqualytic).
One-liter glass jars were used, filled with the 500 mL wastewater samples spiked with PhCs,
and to which 10 mg/L of PAC was added. Each trial included blank sample jars, filled
with the spiked wastewater sample but without PAC addition, which allowed checking the
initial concentration of PhCs (92 ± 11 µg/L carbamazepine, 76 ± 14 µg/L diclofenac and
86 ± 10 µg/L sulfamethoxazole).

After the established contact time, a sample was withdrawn and filtered immedi-
ately through a 0.7 µm glass microfiber membrane (prewashed with ultrapure water) to
remove PAC. The PhCs remaining in the solution were quantified as described above. The
PhC removals obtained at 1 h and 21 h were computed in relation to the corresponding
concentration in the spiked wastewater without PAC addition (blank samples).

A table summarising the combinations tested (i.e., PhC, PAC and secondary effluent)
and the measured PhC concentrations of all samples before and after adsorption are shown
in the Supplementary Information, Table S1 and Figure S1, respectively.

2.5. Parameters Used as Model Inputs

For the PLS regression, 25 descriptors were considered: 7 descriptors related to the
PhCs properties, 10 descriptors related to the wastewaters properties (8 related to the or-
ganic matrix and 2 to the inorganic matrix) and 8 descriptors related to the PACs properties.

2.5.1. PhCs Parameters

Tables 1 and 2 present the physical–chemical properties of the 3 target PhCs—CBZ,
DCF, and SMX—selected as representative models of the recalcitrant PhCs.

Molecular Modeling

The initial structures of the three target PhCs were built in Avogadro (http://avogadro.
cc; accessed on 25 May 2020) and the geometries were optimized by energy minimization
with the GAUSSIAN 09 software package [32] using the M06-X2 functional [33] and the
6-31+G** basis set. All calculations were conducted using the universal solvation water
model (SMD, or solvent model density) [34], where the full solute electron density is used
instead of the partial atomic charges. Frequency calculations were performed to confirm
the absence of imaginary frequencies for the obtained minima. Several torsions around the
rotatable bonds were explored to confirm the global minima here presented. The reported
solvation free energies are the free energy changes associated with the transfer of each
compound between the gas phase and water. These were calculated directly from the SMD
continuum model, which has been shown to compare very well with the corresponding
thermodynamic cycle of a large dataset of pKa and reduction potential values [35].

http://avogadro.cc
http://avogadro.cc
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Molecular Data

The logarithms of the octanol–water partition coefficient (log Kow) and distribution
coefficient (log D7.4), and polarizability values were predicted using the ACD/Labs Per-
cepta Platform, which along with pKa values were retrieved from the ChemSpider database
(http://www.chemspider.com/; accessed on 25 May 2020). The log DpH value (Equation (1))
corrects the log Kow (Equation (2)) for the pKa of each compound by quantifying the
amount of both the ionized and non-ionized forms of the PhCs in octanol and water at the
pH values under study.

logDpH value= log

(
[solute]ionised

octanol + [solute]non−ionised
octanol

[solute]ionised
water + [solute]non−ionised

water

)
(1)

logKow = log

(
[solute]non−ionised

octanol

[solute]non−ionised
water

)
(2)

The molecular structures and dimensions of the three target PhCs are presented in
Table 1, while Table 2 gathers other relevant chemical properties: log Kow, polarizability,
pKa value, charge, critical dimension, and solvation energy. CBZ is an anti-epileptic and
psychiatric drug with an amide group and a tricyclic delocalized π system, available in
the wastewaters studied in its neutral form (pH < pKa) and is hydrophobic regardless of
the water pH (log Kow and log D above 2). SMX is an antibiotic with a sulfone group and
two amine functionalities; it is hydrophilic with a pKa value of 5.6 and at pH 7 the main
species is the N-centred anion which has a predominant extended conformation (lowest
energy). DCF is an anti-inflammatory medicine, with carboxylic acid, amine and chlorine
functionalities and is relatively hydrophobic, i.e., its hydrophobicity depends on the water
pH–ionization degree (log Kow = 4.06; log D7.4 = 1.37), and has a pKa value of 4.0, which
rendered the anionic species the most abundant in the wastewaters studied (Table 1). The
solvation free energies of these three PhCs (Table 2) confirm that the anionic species of SMX
and DCF are very well-stabilized by water, while neutral CBZ is not, indicating that this
compound should interact stronger with more hydrophobic matrices.

2.5.2. Wastewater Parameters

The dissolved organic matter present in secondary effluents of urban WWTPs (effluent
DOM) consists of a complex and heterogenic mixture of organic compounds resulting from
water treatment processes, such as transformation products of natural and anthropogenic
organic matter and soluble microbial products [36]. Depending on its nature and concen-
tration, effluent DOM competes in different extents with PhCs for the adsorption sites on
PAC.

The experimental runs were performed with 6 different wastewaters, secondary efflu-
ents from two Portuguese WWTPs, whose characteristics are presented in Table 3.

Bulk parameters were used to characterise the background organic matter in the
tested waters. DOC, representing the total amount of dissolved organic matter expressed
as C mass concentration, ranged from 4.7 to 7.9 mg C/L. A254, a measure of dissolved
organic compounds with aromatic rings and double C-C bonds, varied between 0.147
and 0.236 cm−1. A436, an indicator of colour, was between 0.012 and 0.021 cm−1. The
normalized UV absorbance at 254 nm, SUVA, calculated as A254/DOC × 100, was used
as a surrogate parameter for aromaticity or hydrophobicity of natural organic matter
present in waters. SUVA > 4 L/(mg×m) indicates mainly very hydrophobic and high
molecular weight organic matter, SUVA < 2 L/(mg m) suggests the presence of mainly
low hydrophilic material, and intermediate values correspond to a mixture of hydrophobic
and hydrophilic compounds and a mixture of molecular weights [37]. SUVA and organic
matter rapid fractionation results showed the DOM in the tested waters to comprise mainly
high hydrophobic organic acids (vHB), representing 45% to 53% of the DOC, followed by

http://www.chemspider.com/
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slightly hydrophobic (sHB) and charged hydrophilic (cHL) organic matter (11–13% to 25%
of DOC), while neutral hydrophilic (nHL) organics represented 5 to 18% of the DOC.

Table 3. Characteristics of the secondary effluents from two WWTPs (prior to PhC spiking).

Characteristics SE1 SE2 SE3 SE4 SE5 SE6

A254 (au cm−1) 0.163 0.195 0.154 0.236 0.216 0.147
A436 (au cm−1) 0.013 0.020 0.012 0.021 0.020 0.014
DOC (mg C/L) 5.5 6.4 5.3 7.9 4.7 5.3

SUVA (L/(mg×m)) 3.0 3.1 2.9 3.0 4.6 2.8
vHB (mg C/L) 2.5 3.4 2.7 3.7 2.5 2.4
sHB (mg C/L) 0.6 1.1 1.3 2.0 0.9 1.2
nHL (mg C/L) 1.0 0.5 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.4
cHL (mg C/L) 1.4 1.4 0.7 1.9 1.0 1.3

pH (-) 7.2 7.3 7.8 7.6 7.3 7.4
EC (µS/cm) 1014 880 1330 1306 2450 704

A254—presence of aromatic rings and C=C; A436—colour indicator; au—absorbance units; DOC—dissolved or-
ganic carbon; SUVA = A254/DOC; vHB—very hydrophobic, sHB—slight hydrophobic, nHL—neutral hydrophilic,
and cHL—charged hydrophilic organic acids; EC—electrical conductivity.

pH was neutral to slightly alkaline, showing a reasonable buffer capacity of the
wastewaters, while electrical conductivity ranged from 704 µS/cm to 2450 µS/cm, reflect-
ing considerable fluctuations of the ions’ concentration in these waters, mostly related
to stormwater dilution (both WWTPs are associated with combined drainage systems—
wastewater and stormwater).

2.5.3. PACs Parameters

A set of seven PACs, comprising commercially available and lab-made activated
carbons, was tested for the adsorption of the three target PhCs. The selection of the
commercial PACs gathered materials obtained from mineral and vegetable precursors, only
considered materials with well-developed micro and mesopore structures (adequate for
PhC adsorption), with an alkaline character (to maximize the adsorption of neutral–anionic
PhCs, Table 2), and with apparent densities ≥ 300 kg/m3 to assure good settleability
and easier separation from the treated water [38]. The four commercial PACs tested are
recommended for wastewater or drinking water treatment by their producers.

All the commercial and lab-made PACs were characterised, and the main textural,
surface and physical properties are summarized in Table 4.

The set of seven PACs selected cover materials with BET areas from 746 m2/g to
1463 m2/g, and total pore volumes ranging between 0.52 cm3/g and 0.90 cm3/g. It is com-
monly accepted that well-performing PACs for PhC adsorption from real water matrices
require both micro and mesopores, as shown by Ebie et al. [39]; accordingly, the selected
materials presented 35–53% mesopores, while their micropore structure was exclusively,
or mainly, composed of larger micropores (supermicropores, Vα super). PAC pHPZC values
covered a 7 to 10 range, meaning that at the pH of the tested secondary effluents, one PAC
sample had an overall neutral surface charge, while the others presented an overall positive
surface charge (pHPZC does not quantify the number of charges, rather it indicates the
pH at which the overall surface charge changes from positive to negative). Regarding the
physical properties, particle sizes varied by one order of magnitude (15–100 µm) and all
materials presented apparent densities ≥ 372 kg/m3, which assured their good settleability.
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Table 4. Textural, surface and physical properties of the commercial and lab-made PACs.

Comm1 Comm2 Comm3 Comm4 Lab1 Lab2 Lab3

Origin Coal BituminousCoal Vegetable Vegetable Vegetable Vegetable Vegetable

Activation Steam NA Steam NA Steam Steam Steam

Textural properties
Apparent surface (BET) area—ABET

(m2/g) 1010 746 790 1111 1343 1463 762

BET constant—CBET (-) 772 662 726 816 1387 983 1247
Total pore volume—VTotal (cm3/g) 0.66 0.52 0.53 0.83 0.72 0.90 0.56
Mesopore volume—VMeso (cm3/g)

2 nm < ϕ < 50 nm
0.25 0.24 0.23 0.44 0.25 0.43 0.28

Total micropore volume—Vα total
(cm3/g)
ϕ < 2 nm

0.41 0.28 0.30 0.39 0.47 0.47 0.28

Supermicropore volume—Vα super

(cm3/g)
0.7 nm < ϕ < 2 nm

0.41 0.28 0.28 0.39 0.38 0.47 0.21

Ultramicropore volume—Vα ultra
(cm3/g)
ϕ < 0.7 nm

0.00 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.09 0.00 0.07

Surface properties
pHPZC (-) 7.4 8.2 8.0 7.9 10.1 9.6 8.0

Overall surface charge at pH 7.4 ± 0.2 *
(-) 0 positive

Physical properties
Particle size D50 (µm) 20 20 15 20 55 55 100

Apparent density (kg/m3) 385 417 400 370 430 372 550

NA—information not available; * average pH ± standard deviation of tested secondary effluents (Table 3).

2.6. Development of PLS Regression

Multivariate statistically-based models were developed to correlate the adsorption
data obtained experimentally with properties related to the PhCs (physical–chemical and
size-related properties), wastewaters (related to the background inorganic and organic ma-
trices), and PACs (textural, surface, and physical properties). PLS was applied to describe
adsorption (outputs) through multilinear correlations of several parameters (inputs) and
was implemented in Microsoft Excel™ using Kamakura’s Analytic Tools for Excel [40].

This tool normalises the experimental data used in the PLS models by subtracting to
each value the average of the experimental data of the respective variable and dividing by
the respective standard deviations, i.e.,

(
X − X

)
/S. With this procedure, all variables are

fed into the model with comparable weights, regardless of the units used for each variable,
and the regression coefficients of each model obtained are, therefore, normalised and can
be compared between them. As such, the multilinear model obtained is of the form:

y = a·x1 + b·x2 + c·x3 + . . . (3)

where a, b, and c are the normalised regression coefficients and x1, x2, x3, . . . are the useful
normalised predictors to describe the modelled output.

The tool also produces raw predictors of the non-normalised data, enabling the pre-
diction of the adsorption removals with a new set of non-normalised data.

2.7. PLS Regression Optimisation and Selection

Two PLS models were developed, one for fitting the removals at 21 h and one for
fitting the removals at 1 h. For developing each of the models, a dataset of 40 samples
(data points) was used. The combinations tested (i.e., PhC, PAC and secondary effluent)
are shown in Table S1. The selection of the number of latent variables (LV) of each PLS
was made by the application of a stratified k-fold cross-validation [41]. This approach
includes stratification during the selection of samples, aiming at an equal distribution of
samples across the validation segments. Each of the two datasets was partitioned into
4 disjoint folds of equal size, distributing the samples roughly evenly by the folds. As
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an example, regarding the PhCs, 14 samples contained the attributes CBZ and DCF and
12 samples contained the attribute SMX which were distributed as follows: folds one
and two contained three instances of CBZ and SMX and four instances of DCF, and folds
three and four contained four instances of CBZ and three instances of DCF and SMX. The
composition of each fold is shown in the Supplementary Information (Table S1).

Each fold was, in turn, dropped from the data set, with the remaining folds constituting
the learning set. The learning set was used to build a PLS regression model that was applied
to predict the left-out block, which then constituted the testing set. One to five LVs were
tested, and, for each testing set, the residual sum of squares was computed and represented
as a function of the number of LVs. The number of LVs of the PLS was selected by applying
consecutively the following criteria: (1) by the mode of the two LVs holding the highest R2

of all the testing sets and (2) by the average R2 of all the testing sets. The PLS model was
finally obtained using all data set with the selected number of LVs [42].

For selecting the number of predictors, a wrapper method [10] with backward variable
elimination approach [43], using the R2 and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) [44],
was used. The R2 indicates the higher predictive power of the model (the higher the better),
while the AIC (the lower the better) performs model selection rewarding the simplest model
with the least assumptions and variables but with greater explanatory power. Starting
with all the predictors, the regression models were refined by progressive elimination
of non-relevant predictors (filter measure), if their weight (normalised) was <5% of the
higher weight parameter or one at a time, based on the relevance in the regression equation.
Two consecutive models were compared for the goodness of fit using the R2 and the AIC.
This procedure was first followed up for achieving 3 parameters in each domain (totalling
9 parameters) and then with no restrictions. These methods enabled the elimination of
non-useful inputs for each output, resulting in better prediction with fewer inputs.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Univariate Analysis

The establishment of univariate correlations between the removal of PhCs from wastew-
aters and specific parameters is often not conclusive. Nevertheless, an attempt to establish
simple univariate correlations between specific descriptors and adsorption was carried out
prior to multivariate analysis. The selection of the descriptors to establish these correlations
was based on correlations published in the literature by other authors [3–5,8,45–47], as well as
by plotting the available experimental data to identify possible univariate correlations. The
correlations obtained with the available data can be used to indicate trends but, due to the
limited data points, cannot be regarded as sound statistical analysis.

Aiming to illustrate the effect of a specific parameter/property, the univariate analyses
presented in Figures 1 and 2 were obtained with data from assays performed with the
same WWTP effluent. Figure 1 revealed that for a set of two commercial PACs and two
lab-made PACs tested with the same WWTP effluent (SE6), there were reasonable linear
relationships between the PhC removals attained after 21 h of contact time and two of the
textural parameters of the PACs: the apparent surface area and supermicropore volumes.
While some literature studies report reasonable linear relationships between the BET area
values and the dose of activated carbon to attain 80% removal of the pharmaceutical
compounds or the removal percentage [4,7], others do not find a clear trend [3]. Regarding
the microporosity, Alves et al. [7] found a reasonable relationship with the total micropore
volume yet, as expected, not with the volume of narrow micropores (ultramicropores) since
target pharmaceuticals were larger than 0.7 nm. Thus, regarding textural parameters, the
trends found in the present work are in line with previous literature data and support the
hypothesis of the supermicropore volume or BET area being possible predictors of the
activated carbon’s performance. Furthermore, it is clear that in both cases, the removal
efficiency was more dependent on the target PhCs than on the PAC properties, CBZ
(79–95%) > DCF (60–79%) >> SMX (13–29%). This trend is in line with previous literature
data [7,19] that rationalize this tendency with the decrease in PhCs hydrophobicity, pointing
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out the contribution of hydrophobic interactions. When performing this univariate analysis
to another set of data obtained with different PACs in another WWTP effluent, no linear
relationships were found but the distinct range of removal efficiencies attained for each
PhC continued to be observed (Figure S2, supplementary information (SI)).
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Figure 1. Univariate relationship between removal efficiencies of target PhCs and PACs’ textural
parameters: apparent surface (BET) area (a) and supermicropore volume (b) (assays performed
in SE6).
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Figure 2. Univariate relationship between removal efficiencies of target PhCs and log D7.4 values of
CBZ, DCF, and SMX for assays performed in distinct WWTP effluents.

Regarding the properties of the PhCs, Figure 2 and Figure S3–S5 show log D7.4 (Figure 2
for removal at 21 h and Figure S4 for removal at 1 h) and solvation energy (Figure S5)
values were the only parameters presenting a relationship with the removal efficiency,
although the former presenting by far the best linear relationship both for 1 h (Figure S4)
and 21 h (Figure 2) contact time. The removal efficiencies of the three PhCs presented a
linear relationship with log D7.4 values, attaining R2 close to 1, regardless of PAC properties
and wastewater tested (Figure 2). In turn, the plot of removal efficiency at 21 h versus log
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Kow presented R2 ≤ 0.6 (Figure S3 of SI). While log Kow only accounts for the non-ionized
entities in both organic and aqueous phases, the log DpH value parameter quantifies the
amount of entities ionized and non-ionized in both organic and aqueous phases at a given
pH. At pH 7.4, CBZ was neutral, but DCF and SMX were anionic, thus the log D7.4 values
appeared to be more robust than log Kow values. In fact, the univariate analysis for
three distinct wastewater samples clearly pointed out that the removal efficiencies greatly
increased as the log D7.4 value increased, once again indicating the paramount role of
hydrophobic interactions of PhCs with the solvent and PAC surface.

Regarding the removal efficiencies and the water matrix properties, it was not possible
to find any linear relationship (Figures S6 and S7 of SI). In general, the common feature
among all the dispersion plots was the same PhC removal trend, CBZ attaining always
the higher removal, followed closely by DCF and SMX with the lower removals. This
trend indicates that, in our pool of data, the features of the PhCs seemed to overcome the
contribution of the water matrix properties for defining the trend, and DOM content may
affect the adsorption extent.

Univariate analysis is, therefore, clearly not sufficient to describe and identify the most
relevant variables in PhC removal by adsorption onto PAC, probably due to the existence
of complex interactions and synergetic effects resulting from the large range of properties
of the PhCs, PACs and waters in each specific removal assay. To unravel these complex
relationships, multivariate statistically-based models were developed as follows.

3.2. Multivariate Analysis

In addition to its potential as a predictive tool, PLS regression can be used to un-
derstand the relationships between outputs and their input descriptors. In the present
study, PLS models were developed to identify significant parameters that correlate with
the adsorption of PhCs onto PAC in well-clarified secondary treated effluents.

The optimisation was conducted to select the relevant inputs and simplify the in-
terpretation of the obtained correlations. The selected models, as well as the regression
coefficients of the model inputs (contribution of the relevant inputs to the model), are
presented in the following sections. A detailed discussion of the relationships between
outputs and the corresponding descriptors established by the models is also provided.

3.2.1. Fitting of Adsorption at 21 h

The selection of the number of latent variables for the PLS followed the procedure
described in Section 2.6. The R2 for the four training sets and the four test sets as a function
of the number of latent variables are depicted in Figure S8. Figure S9 depicts the frequency
plot of the number of latent variables selected for the four test sets (best two) and the
average R2 for the four test sets as a function of the number of latent variables.

Regarding the frequency of LVs, it was observed that 1, 2 and 5 LVs were the most
frequent, while regarding the average R2 values of the four test sets the highest value was
obtained for 2 LVs, which were then selected for performing the PLS.

The model parameters selection followed the procedure described in Section 2.6.
Progressive elimination of non-relevant predictors was performed until achieving nine
parameters, three parameters in each domain. Afterwards, the elimination was conducted
with no restrictions. Figure S10 depicts the AIC and R2 values as a function of the number
of the model parameters.

The 9 parameters model fitting, observed removals plotted versus model-fitted re-
movals, and the standardised coefficients of the model, are shown in Figures 3 and 4,
respectively.
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As can be observed in Figure 3, a very good fitting was obtained, with an R2 value
of 0.979 and with a slope of the predicted versus the observed removals close to 1 (0.979).
Regarding the impact of the parameters on the removal (Figure 4), a higher weight of PhC
predictors was observed, in line with what was anticipated by the univariate analysis,
with a high positive impact of the PhC hydrophobicity (log D7.4, solvation energy and
log Kow). Similar findings have been reported for low molar mass PhCs [7] and neutral
compounds [8]. Conversely, no impact of the PhC size- or charge-related descriptors was
highlighted. Concerning the size, since the three PhCs were of similar size and all were to
be adsorbed in supermicropores, no impact was expected. Concerning the charge, it points
to the lower weight of electrostatic over hydrophobic PhC-PAC interactions. The negative
weight of EC on the removals may be due to a shielding effect of the electrostatic interactions
between the PhCs and the PACs by the inorganic matrix ions of the waters [48,49]. The
results also stress the importance of competition effects of water DOM, namely of its
slightly hydrophobic fraction, a better descriptor than the usually considered DOC [47,50]
or eventually A254. The results also stress the positive importance of the PAC pore structure
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(supermicropore volume, Vα super) besides the most commonly found BET area [4] and
disregard the importance of the PAC surface properties. This last observation was expected
given that only neutral–alkaline PACs were selected (PAC pHPZC range of 7 to 10), thus six
out of eight with similar charges at the wastewater pH. The negative impact of PAC density,
also previously observed in GAC studies [5] may be explained by its inverse correlation
with the PAC pore volume or BET area [4]. In general, the importance of conventional and
non-conventional parameters should be stressed.

After assessing the three most relevant parameters in each domain, the elimination
of variables was carried out with no restrictions. As can be observed in Figure S10, the
optimum solution (minimum AIC value without a significant decrease in R2) corresponded
to a five parameters model. The five parameters model fitting and the standardised
coefficients of the model are depicted in Figures 5 and 6, respectively.
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As depicted in Figure 5, a very good fitting was obtained, with an R2 value of 0.976, a
root mean square error (RMSE) of 9%, and a slope of the predicted versus the observed
removals of 0.976.

Regarding the parameters’ impact on PhC removal (Figure 6), it can be observed that
all domains mattered, with the PhC descriptors (solvation energy and log Kow) having
the highest weight (positive). Comparing the previous solution (9 parameters) with this
simplest solution, log D7.4 was eliminated, most probably due to its explanatory power
being incorporated in the solvation energy (the highest weight descriptor), as both properties
followed a similar trend. This similar trend is due to the fact that both solvation energy and
log D7.4 account for all the species involved, whereas log Kow only accounts for the neutral
species. It is also perceived that PAC properties lower their impact, with the only descriptor
being the conventional BET area parameter, incorporating the explanatory power of the PAC
micropores volume and density. Regarding the wastewater properties, both organic and
inorganic matrix parameters retained their importance, namely related to the adsorption
competing species of the dissolved organic matter (slightly hydrophobic fraction) and with a
probable shielding of PhC-PAC electrostatic interactions by waters ions.
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From the normalised weights presented in Figure 6, Equation (4) enables predicting
the percentage removal of the three PhCs at 21 h, for the conditions tested (100 µg/L initial
concentration and 10 mg/L of PAC):
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−0.147·sHB

(
mg C

L

)
− 1.45 × 10−4·EC

(
uS
cm

)
+ 6.73 × 10−3·Solv. energy
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)
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)
+ 0.709

(4)

3.2.2. Fitting of Adsorption at 1 h

The procedure used to fit the data obtained at 21 h was followed to fit the data at 1 h
and is described in text S2 and Figures S11–S16.

For the nine parameters’ model, it was observed a higher weight of PhC predictors
and a high positive impact of PhC hydrophobicity (log D7.4, solvation energy and log
Kow) (Figure S14), similarly to the removals at 21 h. Again, no impact of PhC size- or
charge-related descriptors was observed, pointing also to lower weight of electrostatic
interactions than of hydrophobic PhC-PAC interactions, furthermore consistent with the
negative weight of EC on the removals. The results also emphasised the importance of
competition effects of water DOM, highlighting its slightly hydrophobic fraction and, unlike
for 21 h adsorption, also its charged hydrophilic fraction. Although compounds associated
with this latter fraction should be less adsorbed than slightly hydrophobic compounds,
they are negatively charged, thus interacting electrostatically with the positively charged
PAC, and possess a lower molar mass, thus more readily diffusing to the PAC surface.
Concerning the PAC properties impact, the descriptors identified were the supermicropores
volume (positive), the PAC density (negative), as for 21 h adsorption, and also the PAC
size (negative), the latter being typically pointed as adsorption kinetics determining [51].
Overall, the PAC descriptors presented a total weight higher for adsorption at 1 h than at
21 h.

Further elimination of model variables was then carried out with no restrictions. By
having a higher R2 value, the model with five parameters was selected as the optimised
model.

Regarding the impact of the parameters on the removal (Figure S16), it can be observed
that all domains mattered, with the PhC descriptors (solvation energy and log Kow) having
the highest weight (positive), similarly to the removals at 21 h. Compared with the nine
parameters model, log D7.4 was again eliminated, with its explanatory power being most
probably incorporated in the solvation energy, again the highest weight descriptor. This
simpler model also showed a lower weight of the water descriptor, neglecting the inorganic
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matrix impact and identifying the DOM main competitor to be the charged hydrophilic
compounds. On the other hand, the PAC descriptors increased their impact, with the
supermicropore volume and the PAC density, which incorporated the PAC size effect,
retaining the stronger role.

From the normalized weights presented in Figure S16, Equation (5) enables predicting
the percentage removal of the three PhCs at 1 h, for the conditions tested (100 µg/L initial
concentration and 10 mg/L of PAC):

% removal (1 h) = −0.0469·cHF
(

mg C
L

)
+ 4.49 × 10−3·Solv. energy

(
kJ

mol

)
+

0.0190· log P + 0.190·Vsuper

(
cm3

g

)
− 1.24 × 10−3·PACdens

(
kg

cm3

)
+ 0.928

(5)

3.2.3. Assessing the Main Descriptors for Adsorption Capacity and Short-Term Adsorption

The good fittings obtained for the simpler models presented in the previous sections
allow comparing the main descriptors affecting PAC adsorption capacity (21 h adsorption
as indicator) of PhCs and the descriptors most related to the PAC short-term adsorption (1 h
adsorption as indicator). It was observed that for both situations, all domains impacted PhC
removal, the highest weight being associated with the PhC predictors, solvation energy,
and log Kow, both related to their hydrophobicity and with high positive impact. On the
other hand, the adsorption capacity appeared to be more impacted by the water properties,
while the short-term adsorption appeared to be more impacted by the PAC properties. It
was observed that both organic and inorganic matrices impacted the adsorption capacity
of the PACs towards the PhCs. On the other side, only the charged hydrophilic organic
compounds of the water matrix seemed to hinder short-term adsorption. The results
also pointed to the BET area to be a good descriptor of PAC adsorption capacity, while
short-term adsorption appeared to be better related to PAC supermicroporous volume and
density. It should be stressed, however, that the pool of PACs tested comprised only PACs
with expected good performance in real water matrices and, therefore, the PAC properties
identified to increase their performance should not be regarded as a starting point to select
or develop/engineer new PACs but as a way of refining their performance.

4. Conclusions

The PLS modelling approach followed showed good descriptive capability and con-
tributed to an overall comprehension of the PAC adsorption mechanisms of the selected
PhCs in real wastewaters. Hydrophobic PhC-PAC interactions played a major role in the
adsorption process, surpassing the electrostatic interactions, with the solvation energy
and log Kow being the most suitable descriptors; no impact of PhC size- or charge-related
descriptors was observed.

The results also stressed the importance of competition effects of water DOM, namely
of its slightly hydrophobic compounds impacting the adsorption capacity or its charged
hydrophilic compounds impacting short-term adsorption. Those were better descriptors
than the usually considered A254 or DOC. The water inorganic matrix appeared to only
impact PAC adsorption capacity, not the short-term adsorption.

For the pool of PACs tested, all with expected good performance, the results pointed
to the BET area being a good descriptor of the PAC capacity, while short-term adsorption
appeared to be better related to its supermicropore volume and density. The improvement
in these properties should be regarded as a way of refining their performance.

The correlations obtained, involving the impact of water-, PhC- and PAC-related
descriptors, showed the existence of complex interactions that a univariate analysis was
not sufficient to describe.

Nevertheless, it should be stressed that since the models developed were calibrated
with a limited number of compounds and experimental conditions, generalised conclusions
from the present work should be taken with care. As to broaden the range of application of
the present approach, the pool of data is being fed, increasing the diversity of properties.
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PACs with much lower and higher pore volumes than the set studied will amplify the scale
and improve the response of the model. In addition, PACs with similar textural properties
but distinct surface chemistry, covering both acidic and basic range, are aimed and will
allow a better assessment of the complex adsorption process and further allow driving the
PAC engineering/tailoring (product design). Furthermore, enlarging the set of PhCs and
including other molecular descriptors will allow having a finer quantification of the PhC
structure (heterocycles, aromaticity degree, chemical functionalities) impact on adsorption.
Finally, including waters from a more diverse origin could also enlarge the range of DOM
characteristics (e.g., DOC, A254, SUVA, organic matter fractions) here presented.

The extension of the application range of the models obtained will ultimately deliver
a sound process prediction tool to better foresee PAC performance for microcontaminants’
adsorption in real water systems.
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4 test sets as a function of the number of latent variables (1 h batch adsorption); Figure S12: AIC and
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