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Abstract: In this study, we explored the adsorption potential of biochar derived from palm kernel
shell (BC-PKS) as an affordable adsorbent for the removal of crystal violet from wastewater. Kinetics,
equilibrium, and thermodynamics studies were carried out to evaluate the adsorption of crystal violet
onto BC-PKS. The kinetics adsorption process followed the pseudo-second-order model, indicating
that the rate of adsorption is principally controlled by chemisorption. The adsorption equilibrium
data were better fitted by the Langmuir isotherm model with a determination coefficient of 0.954 and
a maximum adsorption of 24.45 mg/g. Thermodynamics studies found the adsorption of crystal violet
by BC-PKS to be endothermic with increasing randomness at the BC-PKS/crystal violet interface.
The percentage removal and adsorption capacity increased with the pH of the solution, as the negative
charges on the biochar surface at high pH enhance the electrostatic attraction between crystal violet
molecules and BC-PKS. Increasing the BC-PKS dosage from 0.1 to 1.0 g increased percent removal and
decreased the adsorption capacity of crystal violet onto BC-PKS. Therefore, biochar from agricultural
by-products, i.e., palm kernel shell, can be cost-effective adsorbents for the removal of crystal violet
from textile wastewater.
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1. Introduction

Wastewater from paper, textile, cosmetics, food processing, and plastic producing industries
contain various kinds of organic and harmful substances such as dyes [1]. Dyes such as crystal violet
(CV) are composed of many functional groups that are stable and difficult to decompose because
of their aromatic nature [2,3]. CV is used for making black and blue inks in ball-point pens and
in printer ink jet manufacturing industrials [4]. Color paints, pharmaceuticals, leather, detergents,
fertilizers, varnish, and waxes are also manufactured from CV [5–7]. However, CV, similar to most
dyes, is a toxic carcinogenic with a recalcitrant classification because of its non-biodegradability,
persistence in various environments, and poor microbial metabolization [7–9]. Furthermore, CV causes
undesirable colorations of water bodies, resulting in low light penetration for photosynthetic activities,
which affects aquatic life such as the growth of tumors in fish [10,11]. Consequently, the removal of
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CV from wastewater before discharge must be implemented for the survival of both humans and
aquatic organisms.

Recently, many technologies such as ion exchange [12], ozonation [12], coagulation [13], membrane
filtration [14–16], catalytic degradation [17,18], precipitation [19], electrochemical treatment [20],
and adsorption [21–25] have been investigated for the removal of dyes in wastewater. However, most of
these treatments methods are expensive and require large amounts of energy [26]. Therefore, adsorption
has been considered attractive due to its ease of operation and high effectiveness [27]. Adsorption
should involve the use of low-cost, environmental friendly, and high-capacity adsorbents [28].

Biochar is a product of the biomass pyrolytic process with high-compact structure and dense surface
functional groups that are responsible for its high adsorption capacity and surface reactivity [29,30].
Unlike highly efficient commercial activated carbon used in wastewater treatment, biochar has low
economic viability. Therefore, new raw materials must be explored [31]. Many researchers have focused
on the use of agricultural byproducts for the production of biochar because they are readily available,
recyclable, less expensive, and easy to handle [32–37]. Biochar has been prepared from materials
such as cabbage waste [38], mango leaves [39], woody trees [40], sugarcane [41], mushrooms [42], rice
bran [43], corncobs [44], peanut shells [45], date seeds [46], pine sawdust [47], coir pith [48], and dew
melon peel [49] and has demonstrated a high adsorption capacity for the removal of contaminants.

Palm oil mills processing involve the production of mesocarp fiber and kernel shells [50]. The palm
kernel shell (PKS) discarded as waste is chemically stable, insoluble, rich in functional groups [51],
and a good candidate for the production of biochar [52,53]. Additionally, we know of no works on the
use of biochar prepared from PKS (BC-PKS) for the removal of CV dye.

Therefore, this study explored to examine the applicability of BC-PKS for the removal of CV from
textile wastewater. Additionally, kinetics, equilibrium, and thermodynamic studies were conducted
under batch experiment conditions. Finally, the effect of solution pH and competitive cations on
adsorption efficiency was also examined.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Solution Preparations

CV dye (≥ 90.0% anhydrous basis, Sigma-Aldrich, Missouri, USA), HCl (≥ 99% purity, Samchun
Chemicals Co., Korea), NaOH (≥ 98% purity, Samchun Chemicals Co., Korea), NaCl (≥ 99.5% purity,
Samchun Chemicals Co., Korea), CaCl2 (powder 97% purity, Daejung Chemicals and Metals Co.,
Korea), AlCl3 (99% purity, Junsei Chemical Co., Japan), NaNO3 (≥ 99% purity, Daejung Chemicals
and Metals Co., Korea), Na2SO4 (≥ 99% anhydrous, Daejung Chemicals and Metals Co., Korea),
and NaHCO3 (≥ 99.7% purity, Samchun Chemicals Co., Korea) were used in this study. A stock solution
of 1000 mg/L CV was prepared by the dissolution 1 g of dye with 1 L of distilled water in a volumetric
flask. The stock solution was stored in a dark place to prevent depolarization. All solutions with the
desired concentrations used in this study were prepared according to APHA [54].

2.2. Preparation of Biochar from Palm Kernel Shell

The BC-PKS used in this study was obtained from Design Factory Company (South Korea).
As described in a previous study [55], BC-PKS was produced at a temperature of 350 °C in a rotary
kiln for 20 min after the extraction of the palm oil. The BC-PKS was crushed and screened using 0.85 to
1.18 mm sieves. After washing with deionized water to remove impurities, the BC-PKS was dried at
105 °C for 24 h and stored in a desiccator until use.

2.3. Batch Adsorption Experiments

The removal of CV by BC-PKS was investigated under batch conditions. Batch experiments were
conducted by reacting 0.5 g of BC-PKS with 30 mL of dye solutions in a 50 mL conical tube with an
agitation speed of 100 rpm and temperature of 25 ◦C in a shaking incubator, unless otherwise stated.



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 2251 3 of 13

Kinetic analyses were carried out by varying the reaction time from 0.5 h to 24 h using the initial
CV concentration (400 mg /L). Equilibrium batch experiments were performed using different initial
CV concentrations (50–500 mg/ L); the samples were analyzed after a 24 h reaction. Thermodynamic
adsorption investigations were carried out by reacting 0.5 g of BC-PKS with 30 mL of 400 mg/L CV
solution at reaction temperatures of 15, 25, and 35 ◦C for 24 h. The effect of the pH of the solution on
the adsorption of CV was investigated at different pH levels. The pH of each solution was adjusted
from 2 to 10 using 0.1 M HCl and 0.1 M NaOH and measured using a pH meter (9107BN, Thermo
Scientific, MA, USA). The impact of BC-PKS doses on CV adsorption was explored by reacting different
dosages of BC-PKS (0.1, 0.3, 0.5, 0.7, 0.9, and 1.0) g with 30 mL of 400 mg/L CV solution. The effects of
competitive cations on the adsorption of CV by BC-PKS was investigated using 1 mM and 10 mM of
NaCl, CaCl2, and AlCl3 in a solution of 400 mg/L CV concentration reacting with 0.5 g of BC-PKS.

After the reaction, the samples were centrifuged to separate the CV solution from BC-PKS using
a centrifuge (Combi 514R, Hanil Science Industrial Co., Ltd., Korea). The residual concentrations of
CV dye were analyzed using a UV-visible spectrophotometer (Optizen POP QX, Mecasys, Korea) at a
wavelength of 590 nm. All the experiments were carried out in triplicates.

2.4. Data Analysis

The kinetic data were analyzed using the pseudo-first- and second-order-models [55,56]

qt = qe
(
1− e−k1t

)
, (1)

qt =
k2q2

e t
1 + k2qet

, (2)

where qt is the amount of adsorbed CV (mg/g) per unit mass of BC-PKS at time t, qe is the amount of
adsorbed CV (mg/g) per unit mass of BC-PKS when equilibrium is reached, k1 is a pseudo-first-order
rate constant (1/h), and k2 is a pseudo-second-order rate constant (g/mg/h). The results of isothermal
adsorption experiments were analyzed using the Langmuir (Equation (3)) and Freundlich (Equation (4))
models [55–57]

qe =
QmKLC
1 + KLC

, (3)

qe = KFC
1
n
e , (4)

where Ce is the concentration of CV in the aqueous solution at equilibrium (mg/L), KL is the Langmuir
adsorption constant (L/mg) related to the binding energy, Qm is the maximum adsorption amount
(adsorption capacity in mg/g), KF is the distribution coefficient (L/g), and n is the Freundlich constant.
All parameters of the models were estimated using Sigma-Plot 10.0.

The thermodynamic characteristics of the adsorption experiments were analyzed using the
following equations [23,55,56]:

∆G0 = ∆H0
− T∆S0, (5)

∆G0 = −RT ln Ke, (6)

ln Ke =
∆S0

R
−

∆H0

RT
, (7)

Ke =
αqe

Ce
, (8)

where ∆G0 is the change in Gibb’s free energy (kJ/mol), ∆S0 is the change in entropy (J/mol K), ∆H0 is
the change in enthalpy (kJ/mol), R is the ideal gas constant (J/mol K), Ke is the equilibrium constant,
and α is the amount of BC-PKS (g/L). ∆S0 and ∆H0 are obtained from the relationship between lnKe

and 1/T in Equation (7).



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 2251 4 of 13

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Kinetic Studies

Figure 1 shows the results of the adsorption kinetic experiments carried out by varying the contact
time from 0.5 h to 24 h using 400 mg/L initial concentration. The sorption of CV increased precipitously
during the first 30 min of the adsorption process and later slowed until equilibrium was reached.
The adsorption rate controlled by intra-particle diffusion involves pore and surface diffusion, which
occur coherently within the adsorbent particles [58]. The rapid removal may be attributed to the
diffusion of CV to mesopores on the surface of BC-PKS. In our previous study [59], the average pore
diameter of BC-PKS was 4.1 nm, which corresponds to mesopores (2–50 nm) as per the classification of
the International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry. The dispersion of CV molecules through the
mesopores toward the BC-PKS intra particle matrix caused the removal rate to disincline because of
low dye concentration and fewer adsorption sites [59–61].
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Figure 1. The kinetic adsorption of crystal violet (CV) onto biochar derived from palm kernel shell
(BC-PKS) with the model fits of the pseudo-first and second-order models (initial concentration:
400 mg/L; volume: 30 mL; adsorbent dosage: 0.5 g; reaction time: 0.5–24 h; temperature: ◦C).

The pseudo-first- and second-order models were employed to explore the mechanism involved in
the adsorption process, and the results are summarized in Table 1. Comparatively, a higher determination
coefficient (R2) value was obtained for the pseudo-second-order than for the pseudo-first-order. This
implies that the experimental data is a superior fit with pseudo-second-order model for CV adsorption
onto BC-PKS and the adsorption process is principally governed by chemisorption through electron
sharing between BC-PKS and CV [62–64]. The adsorption of CV to BC-PKS can be explained by ion
exchange between deprotonated carboxyl and hydroxyl groups on the surface of BC-PKS and the
quaternary amine groups of cationic CV molecule [64]. Similar results have been reported for the
sorption of dye onto rice husk [65] and the adsorption of basic dye onto BC-PKS [66].

Table 1. Kinetics parameters for CV adsorption onto BC-PKS.

Adsorbent
Pseudo-First-Order Pseudo-Second-order

qe (mg/g) k1 (1/h) R2 qe (mg/g) k2 (mg/g/h) R2

BC-PKS 14.9 2.61 0.817 16.4 0.19 0.884
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3.2. Adsorption Isotherm

The equilibrium adsorption isotherm experiment was studied under different initial concentrations
(50, 100, 200, 300, 400, and 500) mg/L using 0.5 g of BC-PKS per 30 mL of CV solutions at a temperature of
25 ◦C. The equilibrium adsorption isotherm determines the interrelation between the CV concentration
in solution and adsorbed CV on the solid phase in terms of surface property and adsorption affinity [67].

Langmuir and Freundlich isotherms were employed to analyze the equilibrium data, and each
isotherm parameter was calculated, as presented in Figure 2 and Table 2. The selection of the better
isotherm model fit for adsorption data was based on the determination coefficient value (R2). Fitting
the experimental results to Freundlich and Langmuir adsorption isotherms for BC-PKS yielded R2

values of 0.924 and 0.954, respectively [68]. The Langmuir isotherm model provided a better fit for CV
adsorption than the Freundlich isotherm model. The Langmuir isotherm fit indicates a monolayer
coverage of CV onto the outer surface of the BC-PKS through uniform CV molecules adsorption onto
the surface active sites [69].
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Figure 2. CV adsorption to BC-PKS as a function of equilibrium concentration of CV with the Langmuir
and Freundlich isotherm model fits (initial concentration: 50–500 mg/L; volume: 30 mL; adsorbent
dosage: 0.5 g; reaction time: 24 h; temperature: ◦C).

Table 2. Langmuir and Freundlich constants for CV on BC-PKS.

Adsorbents
Langmuir Isotherm Freundlich Isotherm

Qm (mg/g) KL (L/mg) R2 KF 1/n R2

BC-PKS 24.45 0.023 0.954 2.07 0.447 0.924

Additionally, the Langmuir isotherm could be used to predict the favorability or unfavorability of
the adsorption process when expressed in terms of dimensionless separation parameters RL [70]. RL is
defined as follows:

RL = 1/[1 + (KL ×C0)], (9)

where KL is the Langmuir constant, and C0 is the initial concentration.
Therefore, the calculated RL values for initial CV concentrations (50–500 mg/L) ranged from 0.081

to 0.468. Values between 0 and 1 indicate a favorable adsorption of CV onto BC-PKS [71]. A similar
phenomenon was reported for the adsorption of direct dye onto rice husk [72] and the adsorption of
basic dye onto BC-PKS [66]. Table 2 lists the obtained values of 1/n (0.1 < 1/n < 1), indicating strong
bonding between BC-PKS and CV.

The maximum CV adsorption capacity was determined to be 24.45 mg/g for BC-PKS, which is
comparable to other adsorbents, as shown in Table 3. The low adsorption of BC-PKS may be because
of poor surface chemistry resulting from undeveloped porosities and fewer functional groups [73].
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Therefore, various modification techniques such as metal oxide impregnation and functionalization
can be explored to improve the adsorption capacity [74]. However, millions of tons of PKS is produced
annually from oil palm plantations [75]; its use as an adsorbent helps solve the issue of disposal with
no environmental impact. Additionally, the particle size and granular nature of BC-PKS allow easy
separation in the filtration or precipitation processes when compared to sugar bagasse fiber that can
form sludge.

Table 3. Comparison of CV adsorption capacity to various adsorbents.

Adsorbent Adsorption
Capacity (mg/g) Particle Size pH Temperature

(◦C) Reference

Sugar cane bagasse 692.1 0.075−0.149 mm 7.0 45 [76]
Grapefruit peel 254.16 0.85−1.0 mm 6.0 30 ± 2 [64]

Bamboo leaf 229.35 0.125 mm 7.36 32 [77]
Tea dust 175.4 315−500 µm 7.00 25 [78]

Coffee waste 125 <250 µm 6.00 20 ± 2 [79]
Palm kernel fiber 78.9 50−80 µm 7.20 25 ± 1 [80]

Pineapple leaf powder 78.22 100−125 µm 8.00 20 [81]
Wheat bran 69.15 150−250 µm 10.0 20 [82]

Coir pith 65.53 >600 µm 6.65 30 [8]
Kaolin 47.27 2.37 mm 7.00 22 [83]

NaOH-modified rice husk 44.87 NA 8.00 20 [9]
Jackfruit leaf powder 43.40 100−125 µm 7.00 20 [84]

Rice bran 41.68 150−250 µm 10.0 20 [82]
Himalayan long-leaf pine bark 32.78 0.063−0.355 mm 8.00 30 [1]

BC-PKS 24.45 0.85−1.16 mm 7.00 25 This study
Rubber seed shell 23.81 0.425−2.8 mm 7.00 30 ± 2 [31]

Sugarcane fiber-based 10.44 >600 µm 4.80 30 [8]
Sagaun sawdust 3.50 180 µm 7.50 30 ± 1 [85]
Neem sawdust 4.44–3.99 0.180 mm 7.20 25–45 [86]

3.3. Thermodynamics

The influence of thermal temperatures on CV removal by BC-PKS was examined using 30 mL of
solution with a 400 mg/L initial concentration, and 0.5 g of BC-PKS at temperatures of 15, 25, and 35 ◦C.
The thermodynamic parameters (Table 4) show negative values for Gibb’s free energy change (∆G#),
indicating that CV adsorption onto BC-PKS is feasibly spontaneous. The decrease in the negative
values of ∆G# with increasing temperature implies a favorable CV adsorption at higher temperatures.
This is primarily due to the increased mobility of the CV molecules in solution [87].

Table 4. Thermodynamic parameters for adsorption of CV on BC-PKS (initial concentration: 400 mg/L;
volume: 30 mL; adsorbent dosage: 0.5 g; reaction time: 24 h; temperature: 15, 25, 35 ◦C).

Temperature (K) ∆H# (kJ/mol) ∆S# (kJ/mol·K) ∆G# (kJ/mol)

288 60.5 0.214 −1.20
298 - - −2.71
308 - - −5.50

The values of ∆H# and ∆S# are estimated from the slope and intercept of the plot of InKe

versus 1/T for CV adsorption onto BC-PKS (Table 4). The positive values of ∆H◦ confirm that the
adsorption reactions of CV onto BC-PKS are endothermic, suggesting the adsorption of CV was more
favorable with increasing temperature [10,88]. In addition, ∆H0 was 60.5 kJ/mol, indicating that CV
adsorption onto BC-PKS was achieved via chemisorption, which occurs when ∆H0 > 40 kJ/mol [89,90].
The positive values of ∆S# for BC-PKS signify an increase in the disorder at the interfaces between CV
and BC-PKS during the CV adsorption on BC-PKS that is accompanied with changes in the CV and
BC-PKS structures [10,91].
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3.4. Effects of the pH of the Solution

The adsorption efficiency under different solution pH was investigated because variations in
pH affect the degree of ionization of the adsorptive molecule and the BC-PKS surface properties [92].
Thus, adsorption of CV onto BC-PKS at 25 ◦C with initial dye concentration of 400 mg/L and a BC-PKS
dose of 0.5 g was examined by adjusting the solution pH from 2 to 10. The adsorption of CV on
BC-PKS increased from 12.4 to 16.4 mg/g when the pH increased from 2 to 4 (Figure 3). Additionally,
the percentage removal of CV on BC-PKS increased from 51.8% at pH 2.0 to 68.7% at pH 6.0. CV
adsorption on BC-PKS showed a rapid increase in the adsorption capacity and high percentage removal
from pH 4 to pH 6, primarily due to the change of surface charge of BC-PKS. The zero point charge
of BC-PKS was reported to be 5.50 [93] and 3.94 [94]. As the pH of the CV dye solution increases,
the surface of BC-PKS become negatively charged, enhancing the adsorption of the positively charged
cationic dye through electrostatic attraction [92,95]. Similar observations were reported in the use of
rice husk for the removal of basic dyes from wastewater [96].
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3.5. Effect of BC-PKS Dosage

The removal of CV by BC-PKS was studied using six different BC-PKS dosages (0.1−1.0 g) with
30 mL of CV with an initial concentration of 400 mg/L; the results are plotted in Figure 4. The percentage
removal of CV increases steadily as the BC-PKS dosage increases because of the increase in the number
of adsorption sites [97]. As the BC-PKS dosage increases from 0.1 to 1.0 g, the percentage removal
increases from 50.8% to 86.4%. Therefore, 30.9 g/L of BC-PKS dosage is required to remove 80% of
the CV. Conversely, an increased BC-PKS dose reduced the amount of CV adsorption to unit mass of
BC-PKS from 60.4 mg/g to 10.4 mg/g due to the split in the flux or the concentration gradient between
the solute concentration in solution and the solute concentration at the BC-PKS surface [79,98].
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3.6. Effect of Competitive Cations

Wastewater from industries contains various contaminants, such as, acids, bases, salts, metal ions,
and other inorganic compounds. The existence of cations in the wastewater contributes to a high
ionic strength solution [99] that may significantly impact the adsorption capacity of BC-PKS [100].
Therefore, the effect of cations including monovalent (Na+), divalent (Ca2+), and trivalent (Al3+) ions
on the adsorption of CV by BC-PKS were studied. The results as illustrated in Figure 5 demonstrates
that BC-PKS adsorption of CV decreased in the presence of Na+, Ca2+, and Al3+, indicating the impact
of the cations on the adsorption of CV by BC-PKS through a competitive sorption mechanism caused
by the reduction in the attraction between active sorption sites and CV molecules [101]. However,
the differences in the adsorption amount were more significant with the rise of cationic concentrations
because of increased competition for adsorption sites [102]. Additionally, the impact of the co-existing
cations on the CV adsorption followed the decreasing order: Al3+ - > Ca2+ > Na+ because Al3+ has a
higher valence charge than the monovalent (Na+) and divalent (Ca2+) cations [103].
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4. Conclusions

The feasibility of the agricultural by-product PKS for removing CV from textile wastewater was
investigated in this study. Kinetic studies revealed that chemisorption is the key limiting factor for the
rate of CV adsorption. The equilibrium data were better fitted to the Langmuir model, indicating that
CV adsorbed on BC-PKS as a monolayer with uniform CV molecules adsorption. Thermodynamic
studies revealed that CV adsorption to BC-PKS was a spontaneous, endothermic process with increasing
CV adsorption to BC-PKS at higher temperatures. The increase of solution pH changed the surface
charge of BC-PKS, which served favorable adsorption sites for cationic CV dyes via electrostatic
attraction. When the BC-PKS loading rate was increased, the percentage of CV removal was found to
increase due to the increase of available adsorption sites, but the adsorption capacity began to decrease
because of the decline of the flux gradient. The presence of cations in the wastewater decreased the CV
adsorption to BC-PKS because of increased competition for adsorption sites. It can be concluded that
biochar prepared from the agricultural byproduct has adequate adsorption capacity and can be used
as an efficient and cost-effective adsorbent for the removal of CV from textile wastewater.
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