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Abstract: In this study, chitosan-based composite films blended with a dextran like exopolysac-
charide derived from lactic acid bacteria were prepared using the solvent casting method. Later,
these composite films were plasticized with 1,3-propanediol (1,3-PDO) produced biologically us-
ing biodiesel derived crude glycerol. Further, their physical properties, such as tensile strength,
water vapor barrier, thermal behavior, and antioxidant properties, were tested. In comparison to
the control chitosan-exopolysaccharide films, 1,3-PDO plasticized films increased tensile strengths
(20.08 vs. 43.33 MPa) with an elongation percentage (%E) of 20.73, which was two times more than the
control films. As a polymer composite, the Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectrum displayed the
characteristic peaks at 1000 cm~?, 1500 cm !, and 3000-3500 cm ! to describe the functional groups
related to chitosan, exopolysaccharide, and 1,3-PDOThe thermogravimetric analysis displayed a
significant three-step degradation at 100-105 °C, 250-400 °C, and 600 °C, where 100% of the films
were degraded. The plasticized films were observed to have enhanced water solubility (51%) and
rate of moisture absorption (193%). The plasticized films displayed enhanced physico-chemical
properties, anti-oxidant properties, and were100% biodegradable.

Keywords: chitosan; exopolysaccharides; 1,3-propanediol; plasticizer; composites

1. Introduction

Plastics have been a part of day-to-day life since the 1950s. The packaging industry is
the largest consumer of plastics. Globally, an estimate of 320 million tons of plastic are used
for food packaging from which a significant amount are converted to waste. These synthetic
polymers (plastics) are durable, non-degradable, and cannot be eliminated from usage.
These plastic wastes from various sources were found to be accumulated, resulting in
growing landfills. If burned, the gases emitted have greenhouse effects and are prone
to air pollution. These non-degradable plastics also become an extreme threat to natural
resources, mostly affecting the water bodies and living beings in them. However, there are
many measures taken to recycle reusable plastics and incinerate non-reusable plastics. Still,
the percentage of waste tackling through these measures is not enough compared to the
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rate of production and consumption. Hence, with increased population growth and market
demand for plastics, along with the limitation of non-renewable (petroleum) substrates,
there is prodigious attention and interest towards renewable sources for the production of
biopolymers or bio-plastics. Various research groups worked on the microbial synthesis
of polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHA) [1,2], and polylactic acid (PLA) [3] as a substituent
for synthetic polymers. However, these polymers have limitations to be addressed in
production yields, as well as ecological compatibility, before attaining commercial status.

Edible and biodegradable carbohydrate-based polymers composed of polysaccharides
(starch, chitosan, kefiran, pullulan, and carboxymethyl cellulose), proteins (gelatin, casein,
and soy protein) with different characteristic features (i.e., anti-microbial), and antioxidant
activity were considered as suitable and sustainable renewable alternatives for petroleum-
derived plastics [4,5]. In these polysaccharides, starch was widely used for bio-plastics
production but the starch polymer has various limitations, such as retrogradation dur-
ing storage, i.e., reorganizing of the amylose and amylopectin structure resulting in new
crystalline structures. Eventually, the characteristic properties of the starch polymer is
changed [5]. However, the heteropolymer chitosan is also well known for the film-forming
property. Chitin is the most abundant heteropolysaccharide after cellulose is found in this
nature. Discovered in 1811 by French professor Henri Braconnot, chitin has more environ-
mentally friendly characteristics, as it is biocompatible and biodegradable [6]. Chitosan is
the deacetylated derivative of chitosan heteropolymer. Chitin and chitosan are random
copolymers of N-acetyl-D-glucosamine (NAG) and D-glucosamine (NG), linked by (3-(1-4)
glycosidic bonds. Chitin heteropolysaccharide have predominant NAG units and NG units
for chitosan in the polymeric chains [6]. Chitin can be obtained from insects/crustacean
shells and few fungal cell walls [6]. Either through enzymatic or chemical deacetylation,
chitin can be converted to chitosan. When the deacetylation of chitosan reached 50%
(based on polymer), the solubilized form in the aqueous acidic media becomes chitosan.
The solubilization occurs due to protonation of the NH2 functional group, which can be
observed on the 2nd carbon position on the NG repeat units. The polycationic behavior of
chitosan (R-NHj3") after the deacetylation (R-NH-Co-CH3) provides a good film-forming
property to the polymer and also increases water solubility [7]. To stabilize the polycationic
chitosan, counter ions either in the form of lactic, acetic, or formic acid were required
to stabilize the film. The film properties can be increased by the addition of plasticizers
such as glycerol, isosorbide, and sorbitol, or antioxidants such as tocopherol and ferulic
acid. The importance of chitosan being used as film-forming component is due to its
biodegradable and biocompatible nature, along with its ease in solubility and non-toxicity.
Chitosan has profound applications in biomedicine (i.e., burn and wound dressings), food,
cosmetics (i.e., hair and skincare), pharmaceuticals (i.e., encapsulating agent), agricul-
ture (i.e., biopesticide), and wastewater treatment (i.e., bio-flocculent) [8].

1,3-propanediol (1,3-PDO), a monomer derived from glycerol or corn glucose, has re-
cently gained importance in the building of polymers, especially polyester, polytrimethy-
lene terephthalate (PTT) formed by transesterification of 1,3-PDO, and terephthalic acid.
Being structurally similar to glycerol despite the lack of one hydroxyl (-OH) group at the
2nd carbon, this monomer has the properties to plasticize the composite films.

The chitosan films are rigid and require plasticizers to reduce the frictional forces
between the adjacent polymer chains. Mostly chitosan films can be used in packaging.
During the synthesis of biodegradable plastics for packaging, the main characteristics to
be considered are mechanical strength, transparency, flexibility, gases, and water vapor
permeability [5,9-13]. The ideal green plasticizers used for improving the physicochemical
properties of the biopolymers should be non-toxic, miscible with the polymer, efficient in
improving the strength, resistance to leaching, and low cost. Various bio-plasticizers
reported were isosorbide, glycerol, sugar alcohols, citrate, castor oil, and fatty esters [14].

This research aimed to demonstrate and create awareness of the simple and effi-
cient green synthesis of transparent and high-performance CEPS (chitosan exopolysaccha-
ride) and CEPS-PDO (1,3-propanediol plasticized chitosan exopolysaccharide) plasticized
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biodegradable composite films that can be used in the packaging industry. Moreover,
this research examined the influence of 1,3-propanediol as a green plasticizer compared to
commercially available plasticizers. The characterization of these films revealed the unique
properties and competitiveness with commercial synthetic plastics.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

Chitosan has a molecular weight of 3800-20,000 Da (Daltons) and a >75% degree
of deacetylation. This was procured from Hi-media Labs, Mumbai, India. Dextrans, i.e.,
EPS (exopolysaccharides), with an average molecular weight of 2380 KDa was used for
composite blends and purified from food-grade lactic acid bacterium at the Microbial
Processing and Technology Division, CSIR-National Institute for Interdisciplinary Science
and Technology [15]. 1,3-propanediol was used as the plasticizer and was produced and
purified via the methods described in our previous work [16-18].

2.2. Film Formation

The films were made using solvent evaporation or the solvent casting method [19,20].
At first, a 1% v/v acetic acid solution was prepared using glacial acetic acid and distilled
water. Later, a known amount (2% w/v) of chitosan was added and mixed using a magnetic
stirrer until the solution was clear. The solution was degassed using Elma ultrasonic soni-
cator. The viscous chitosan solution was poured into casting trays made of polyethylene
terephthalate films. For the composite blend films, 1:1 w/w ratio of dextran, i.e., exopolysac-
charide (2% w/v) solution, was added to the chitosan solution before degassing. For the
plasticized CEPS composite films, 0.5:1 w/w of the 1,3-propanediol to the whole polymer
(chitosan + EPS) was added before degassing and, later, the degassed solutions were poured
into different casting trays and incubated at 40 °C overnight (Supplementary Figure S1).
The films thus obtained were used for further characterization.

2.3. Characterization of the Films
2.3.1. Film Thickness and Tensile Strength

The thickness of the film was measured using a screw gauge. The value for the
thickness measurement used for tensile strength calculations was obtained by measuring
the thickness of the film samples at three positions along the length of 20 x 110 mm
films. The values were used to calculate the film’s tensile strength. The precision of the
thickness measurements was £5%. The tensile strength of the material was tested using
the Universal Testing Instrument Model H5KS (Tinius Olsen, Horsham, Pennsylvania,
PA, USA) fitted with a 100 N static load cell, with a crosshead speed of 50 mm/min,
and extension of 100 mm. The initial grip separation was 50 mm, according to the standard
testing method (ASTM 1995). The films were cut into strips 10 mm wide and 110 mm
long; they were mounted between cardboard grips (40 mm x 30 mm) using an adhesive to
perform the experiment.

2.3.2. Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM)

The study was employed using JSM-5600 LV scanning electron microscope of JEOL,
Tokyo, Japan. To understand the surface morphology of the edges of the broken films
obtained after tensile strength analysis. The dried samples were mounted on a metal stub
and sputtered with gold to make the sample conductive. The images were taken at an
accelerating voltage of 10 kV.

2.3.3. Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)

The monomeric composition of these composite blended films was characterized
using FTIR spectra recorded using a Shimadzu IR Tracer 100 Fourier transform infrared
spectrophotometer (Shimadzu, Kyoto, Japan).
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2.3.4. Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA)

The thermal behaviors of the films were studied via thermogravimetric analysis using
a TG-DTA 6200 (SII Nano-technology Inc., Tokyo, Japan). The substance (9.0 mg) was
subjected to a temperature range of 30-300 °C under a normal atmosphere at a rate of
15 °C/min and the corresponding weight loss was determined.

2.3.5. UV-Vis Spectroscopy

The composite blend films were cut into 20 mm x 20 mm square pieces and were
subjected to solid state UV-Visible spectroscopy using a Shimadzu 2100 UV-Visible spec-
trophotometer. The absorbance and transmittance of these composite films were recorded
from 300 nm to 800 nm. The transparency of the film played a crucial role in the acceptabil-
ity of the film for food packaging uses, thus making this test important.

2.3.6. Wide-Angle X-ray Diffraction (WAXD)

To understand the X-ray diffraction pattern of these composite films, which elucidate
the information regarding the structural properties and intermolecular bonding nature,
WAXD measurements were carried out using a XEUSS SAXS/WAXS system using a Genix
micro source from Xenocs. The methodology followed for the measurement and sample
preparation was done according to the report by Nagendra et al. [21].

2.3.7. Water Transfer Rate of Blend Films

The water transfer rate of the chitosan dextran blend films (control and with the
addition of ferulic acid) was tested according to the ASTM E96 method, specifically the wet
cup method. The test involved the addition of 10 mL deionized water to a 150 mL screw
cap bottle and which was sealed using a hollow cap and paraffin wax. The setup was then
transferred to a desiccator’s chamber with dry silica gel. The weights of each screw cap
bottle were recorded every two hours and the loss in weight of the water from the vessels
was ultimately used to calculate the water transfer rate for each film.

2.3.8. Antioxidant Activity

Biopolymers or composite films with antioxidant or hydrogen peroxide radical scav-
enging activity would be an added benefit for food and packaging applications. The antiox-
idant activity of chitosan exopolysaccharide blend composite films (CEPS) and plasticized
composite films (CEPSPDO) was carried out using hydrogen peroxide radical scavenging
assay [22] with slight modifications. The methanol extract of composite films was carried
out by adding 500 mg film pieces in 15 mL methanol and sonicating the mixture for 2 h.
Then, the mixture was centrifuged to collect the supernatant. To perform the assay, the so-
lution of 40 mM of 30% hydrogen peroxide was prepared using a 50 mM phosphate buffer
(pH 7.4). After the incubation of methanolic extract, 500 pL of the supernatant was added
to 3 mL of assay mixture and incubated at 37 °C for 10 min. Later, absorbance was noted
at 230 nm using a Shimadzu UV spectrophotometer. Moreover, 50 mM phosphate buffer
without any added hydrogen peroxide was used as a blank. The antioxidant activity was
measured using Equation (1).

H,0O; radical antioxidant activity (%) = [1 — (Asample / Acontro)] X 100 1

Agample: Absorbance of sample.
Acontrol: Absorbance of control.

2.3.9. Moisture Content

As the known characteristic of a biopolymer, the composite films may absorb moisture
from the surrounding environment. The amount of moisture absorbed by the film from
the surrounding environment occurred until equilibrium was attained for the moisture
content of the films. In this study, CEPS and CEPSPDO composite film moisture content
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was measured by drying the 20 mm x 20 mm square pieces of films in an oven at 105 °C
until constant weight was attained. The initial weight of the film was denoted as A; and
the final dry weight as Ay. The moisture content was calculated using Equation (2).

) A — A
Moisture content % = — x 100 2)
i

2.3.10. Water Absorption

The water absorption capacity of the composite films was determined by immersing
the dried films with weight Ay obtained from the above experiment, in 50 mL distilled water.
An increase in weight was monitored over a while until a constant weight was observed.
After attaining the level of saturation, the final weight of the sample was recorded and
denoted as Ay. The water absorption capacity of the composite film was measured using
Equation (3).

Aw — Ay
Af

Water absorption % = x 100 3)

2.3.11. Film Solubility

The monomers used in the preparation of these blend films were of biological origin
and thus could be easily miscible in water. Therefore, the percentage of weight loss of films
was measured by observing the solubility. To determine the water solubility of the films,
the films were cut into 20 mm x 20 mm square pieces and kept in a vacuum desiccator
to remove the moisture content and then the initial weight of the sample was noted as
F;. Later, the film pieces were immersed in 50 mL distilled water and kept overnight at
room temperature. The samples were dried at 105 °C until a constant weight was attained
and the final weight was recorded as F. The percentage solubility of composite films was
measured using Equation (4).

F
Film solubility (%) = ’Tf x 100 )

i
2.3.12. Biodegradability of Composite Films

Though the composite films synthesized in this study used the polymers and monomers
derived from a biological origin—such as chitosan from shrimp shell waste, EPS from a
food-grade lactic acid bacterium, and 1,3-propanediol produced from a Lactobacillus brevis
N1E9.3.3 strain using biodiesel derived crude glycerol—it would be appropriate to prove
that these bio-composite films could be degraded in a natural environment without causing
any damage to the natural ecosystem. Here, we made a compost soil using vermicompost
and biogas reactor digestate. Later, CS films and CEPSPDO films of 1.0 g weight were
placed inside the soil and incubated at room temperature to observe the decrease in weight
for the films.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Film Casting, as Well as Physical and Mechanical Characteristics

Intact and transparent chitosan (CS), chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and plasti-
cized chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) films were obtained via the solvent casting
method (Figure 1). CS and CEPS films were fragile compared to CEPSPDO films, as the
plasticizer 1,3-propanediol imparted flexible characteristics to the film.

The functionality of a plasticizer can be explained as a molecule with lesser molecular
weight and weakened intermolecular interactions between the polymeric chains, thus re-
sulting in a less dense structure with an increased elongation percentage. The physical
properties of the above mentioned films are summarized in Table 1. It was observed
that the addition of exopolysaccharides to the chitosan solution decreased the tensile
strength, the force of elongation, and elongation percentage. However, by adding the
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plasticizer to the exopolysaccharide blended chitosan films, all properties were found
to increase by 39.19% for tensile strength, decrease by 67.38% for the max elongation
force, and increase by 94% for the elongation percentage. This was observed as a result of
plasticizing chitosan exopolysaccharide blends in comparison to chitosan films. Even the
phenomenon was attributed to physical imaging of broken corners in films obtained af-
ter mechanical testing (Figure 2). CS films (Figure 2A) have a homogenous appearance
and CEPS films (Figure 2B) look a little fragile and less compact. The plasticization with
50% 1,3-propanediol (Figure 2C) in the cross-section of the films looks compact, elastic,
and flexible. Even in the literature, hydrophilic plasticizers such as glycerol, ethylene glycol,
and polyethylene glycol resulted in brittle films. However, 1,3-PDO plasticized composite
films were observed to be intact [23]. Because the CSEPS films were fragile without plasti-
cizers, further physiochemical characterization experiments were carried out using CS and
CEPSPDO films.

(A) (B)

Figure 1. (A) Chitosan (CS) film; (B) plasticized chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) film.

Table 1. Mechanical characteristics of the composite films obtained using the universal testing
instrument model H5KS (Tinius Olsen, Horsham, PA, USA) (ASTM 1995).

Film Tensile Max Force Elongation Thickness Width
MPa N % mm mm
CSs 31.13 39.85 10.64 0.05 20
CEPS 20.08 12.85 10.00 0.05 20
CEPSPDO 43.33 13.00 20.73 0.05 20

CEPS film plasticization was done using 1,3-PDO, which increased the tensile stress
from 20.08 to 43.33 MPa (Figure 3). On the contrary, pure chitosan films were observed to
have TS 31.13 MPa, which was similar to earlier studies by Zeynep Kalaycioglu et al. [24].
The chitosan and blend films showed a linear stress-strain curve as reported in earlier
studies [25]. Initially, the CEPS films were brittle, but plasticization improved the interac-
tion between the two polymers chitosan and EPS. Even the interactions between free OH
groups in PDO and NHj groups of chitosan contributed to improvements in tensile stress
and elongation percentage (Table 1). Although glycerol was used as a plasticizer in the
previous studies, we observed that glycerol plasticized chitosan films, decreased tensile
strength, and, in comparison to 1,3-PDO, improved the film forming properties of chitosan
and exopolysaccharide.
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Figure 2. SEM images of composite blend films (A) chitosan (CS), (B) chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and (C) chitosan
EPS/1,3-PDO (CEPSPDO).
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Figure 3. Stress-strain curves of composite blend films chitosan (CS), chitosan exopolysaccharide
(CEPS), and chitosan EPS and 1,3-PDO (CEPSPDO).

3.2. Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)

The FTIR spectrum analyzed the free functional groups present in the molecule to
understand the change in the structure after synthesizing the composite films. In Figure 4,
we observed the IR spectrum of CS, CEPS, and CEPSPDO films. A strong band in the
region 3000-3500 cm ! corresponded to N-H and O-H bonds, as well as intramolecular
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hydrogen bonding. The characteristic bands close to 3000 cm ™! indicated that C-H were
symmetrical and asymmetrical. These peaks were characteristic of a typical polysaccharide.
A distinguishing peak of 1500 cm ™! corresponded to residual N-acetyl groups (1645 cm ™!
(C=0 stretching of amide I and 1325 cm~! C—N stretching of amide IIT)), which were
observed in CS, CEPS, and CEPSPDO films. In the control chitosan film, a characteristic
band at 1589 cm~! corresponded to N-H bending of primary amine. However, in test
films, the peak was not prominent and there was a possibility of overlap with other bands.
The two adjacent bands after 1325 cm~!, 1423 cm~!, and 1375 cm~! represented CH,
bending and CH; symmetry. The band close to 1000 cm ! corresponded to C-O stretching.
The dextran like exopolysaccharide had repeating units of glucose, which had major -OH
groups correspond to a band in the region at 3000-3500 cm~!. CH-groups had a symmetry
and asymmetry close to 3000 cm~!. Similarly, the plasticizer 1,3-propanediol structurally
consisted of -OH groups and —-CH symmetric regions [26,27].

——CEPS

(O]

o

(=

]

= —cs

2 —— CEPS-PDO
&

l—

4000 3000 2000 1000
Wavenumber (cm™')

Figure 4. FTIR Spectra of chitosan (CS), chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and plasticized chitosan
exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) films. The upper arrow corresponds to a peak at 1645 cm~! and the
down arrow corresponds to a peak at 1325 cm 1.

3.3. UV-Vis Spectroscopy

In FTIR, we understood the presence of various chemical functionalities for CS and
other blend composite films. In UV-Vis spectrum, we determined the presence of inter-
and intra-covalent and non-covalent interactions in the monomers of composite films.
The covalent interactions were detected in the presence of organic molecules that absorbed
light at a particular wavelength (Figure 5). Those chemical entities in all the films lacked
extended chemical bonds, and it appeared to be transparent from 400 nm to 800 nm.
Chitosan is composed of randomly distributed D-glucosamine and N-acetyl-D-glucosamine,
which contains only covalent bonds. Therefore, organic molecules capable of absorbing
light at a particular wavelength match well with previous reports. In Figure 5, we observed
no significant optical bands in the spectra from 350-800 nm. By chemical modification
with exopolysaccharide and 1,3-PDO, the optical density was enhanced in the range of
300-350 nm, which was also well supported by the literature. As a result, the CEPSPDO
film appeared to be opaque in nature [28,29].
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Figure 5. UV-absorbance spectra of chitosan (CS), chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and plasticized
chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) films.

3.4. Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA)

The TGA analysis of CS, CEPS, and CEPSPDO films were carried out to understand
the thermal stability and degradation pattern in response to a temperature increase from
30-800 °C at a rate of 10 °C/min. The TGA pattern of films CS (A), CEPS (B), and CEP-
SPDO (C), are represented in Figure 6. The pattern of thermal degradation in all the films
were similar because of the bonding in chitosan and exopolysaccharides, and even the
presence of CH,OH groups in chitosan, exopolysaccharide, and 1,3-propanediol. With re-
gard to the three patterns in the degradation pattern, the initial loss rose to 100-105 °C,
which represents the removal of water molecules and other volatiles. Until the second mass
loss from 250400 °C, the films were observed to be stable. The second degradation step
corresponded to the amine group’s degradation for the chitosan polymer. The film was
unstable and there was a gradual decrease in the film’s mass when the temperature reached
600 °C, wherein 100% degradation of the film was observed (Figure 5). The observed results
were compared with previous studies using glycerol as the plasticizer. The addition of
glycerol as the plasticizer did not have a significant influence on thermal stability. However,
1,3-PDO improved the thermal stability over 50 °C [30].

3.5. Wide- and Small-Angle X-ray Scattering (WAXS/SAXS)

X-ray diffraction analyses are widely used to characterize packing order and crys-
tallinity of materials in all forms. The characteristic X-ray scattering peaks for chitosan
films (CS) align with those in the literature [28], where a broad diffraction in the range
of 20-21° has been shown due to its intermolecular hydrogen bonding and other van
der Waals interactions for polymer chains. A noticeable diffraction peak at 26 of 9-10°
(Figure 7) was believed to occur for a better-ordered arrangement in CS compared to other
composite films. Overall, the pattern of the spectrum proved that there was an absence of
crystalline structures in the composite films. Three CS, CEPS, and CEPSPDO films were
amorphous in structure, and the large area between 20 of 10-30° represented the films’
moisture content. Although chitosan is semi-crystalline, the composite films prepared are
amorphous, which may be due to the solvent casting method’s reorganization. Our results
were in agreement with several chitosan and other synthesized composite films [31-35].
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Figure 6. Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA) and Derivative thermogravimetric DTG spectrum of (A) chitosan (CS),
(B) chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and (C) plasticized chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) films.
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Figure 7. X-ray diffraction patterns of chitosan (CS), chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPS), and plasti-
cized chitosan exopolysaccharide (CEPSPDO) composite films.



Sustain. Chem. 2021, 2 59

3.6. Water Vapor Transfer Rate

In food (dry and fresh) packaging, the packing materials act as a barrier between the
surrounding environment and the packed food. The phenomenon plays a major role with
regard to moisture content, i.e., if the barrier is easily accessible for the moisture then the
dry food may lose the moisture into the environment, thus causing deterioration of material
and quality. However, in our studies (Table 2), the water vapor transfer rate between the
chitosan and plasticized chitosan exopolysaccharide films was shown to have fewer values
compared to the results presented by Priyadarshi et al. [31]. Priyadarshi et al. found
promising results for plasticized and cross-linked the chitosan films using glycerol and
citric acid. Moreover, Reddy et al. found that 1,3-PDO was a better plasticizer than glycerol.

Table 2. Physiochemical, water vapor transfer rate, and antioxidant activity of chitosan, plasticized chitosan, and ex-
opolysaccharide composite blend films.

Film Type Physiochemical Properties
: 1 Antioxidant Water Vapor
X
Moisture Content AI\I;IOISh:.r N S lF lblfi't Arcltil‘(/)itl ?;) Transfer Rate
(%) sorption olubility y (%o (g/m?/d)
(%) (%)
CS 8.42 137.17 19.15 40.1 429.6
CEPSPDO 10.30 193.91 51.48 28.6 424.8

3.7. Anti-Oxidant Activity

The Fenton reaction—in which hydrogen peroxide can be oxidized to release hydroxyl
group radicals—occurs when hydrogen peroxide enters biological cells by crossing the
barrier membrane and causing cell cytotoxicity. Antioxidants are a group of synthetic or bio-
derived chemical components that prevent the oxidizing property of hydrogen peroxide.
In the food packaging industry, packaging materials with antioxidant properties have an
advantage because they prevent food oxidation. From the observed results between the
chitosan films, plasticized chitosan, and exopolysaccharide films, 28.6% (Table 2) reduced
oxidative activity. The reason for reduced activity was due to lower concentrations of
chitosan in CEPSPDO films. However, there are earlier works that found that antioxidant
activity for plasticized films can be improved by incorporating cross-linkers such as citric
acid [31], ferulic acid, and palmitic acid. Similarly, the addition of Eucalyptus globulus
essential oils in chitosan films resulted in 60% antioxidant activity [22], yet the cost of film
production is uneconomical to use these essential oils. Therefore, utilization of bio-derived
monomers and polymers such as 1,3-PDO, exopolysaccharide, and chitosan are a preferred
alternative to petrochemical-derived plastics [33].

3.8. Moisture Content, Moisture Absorption, and Film Solubility

The polymers used in CS and CEPSPDO films, chitosan, and exopolysaccharides can
interact with water molecules due to the presence of hydroxyl groups and amine groups.
Because there is no chemical reaction between these polymers, the free hydroxyl groups
and amine groups are available for hydrogen bonding between the polymer and water
molecules, which was confirmed by an increase in 22.32% moisture content and 41.36%
moisture absorption rate. Even the explanation was in acceptance with film solubility, i.e.,
51.48% of CEPSPDO films were soluble in water, compared to 19.15% of chitosan films
(Table 2). This is a huge advantage for composite blend films. When the composite films
were immersed in water, the polymer components absorbed the water molecules, resulting
in the loosening of a compact polymer matrix. Other components, such as EPS and 1,3-PDO,
are easily miscible in water. Thus, these components were released from the composite film,
resulting in higher solubility. These days, the threat of petrochemical-derived plastics in the
aquatic ecosystem is often discussed, especially as to whether or not these plastics can be
replaced with bio-composite blend materials. If they can be, then a massive environmental
disaster will be avoided [30,33-36].
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3.9. Biodegradability of Composite Films

Knowing the environmental impact of petroleum-derived plastics on the natural
ecosystem, chitosan, chitosan exopolysaccharide, and plasticized chitosan exopolysaccha-
ride composite films show biodegradation pattern in the natural environment, where soil
compost was prepared using vermicompost soil and dried biogas digestate. Soil compost
was then transferred into disposable water cups and 1.0 g weighed films were kept in
the soil and incubated for a week at room temperature. Because biogas digestate is a
rich source of aerobic and anaerobic microorganisms, and vermicompost serves as a rich
nitrogen source, all films degraded 100%, and there was no sign of any composite blend
film particles after incubation.

4. Conclusions

Biodegradable 1,3-PDO plasticized chitosan exopolysaccharide composite films were
prepared using a simple solvent casting method. The physical and structural character-
ization revealed that the incorporation of 1,3-propanediol as a plasticizer increased the
flexibility of CEPS films. The stability of the films were studied using a TGA analysis and
observed a complete degradation at 600 °C. The physico-chemical properties of CEPSPDO
films were observed to be superior to the neat chitosan films. The CEPSPDO film has a
lesser water transfer rate (424.8 g¢/m?/d) and higher water solubility (51%) than CS films
and glycerol, which is a well-known plasticizer for biodegradable films. In this study,
we observed a novel plasticizer: 1,3-PDO. With the observed thermal, mechanical, physical,
and biodegradable properties, the 1,3-PDO plasticized composite blend films showed rec-
ognizable eco-friendly characteristics unlike commercial petrochemical packaging material
used in food industries.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https:/ /www.mdpi.com/2673-407
9/2/1/4/s1, Figure S1: Flow chart of film synthesis by solvent evaporation or solvent casting method.
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