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Abstract  

This work aims to understand how properties of modified aluminosilicate geomaterials 

influence the antibacterial performance of nanocomposites when prepared with bimetallic 

nanoparticles (NPs). Copper/Silver (Cu/Ag) bimetallic NPs were synthesized in the presence of 

imogolite (Imo), montmorillonite (Mtt) or zeolite (Zeo) using a simple one-pot method, and 

characterized for their crystal phases, micro- and nano-morphologies, particle size, elemental 

composition and electrophoretic mobility. The antibacterial activity was evaluated through 

minimum inhibition concentration assays of NPs and nanocomposites for Gram (-) Escherichia 

coli, and Gram (+) Staphylococcus aureus bacteria. Deposition of metallic Cu0, Ag0 and cuprite 

nanoparticles was confirmed in Zeo_Cu/Ag and Imo_Cu/Ag nanocomposites, whereas only Cu0 

and Ag0 were identified in Mtt_Cu/Ag. The bimetallic NPs were more uniformly distributed on Zeo 

and Mtt than Imo. A particle size of 28.1 ± 5.0 nm, 9.4 ± 2.3 nm, 10.1 ± 1.7 nm and 12 ± 1.3 nm 

was determined for Cu/Ag NPs, Imo_Cu/Ag, Mtt_Cu/Ag, and Zeo_Cu/Ag, respectively. The 

release rate of Cu and Ag from Zeo_Cu/Ag was higher than pristine Cu/Ag NPs and other two 

nanocomposites. The antimicrobial action of bimetallic NPs and nanocomposites were dose-

dependent in relation to the concentration of concerned materials and their stability in the medium. 

The physicochemical characteristics of Zeo resulted in a homogeneous distribution, and low 

oxidation and agglomeration of Cu/Ag NPs, consequently increasing the antibacterial activity. 

Results of this work highlight the benefits of using geomaterial support to achieve high 

antibacterial activity of bimetallic NPs, which could help reduce the consumption of pure Cu/Ag 

salts in NP-based antibacterial applications.  

Keywords: Antibacterial activity; Cu/Ag bimetallic nanoparticles; Imogolite; Montmorillonite; 

Supported-nanoparticles; Zeolite. 
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1. Introduction 

The antibacterial properties of metal and metal oxide (Ag, Cu, CuO, TiO2, MgO, ZnO) 

nanoparticles (NPs) have received a widespread attention in recent years due to their capacity to 

serve as an alternative to conventional antibiotics for controlling pathogens 1,2. The small size and 

high surface to volume ratio of NPs allow them to closely interact with bacterial cells, resulting in 

a higher antibacterial activity than the parent compound due to particle-mediated effects 3–5. The 

high surface area of small particles also enhances the release of free metal ions from metal and 

metal oxide NPs, which contributes to bacterial inactivation 6. The bactericidal mechanisms of 

NPs can be multi-fold, including the effects associated with oxidative stress induction, or non-

oxidative mechanisms, such as the association of bacterial membranes and NPs through 

electrostatic attraction 7–9. Often, these mechanisms act together to lead to bacterial inactivation. 

The specific mechanisms, however, depend on the properties and composition of the NPs 

concerned as well as their mode of exposure. 

In particular, NPs made of Cu have been highlighted as promising antibacterial 

nanomaterials because of their potency against several microbial species, including Gram (+) and 

Gram (-) bacteria 10–12. Although the mechanisms of antibacterial action are not fully elucidated, it 

is believed that Cu NPs can interact with the bacterial membrane and cause cell damage and 

bacterial inactivation 11,13. The disruption of bacterial membranes and cell walls is associated with 

redox processes that occur between NPs and bacteria 7. However, the oxidation of Cu NPs could 

result in a decrease in antibacterial activity by decreasing their reducing ability when interacting 

with bacterial surfaces 14. Oxidation of metallic NPsꞌ surface results in a conformational change 

in the NPs by forming a surface oxide layer. The spontaneous oxidation of Cu in the presence of 

atmospheric oxygen is thermodynamically favored, with ∆𝐺º= -130.12 kJ/mol and ∆𝐺º = -150.36 
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kJ/mol for Cu2O and CuO, respectively. To solve this problem and improve the antibacterial 

property of metallic NPs, Lee et al. 15 proposed to incorporate a second metal on the structure, 

generating bimetallic NPs. The formation of Cu-Ag bimetallic nanoalloys was observed to reduce 

the access of oxygen, thus configuring more stable structures 16,17 and allowed for a slower 

release of ions than in monometallic conditions, both of which favored a synergy of action between 

the two metals 18–21. However, the stability and size distribution of bimetallic NPs were found to 

be difficult to control, which impaired their antibacterial performance 22.   

Immobilization of NPs on inert and stable materials, such as carbon nanomaterials 16, 

nanofibers 23,24, nanocellulose 25, silica nanotubes 21 or clay minerals 26 could prevent aggregation 

and preserve the antibacterial activity of NPs. In addition, the use of a support material during the 

synthesis of antimicrobial composites has the advantages of allowing for more precise size 

control, homogeneous distribution of NPs on the surface, or by acting as the reducing agents 

during NPs nucleation 27. For example, Cu or Ag NPs supported on graphene oxide sheets, as a 

support for nucleation and stabilization, were found to have higher antimicrobial activity than the 

metallic particles alone 28,29. The higher antimicrobial performance was attributed to a highest  

release of metal ions and a better stabilization of the metallic NPs 28,30. Kim et al. 31 reported that 

the incorporation of Ag NPs on SiO2, using a Stöber method to immobilize Ag on the SiO2 surface, 

provided high antibacterial property of the composite material, which was related to the improved 

dispersion of NPs on the inorganic substrate that reduced aggregation of Ag NPs and enhanced 

the antibacterial performance. Natural clay minerals (e.g., montmorillonite, halloysite) also 

possess several properties desirable for their use as a support during NP synthesis, such as high 

chemical and mechanical stability, varied surface and structural properties, high specific surface 

area, and good stability in aqueous media. Because of the natural availability and low cost, the 



 6 

aluminosilicate geomaterials represent an excellent alternative to more expensive engineered 

materials, such as graphene, for the fabrication of antibacterial composites 32. 

Aluminosilicate geomaterials such as montmorillonite (Mtt), imogolite (Imo), and zeolite 

(Zeo) have marked differences in their chemical composition, structure, and surface chemistry 

that provides support matrices for a wide variety of composite materials with different 

physicochemical properties, such as size, surface area, hydrophobicity, and surface charge. For 

example, Mtt is an expandable 2:1 type clay mineral whose laminar organization is characterized 

by two tetrahedral layers of silica and a central octahedral layer of alumina. Mtt has a net negative 

surface charge as a consequence of the isomorphic substitution of Si and Al in the layered 

structure occurred during the clay mineral formation. On the other hand, Imo is a nanotubular 

aluminosilicate presenting a high pH sensitivity to surface charge due to the aluminum groups 

(Al2-OH and Al-OH) predominating on the outer surface, and silanol groups (Si-OH) on the 

inner surface.  Zeolite is a highly crystalline microporous aluminosilicates that, when dehydrated, 

form channels or pores with dimensions between 3 to 10 Å. The surface functional groups (Si-

OH and Al-OH) of Zeo provide some reactivity to pH variation, generally with an acidic isoelectric 

point (IEP). The three geomaterials above have different SiO2/Al2O3 ratios, a parameter that 

determines their hydrophobicity (e.g., Mtt > Zeo > Imo) 33,34. The differences in hydrophobicity of 

the geomaterials would have a critical role in the behavior of NP-geomaterial composites and 

influence the bio-physicochemical interactions between the composite materials and biological 

systems. 

In this study, we employed a simple one-pot synthesis method for bimetallic Cu/Ag NPs 

supported on three different geomaterials (Mtt, Imo and Zeo). This work aims to understand how 

the properties of the supporting geomaterials influence the antibacterial performance of 
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nanocomposites prepared with bimetallic NPs. The physicochemical properties of the different 

Cu/Ag NP-geomaterial composite materials, their ion release capacity in different media, and their 

antimicrobial activity as measured by minimum inhibition concentration towards Gram (-) 

(Escherichia coli) and Gram (+) (Staphylococcus aureus) bacteria were subsequently studied. 

This systematic approach will provide useful information on the optimal properties that enhance 

the antimicrobial capabilities of geomaterial-based nanocomposites. 

 

2. Experimental Section 

2.1. Reagents 

All reagents were purchased and used as received from Sigma-Aldrich Co. LLC (St. Louis, 

MO, USA): copper (II) chloride hexahydrate (CuCl2·6H2O; 99%), sodium borohydride (NaBH4; 

97%), aluminum chloride (AlCl3; 99%), ammonia aqueous (NH4OH. ACS reagent, 28 - 30%) and 

high purity silver nitrate (AgNO3; ACS reagent, 99%). The Mtt clay mineral was acquired from 

Sigma-Aldrich and the Imo clay minerals was prepared using tetraethyl orthosilicate, (Si(OC2H5)4; 

99.995 %, Sigma-Aldrich), sodium hydroxide (NaOH; 99.996 %, Merck), and aluminium nitrate 

nonahydrate (Al(NO3)3·9H2O; 99.998 %, Merck) 35. A natural Zeo, collected from a Chilean mine 

located at 36° 16′ S and 71° 40′ W, was ground, sieved through a 2 mm sieve and used in this 

study. HPLC grade ethanol was used as organic solvent and double-distilled water was used to 

prepare all the samples. Mueller-Hinton broth for bacterial inhibition experiments (MHB) was 

purchased from BiosChile (Difco). ASTM Artificial Seawater were purchased from Lake Products 

Company, USA. 
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2.2 Synthesis of Bimetallic Nanoparticles and Composite Materials 

2.2.1. Synthesis of Cu/Ag Bimetallic NPs  

Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs were prepared by a one-pot synthesis using NaBH4 as a reducing 

agent. The synthesis was carried out at room temperature in a 500-mL borosilicate glass flask 

containing 400 mL of ethanol/H2O solution (3:1) and 2.70 g CuCl2•6H2O (0.7 mol of Cu). A NaBH4 

solution in excess (1.6 M) was added drop wise with constant mechanical stirring under an N2 

atmosphere (flow rate 50 mL min-1) until a Cu/NaBH4 ratio of 0.63 was reached and a black 

precipitate was observed. Then, 0.80 g of AgNO3 (0.5 mol of Ag) was immediately added, 

resulting in a 2:1 Cu:Ag ratio. The choice of the Cu:Ag = 2:1 ratio was based on the lower Minimum 

Inhibitory Concentration (MIC) for E. coli in relation to different mass ratios of Cu and Ag used for 

the synthesis of bimetallic NPs (see Table S1). The reaction mixture was kept under agitation in 

an inert atmosphere (N2, flow rate 50 mL·min-1) for a period of 20 min. The resulting suspension 

was centrifuged at 9,000 rpm for 15 min (Sorvall RC-5C Plus, Kendro Laboratory Products, 

Connecticut, USA), and the supernatant was discarded. The black solid product was washed five 

times with an ethanol/ H2O solution (3:1) using centrifugation (9,000 rpm for 30 min) each time to 

remove excess salts. The NPs were finally stored in a N2-purged desiccator (Figure 1a). 

 

2.2.2. Synthesis of Composites 

To support the bimetallic NPs, geomaterials with different chemical reactivities as 

influenced by surface charge distribution were used, i.e., two variably charged geomaterials (Imo 

and Zeo) and one permanently charged clay mineral (Mtt). A synthetic Imo, prepared using our 

previously published procedure (Arancibia-Miranda et al., 2011) was used in this study. In brief: 

tetraethyl orthosilicate (TEOS) was added to a 5 mM aqueous solution of AlCl3 until an Al:Si ratio 
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of 2:1 was reached. Then a 0.1 M NaOH solution was added at a rate of 1.0 mL·min-1 until an 

Al:Si:OH ratio of 2:1:4 was obtained. The mixture was stirred for 60 min and then heated at 368 

K for 5 days. Once the aging process was completed, the resultant mixture was allowed to cool 

down to ambient temperature. A 0.1 M NH4OH solution was added to the above mixture, stirring 

vigorously, until a pH of about 8.0 was reached. The solid was concentrated by centrifuging the 

suspension at 9,000 rpm for 30 min, and was washed with double distilled water until the 

discarded supernatant reached an electrical conductivity of less than 0.78 S·m-1. 

Before preparing the composite materials (identified as Geomat_Cu/Ag), the geomaterials 

were homo-ionized with 0.1 M NaNO3 for one week, to eliminate cations (Ca2+ and Mg2+) that 

could hinder the Cu/Ag functionalization, and then freeze-dried. To prepare the composites with 

Imo, Mtt and Zeo, a mass ratio of Geomat: Cu: Ag = 6: 3: 1 was used. Thus, 1 g of aluminosilicate 

geomaterial was added into 500 mL methanol/water solution (3:1) and stirred for 2 h under an N2 

atmosphere (flow rate 50 mL·min-1). Then,1.340 g of CuCl2•6H2O dissolved in 400 mL of 

ethanol/H2O solution (3:1) was added. Subsequently, NaBH4 in excess (1.3% w/v) was added 

dropwise to the solution to achieve a final Cu/NaBH4 ratio of 0.63. The solution was left under 

constant agitation and sonication for 10 min, maintaining a N2 atmosphere. Then, 50 mL of a 

solution containing 0.4 g of AgNO3 was added and stirred for 20 min in the inert atmosphere. 

Finally, the product obtained (black solid) was washed and centrifuged following the same 

procedure as for the bimetallic NPs (see section 2.2.1) (Figure 1b). 
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Figure 1. Preparation schemes for (a) Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs, and (b) NP-geomaterial composites. 

 

2.3 Characterization of Synthesized NPs and Composites 

The crystalline nature of the synthesized NPs and composites was determined by XRD 

analysis using a Shimadzu XRD-6000 diffractometer (Shimadzu Corporation, Tokio, Japan) with 

graphite-monochromated CuKα radiation, using oriented aggregate sample preparation 

procedure. Samples were obtained by drying water suspensions of the respective materials on 

glass slides. Morphological characterization and high-magnification images (>5000) were 

acquired with a backscattered electron (BSE) detector on an FEI Nova Nano-SEM 200 (Oregon, 

USA) scanning electron microscope (SEM) operated at 15 kV in a high vacuum. Elemental 
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analyses were performed using an INCA X-Sight energy dispersive X-ray spectrometer (EDS). 

The transmission electron microscopy (TEM) sample preparation was carried out by dipping 

Lacey Carbon Formvar-coated copper grids (300 Square, Pelco, USA) in a diluted suspension 

(ethanol/ H2O solution (3:1) of samples. Then, the sample was dried in air prior to observation. 

Specimens were examined on a high-resolution transmission electron microscope (HRTEM) (Jeol 

JEM-2010F FE-TEM, Japan) with an accelerating voltage of 200 kV and a 0.19 nm point to point 

resolution. The isoelectric point (IEP) was determined by measuring the electrophoretic mobility 

(EM) of the particles on a Zeta Meter ZM4 apparatus (Zeta-Meter, Inc., USA). About 100 mg of 

each sample was suspended in 200 mL of a solution 1.0 mM (NaCl) background electrolyte. The 

IEP was obtained from the EM vs. pH graph as the pH at which EM = 0. 

 

2.4 Elemental Analysis of NP and Composite Materials  

The chemical composition of the geomaterials and composites after freeze-drying was 

analyzed by inductively coupled plasma atomic emission spectroscopy (ICP-AES) using a Perkin 

Elmer Optima 2000 equipment (Los Angeles, CA, USA). The samples (50 mg) were ground and 

dissolved in a mixture of 10% HNO3 (1.0 mL) and HF (1.5 mL) solutions 24 h before the 

measurement. Each sample was measured 7 times, using Certipur® standards (Merck) 

corresponding to the main elements of concern (Al, Si, Cu and Ag). 

 

2.5. Metal Release Studies   

The release of Ag and Cu ions from the composites were measured up to 24 h of 

incubation in three different media: (i) distilled water (pH = 5.8±0.2), (ii) synthetic sea water (pH = 

8.2±0.2), and (iii) Mueller-Hinton medium (pH = 7.4±0.2). Each composite (100 mg) was 
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immersed in 50 mL of the aqueous phase under continuous stirring (50 rpm). At various time 

intervals, 5 mL of release medium were sampled and the concentrations of released Ag and Cu 

ions were measured. The aliquot was dissolved with HNO3 (1.0 mL, 10 % p/v) and stirred for 24 

h, followed by ICP-AES analysis (Perkin Elmer Optima 2000) to determine total Ag and Cu 

concentrations 36. For the determination of Cu and Ag, Certipur® standards were used. The quality 

of analysis on ICP-AES was verified by running standard samples at regular intervals (every ten 

samples). Standard curves for analysis were accepted with R2 > 0.9997. 

 

2.6. Determination of Antibacterial Activity 

The bacteria E. coli (Gram (-), BW25113) and S. aureus (Gram (+), ATCC6538) 

(Universidad de Santiago of Chile) were grown at 37 °C overnight in a nutritive Müeller-Hinton 

(MHB) medium containing (mg·L−1): 2 beef extract, 17.5 casein acid hydrolysate, 1.5 starch, 17.0 

agar, along with 1000 mL of distilled water. Then, in sterile 96-well plates, different volumes of 

culture medium were added along with increasing concentrations of nanomaterials (Cu/Ag NPs 

and nanocomposites) and double-distilled water until a uniform volume (80 µL) was achieved. To 

the above suspension, 20 μL of the bacterial inoculum grown overnight and diluted to a McFarland 

= 0.5 (approximately 5 x 105 CFU·mL-1) was added. In addition, appropriate sterile controls were 

performed: Mueller-Hinton culture medium alone, and Mueller-Hinton culture medium plus 

bacterial inoculum (E coli, and S. aureus). Finally, the plates were incubated at 37°C for 24 h, and 

the absorbance at 600 nm was determined in an Elisa reader (Thermos Labsystems Multiskan 

GO Model, BioTek Instruments, Inc., USA). The concentrations of the different nanomaterials 

used were as follows: 6.25, 12.5, 25, 50 and 100 mg·L-1. Absorbance was measured at 1 h interval 

over 24 h, with time zero being the moment at which the medium was inoculated. At each 
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absorbance value, measured at 600 nm, the absorbance of the corresponding suspension of 

nanomaterials (MHB + composites) was subtracted, and growth control (MHB + inoculum) was 

considered as 100% growth of bacteria. 

Metal(loid) toxicity to microorganisms including bacteria is also often expressed as lethal 

concentration (LD50), effective concentration (EC50) or MIC. The LD50 and EC50 values represent 

the metal(loid) concentration at which the bacterial growth is reduced by 50% of the growth 

obtained for the control treatment in the absence of metal(loid) input. The MIC value represents 

the minimum metal(loid) concentration at which the bacterial growth is completely inhibited. 

The net concentration of Cu/Ag in each nanocomposite (Imo_Cu/Ag, Mtt_Cu/Ag and 

Zeo_Cu/Ag) necessary to inhibit E. coli and S aureus growth was calculated using the following 

formula (Eq. 1): 

𝑁𝐶 =
𝑀𝐼𝐶𝑥 𝑁𝑃𝑠%

100
    (𝐸𝑞. 1)         

where, NC is net concentration of Cu/Ag in each nanocomposite (mg·L-1), MIC is the minimum 

inhibition concentration of each nanocomposite necessary to inhibit bacterial growth over 24 h, 

and NPs% is the percentage of metal (Cu and Ag) present in each nanocomposite according to 

ICP-AES analysis with respect to one gram of sample (see Table 1). 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Synthesis and Characterization of NPs and Composites 

A simple one-pot synthesis method was employed for the formation of Cu-Ag bimetallic 

nanoalloys. The synthesis procedure in this study used NaBH4 as a reducing agent to achieve 

simultaneous co-reduction of both the metals20. A similar experimental protocol used earlier by 

Sepúlveda et al 37 confirmed the synthesis of bimetallic NPs with non-uniform core-shell 
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structures. The geomaterials used were structurally different and provided various amounts of 

permanent and variable charges, which conditioned the synthesis and reactivity of Cu/Ag NPs 

38,39. Ferrando et al.17 showed that, according to the chemical nature of the metals used, the 

synthesis of bimetallic NPs might depend on a number of factors. The factors that determine the 

eventual order of the bimetallic NPs formation are: relative strength of the bond, surface energy 

of the metals, relative atomic size, charge transfer, and specific electronic/magnetic effect 17. The 

formation of bimetallic NPs in this work was deduced from the XRD, SEM-EDS and TEM 

characterization results. 

 

3.1.1. X-ray Diffraction Patterns of Synthesized Materials 

The materials synthesized in this study (Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs and composites) were 

characterized with respect to their crystal phase structure using XRD. Figure 2 shows the X-ray 

diffractograms of pristine Imo, Zeo, Mtt, Cu/Ag NPs, and Geomat_Cu/Ag. The crystal structural 

conformation of bimetallic NPs allowed their diffraction planes to be sharper, giving intense 

reflections, whereas geomaterials, being a more complex structure than pure NPs, gave 

decreased signals for respective phases. The changes in reflection intensities in the patterns of 

Geomat_Cu/Ag could be due to a dilution effect, which was related to the ratio of NPs imbedded 

in different geomaterials. The diffractogram of Cu/Ag NPs identified different reflections 

associated with metallic Cu0 (at 2 = 43.3, 50.2, and 73.9), while the reflections for Ag0 were 

detected at 2 = 38.1, 44.0, 64.5 and 77.4, highlighting the interaction of Ag NPs with the 

surface of the Cu NPs due to the fact that both metals have the same structural ordering (face 

centered cubic (FCC) ordering). Few reflections associated with cuprite (Cu2O) were also 

detected with low intensity (Figure 2), likely due to a partial oxidation of Cu during the synthesis 
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of Cu/Ag NPs in the absence of geomaterials. In the diffractogram of Imo, three diffuse reflections 

were observed at 2 = 8.2, 26.5 and 40.3 as a consequence of the para-crystalline structure 

of the material, which are characteristics of a monoclinic order or hexagonal arrangement of the 

crystal structure 35. The diffractogram of Zeo indicated that the sample was an Al-mordenite type 

zeolite, with reflections at 2 = 20.0, 26.4, 27.7 and 30.8° (the corresponding d values were 4.44, 

3.38, 3.22 and 2.90 Å, respectively) 33. An impurity of quartz was detected in the Zeo sample, with 

a reflection found at 2 = 27.3. The diffractogram of Mtt showed reflections at 2 = 7.6, 22.4, 

28.4, 35.3, 37.8, 54.4 and 62,3 (d value = 12.5, 4.45, 3.34, 3.16, 2.55, 1.69 and 1.50 Å, 

respectively), which corresponded to a mixture of various minerals, including Na–Mtt 

(Na0.3(Al,Mg)2Si4O10·8H2O) (85%), muscovite (KAl2(Si3Al)O10(OH,F)2) (9%), and Illite–Mtt 

(KAl4(Si,Al)8O10(OH)4·4H2O) (6%).  

The one-pot synthesis of Cu/Ag NPs over the geomaterials significantly changed the 

diffraction patterns of the composites (Fig. 2). In the diffractogram of Imo_Cu/Ag, significant 

changes were determined in the degree of crystallinity, observing an attenuation of the Imo 

reflections, as a consequence of the functionalization process with Cu/Ag NPs. The 

functionalization of Imo with Cu/Ag NPs showed highly crystalline reflections associated with the 

presence of Cu0 and Ag0, in addition to a less intense Cu2O reflection, accounting for a partial 

oxidation of Cu0. The diffractogram of Zeo_Cu/Ag showed Cu/Ag reflections similar to those 

described for Imo_Cu/Ag, establishing the presence of crystal phases of Cu0 and Ag0 and cuprite 

(Fig. 2), with reflections at 2 = 20.0, 26.4, 27.7 and 30.8° (the corresponding d values were 4.44, 

3.38, 3.22 and 2.90 Å, respectively). In the diffractogram of Mtt_Cu/Ag, reflections associated to 

Cu0 and Ag0 and Mtt were identified, demonstrating the effectiveness of Mtt in the synthesis of 

the composite material. A displacement of reflection position from 2 = 7.6 to 8.8 (d value 11.35 
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to 9.81)  in Mtt_Cu/Ag was detected, which corresponds to the intercalation of Cu2+ or Ag+ during 

the synthesis process of Cu/Ag NPs, where the guest cations would have displaced Na+ from the 

clay interlayer, causing the basal distance to decrease, a phenomenon reported in the literature 

39,40. 
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Figure 2. XRD patterns of pristine geomaterials, bimetallic NPs and their composites. The colors 

of the arrows indicate the different crystalline phases detected (green = metallic Ag (JCDPDS No. 

04-0783); red = metallic Cu (JCDPDS No. 04-0836); black = cuprite (JCDPDS No. 05-0667), and 

blue = characteristic reflections of the geomaterials). Note: In the Imo_Cu/Ag diffractogram, the 

imogolite reflections are strongly attenuated due to the high reflection intensity of Cu/Ag NPs. 
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3.1.2. Characterization by Scanning and Transmission Electron Microscopy 

The presence of cuprite (Cu2O) was detected in Cu/Ag NPs, Imo_Cu/Ag and Zeo_Cu/Ag, but not 

in Mtt_Cu/Ag, likely due to the different structures and charge behaviors of the geomaterials. In 

Imo_Cu/Ag the small internal tube diameter (1.0 nm) might have restricted the diffusion of Cu2+ 

and Ag+ ions inside the geomaterial 41, which could happen also in Zeo_Cu/Ag due to small pore 

size of Zeo 33. Therefore, the adsorption of Cu2+ and Ag+ ions on Imo and Zeo occurred mainly on 

the external surface, where Cu of Cu/Ag NPs was subjected to partial oxidation 41. This oxidation 

phenomenon was also evident in the TEM micrographs (Fig. 4. a1, a2), where an agglomerate of 

NPs in the form of a chain was seen in the case of Cu/Ag NPs, as a consequence of the formation 

of -OH groups on the surface external of these materials, which favors interactions of the 

hydrogen bridge type 37. In contrast, the TEM image of Mtt_Cu/Ag showed sheet-like structure of 

Mtt allowing Cu2+ and Ag+ ions first to be entered in the interlayer space through cation exchange 

process and then converted to Cu0/Ag0 NPs. Protection of the NPs within the Mmt interlayer space 

restricts contact with dissolved O2 during synthesis, leading to only Cu0 (not Cu oxides) being 

found in the bimetallic NPs stabilized on Mtt 32.  

The morphology of the synthesized materials was studied by SEM and TEM. The SEM 

image of Cu/Ag NPs (Figure 3.a) showed an irregular spherical morphology for the NPs, with high 

agglomeration generated by the surface oxidation of the nanomaterials and the formation of 

cuprite, which was detected by XRD analysis. This phenomenon was further confirmed by TEM 

images (Figure 4. a1, a2), where areas of different electronic density were observed in the 

bimetallic Cu/Ag NPs, suggesting that Cu2O was likely present on the surface of these NPs. The 

NPs presented chain-like structures due to the presence of Cu2O generated during the synthesis, 
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which is thermodynamically favored 42. The particle diameter was estimated from an average of 

20 measurements (p < 0.05, t test, sample size 20 NPs) at different scales and defined by a high-

resolution analysis of the images. The average diameter of Cu/Ag NPs was determined from TEM 

photomicrographs to be 28.1 ± 5.0 nm. In the case of the composites, the geomaterial structure 

caused a decrease in the size of the bimetallic NPs immobilized on the geomaterial surfaces. In 

Figure 3.b, the SEM image of Imo_Cu/Ag revealed agglomerated Cu/Ag NPs, with a particle size 

of 9.4 ± 2.3 nm. The TEM image (Figure 4. b1, b2) showed that the distribution of Cu/Ag NPs in 

Imo was mainly at the end of the nanotubes. This behaviour had its origin in the surface charge 

of Imo, where the positive charge of Imo under the synthesis conditions formed an electrostatic 

barrier limiting homogeneous adsorption of Cu2+ and Ag+ ions on the entire Imo surface 43. The 

Cu2+ and Ag+ ions were rather adsorbed on specific surface sites at the end of the tubes 

(negatively charged) 41,44, generating attraction nuclei for NP growth. The above sites would be 

found at the edges of the nanotubes since they were the ones with the highest sensitivity to pH 

change. The SEM image of Mtt_Cu/Ag (Figure 3. c) showed that the NPs were distributed 

homogeneously on the surface of the clay mineral, suggesting greater interaction with the surface 

than in the case of Imo and Zeo. TEM analysis of Mtt_Cu/Ag (Figure 4. c1, c2) further confirmed 

the homogeneous distribution of Cu/Ag NPs on the clay mineral surface, less particle aggregation, 

and an average size of particles of 10.1 ± 1.7 nm. For the Zeo_Cu/Ag system (Figure 3. d), the 

Cu/Ag NPs were distributed with a high homogeneity on the surface of the Zeo, which could be a 

consequence of the negative surface charge that Zeo had, which will be discussed later. The size 

distribution of the Zeo_Cu/Ag, determined by TEM photomicrographs (Figure 4. d1, d2), showed 

that the Cu/Ag NPs had a diameter range of 10 to 35 nm, with a mean value of 12.2 nm. The 

differences observed between the Imo, Mtt and Zeo composites were related to the surface 
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charge of the respective geomaterial, which determined the type of interaction between the 

surface-active groups and the metal cations present. 

 

Figure 3. SEM images of Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs (a), Imo_Cu/Ag (b), Mtt_Cu/Ag (c) and Zeo_Cu/Ag 

(d). Inserts in (a) is an enlarged picture of Cu/Ag NPs structure. 

 

The characterization of different regions of the samples by SEM-EDS showed the 

presence of different elements. In Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs (Figure S1a), the EDS spectrum showed 

the presence of Cu, Ag and O, likely associated with the presence of cuprite in this material, as 

discussed above. The EDS analysis of Imo_Cu/Ag showed high percentage of metal associated 

with other elements such as Al, Si, Na (Figure S1b). The high percentage of O was associated 

with the Imo structure as well as to the oxidation of Cu/Ag NPs, while Na was associated with the 
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residual salt of precursor reagents used in the synthesis of Imo. The EDS of the Zeo_Cu/Ag 

identified elements associated with Zeo such as Si, Al, Fe, K and O, in addition to Cu and Ag 

corresponding to the functionalization of Zeo with the bimetallic NPs (Figure S1d). Likewise, in 

Mtt_Cu/Ag (Figure S1c), the EDS spectrum revealed the presence of O, Si, Al, Fe, K, Ti, Na, and 

Mg associated to Mtt, as well as Cu and Ag from bimetallic NPs. In all the materials, the 

percentage of Cu and Ag were consistent with the mass ratio Cu/Ag proposed in this work (Figure 

S1).  
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Figure 4. TEM images of Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs (a1 and a2, respectively), Imo_Cu/Ag (b1 and b2, 

respectively), Mtt_Cu/Ag (c1 and c2, respectively) and Zeo_Cu/Ag (d1 and d2, respectively). 
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3.1.3. Electrophoretic Characterization  

In order to obtain information on the surface chemistry of the different materials, the zeta 

potential (ZP) was measured as a function of pH (Figure 5). The different geomaterials were found 

to have different electrokinetic behaviors; in the case of Zeo and Mtt, the surface charge was 

negative over a wide pH range. The IEP of Zeo was observed around 2.9 while no IEP was found 

for Mtt (Figure 5a). The Imo contrasted with the other two geomaterials used in that had by a 

positive charge over a wide pH range and an IEP = 9.5, above which the surface was negatively 

charged. Under most environmentally relevant conditions, Imo will be positively charged (Figure 

5a). The Zeta potential characterization of the three geomaterials used in this study concurs with 

those reported by Arancibia-Miranda et al. 33 and by Arancibia Miranda et al. 45. In the case of 

Cu/Ag NPs, an IEP value was not observed, and the surface charge was always negative 

throughout the studied pH range (Figure 5b). The addition of Cu/Ag NPs on the geomaterials did 

not generate significant changes in the electrokinetic behavior of Zeo_Cu/Ag and Mtt_Cu/Ag, with 

only a slight increase in the ZP values of both composites compared to the pristine geomaterials 

potentially attributed to the net negative surface charge of the NPs (Figure 5b). However, for 

Imo_Cu/Ag, in addition to observing a decrease in the magnitude of the charge, the IEP value 

shifted to a more acidic pH value (IEP = 8.7). This shift may be attributed to the functional groups 

of the Cu/Ag NPs, which are more acidic than the Al-OH groups in pristine Imo (Figure 5b) 45,46.  

The ZP values of all the materials were determined in the culture medium (MHB) (pH 7.4) 

used in the antibacterial activity studies and compared with the measurements made in NaCl (1.0 

mM) as a background electrolyte. A significant decrease in the ZP value of Imo and Imo_Cu/Ag 

was observed in the MHB culture medium, where the values were 18 ± 1 mV for Imo and 13 ± 2 

mV for Imo_Cu/Ag, being approximately 50% lower than observed in NaCl. This change can be 
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related to the interaction of Imo and Imo_Cu/Ag with casein hydrolysate in MHB. Casein 

hydrolysate would be negatively charged at pH = 7.4±0.2, favoring its adsorption on the surface 

of Imo and Imo_Cu/Ag. In MHB, the ZP values of Cu/Ag_NPs, Zeo_Cu/Ag and Mtt_Cu/Ag were 

-11 ± 1, -19 ± 2, and -23 ± 1 mV, respectively, observing a decrease in the ZP values of 

composites compared to the pristine geomaterials, although not in the magnitude of ZP for 

Imo_Cu/Ag. The above variation in ZP was due to the immobilization of NPs on geomaterials and 

their chemical nature. However, since the net surface charge of Zeo and Mtt was negative, they 

did not significantly interact with casein hydrolysate in MHB, giving lesser variation of ZP values 

by their composites compared to Imo_Cu/Ag. 

 

Figure 5. Zeta potential values of geomaterials (a) and synthesized bimetallic NPs supported on 

the geomaterials (b), as affected by pH. 

 

3.2. Elemental Composition of Bimetallic NPs, Geomaterials and Composites  

The total elemental contents of the NPs, geomaterial and composite samples are 

summarized in Table 1. According to the ICP-AES analysis, the pristine Mtt and Zeo contained 4 
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to 6% of Cu, and 3 to 3.5% of Ag, respectively, due to the natural origin of these elements in the 

geomaterials. In the case of Imo, Cu and Ag were not detected, because the reagents used in 

their synthesis did not contain the concerned elements. After synthesis, the Cu and Ag content of 

the Geomat_Cu/Ag composites increased to by ~300 mg·g-1 and ~100 mg·g-1, respectively, with 

small variations based on the nature of the geomaterial support. Subtracting the background Cu 

and Ag naturally occurring in the support, the Cu/Ag particles formed on the different composites 

were found to have a Cu:Ag ratio of 3.24, 3.01, and 2.86, for Imo_Cu/Ag, Mtt_Cu/Ag, and 

Zeo_Cu/Ag, respectively. The SEM-EDS spectral analysis showed Cu:Ag ratio of 3.3, 2.8 and 2.6 

for Imo_Cu/Ag, Mtt_Cu/Ag and Zeo_Cu/Ag, respectively (Figure S1), reiterating the ICP-AES 

results. These results indicate a lower silver content for the Geomat_Cu/Ag composites than in 

the Cu/Ag NPs, which have a Cu/Ag ratio of 2.03. The difference in Cu/Ag ratio in the 

Geomat_Cu/Ag composites does not appear related to the distribution of the particles on the 

geomaterial support, since Imo_Cu/Ag and Zeo_Cu/Ag both have Cu/Ag NPs nucleated on the 

support. Rather, silver loading in the Geomat_Cu/Ag composite is more correlated with ZP, with 

more negative surface charge resulting in higher Ag content. 
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Table 1. Chemical composition of geomaterials, Cu/Ag NPs and their supported composites. Data 

are mean ± SD, n = 3. 

                                

Samples 
Cu   Ag   Si   Al 

(mg·g-1) 

Cu/Ag NPs 670 ± 56   329 ± 33   ND   ND 

Imo ND   ND   142 ± 12   272 ± 25 

Mtt 40 ± 1   30 ± 1   311 ± 24   149 ± 15 

Zeo 60 ± 2   35 ± 3   60 ± 6   314 ± 28 

Imo_Cu/Ag 301 ± 21   93 ± 9   85 ± 3   164 ± 5 

Mtt_Cu/Ag 333 ± 33   127 ± 14   187 ± 11   88 ± 7 

Zeo_Cu/Ag 358 ± 15   139 ± 9   37 ± 1   190 ± 6 

 

3.3. Release of Silver and Copper Ions from Composites 

The release of Cu and Ag from the different materials was considered for different time 

intervals (2, 6, 12 and 24 h) in the following media: distilled water (DW), MHB medium (MHB), 

and seawater (SW). In general, the percentage release of Ag from all materials was higher than 

that of Cu, especially in the first 2 h in both DW and MHB, and then maintaining the same pattern 

as that of Cu throughout the experiment. In the case of SW, due to high ionic strength, the release 

of Ag and Cu was faster and more intense, making it challenging to determine the difference in 

metal release pattern in SW. The metal release kinetics of NPs were governed by their particle 

size and physicochemical parameters of the medium such as ionic strength, pH and dissolved 

organic carbon content. 

A difference in the behavior of Cu and Ag release was observed as a function of the 

geomaterials used in the composites (Figure 6). The immobilization of Cu/Ag NPs on a 

geomaterial support matrix reduces agglomeration and increases the contact surface, thus 

favoring metal release over time. However, in the case of Cu/Ag and Imo_Cu/Ag NPs (Figure 6), 
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a similar release pattern was seen with only, slightly higher metal release from the composite. 

This can be attributed to the structure of the Imo geomaterial and its impact on the Cu/Ag 

immobilization. In Imo_Cu/Ag, the Cu/Ag NPs are mainly located at the edges of the Imo tubular 

structure because the diffusion of metal ions towards the inner surface of the nanotube is 

restricted 41 (Figure 3d). This results in aggregation of NPs in Geo_Cu/Ag composite, similar to 

unsupported NPs. Another critical effect to consider in the Imo_Cu/Ag composite is the high 

sensitivity of Imo to factors such as pH and ionic strength, which may favor the aggregation 

process when environmental conditions are changed 47. 

For Zeo_Cu/Ag and Mtt_Cu/Ag, a high release of Cu and Ag over time was observed when 

compared to Cu/Ag NP and Imo_Cu/Ag (Figure 6). This behavior might be a consequence of the 

physicochemical properties of both Zeo and Mtt. The negative surface charge of Zeo and Mtt 

favored a more homogeneous distribution of Cu/Ag NP on the geomaterial surface, which 

facilitated a steady release of Cu and Ag ions over time. The structural differences between Zeo 

and Mtt influence how these geomaterials release Cu+ and Ag+ ions. For example, the layered 

structure of Mtt possibly results in the intercalation of both metals, leading to the eventual 

oxidation of the NPs and a decrease in their dissolution 40,48. Oxidation of Cu was confirmed in 

this study by XRD (Figure 2). In the case of Zeo, the distribution of Cu/Ag NPs on its surface, the 

structural stability and their pore size (˂2 nm 49; would enhance the release of ions through the 

Zeo matrix to the external surface. The ICP-AES analysis showed ~40% total Cu/Ag content in 

Geo_Cu/Ag. However, the metal release pattern showed a maximum release occurred in about 

24 h, reaching only ~22% of the total metal present in the nanocomposites. This fast releasing 

fraction could be attributed primarily to the metal fraction embedded on the surface of the 

nanocomposites. 
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The release pattern of Cu and Ag from the materials suggested that the process was 

dependent on the electrochemical potential of the suspension, pH, ionic potential of the aqueous 

medium, exposed surface area, distribution of NPs in the composites, and nature of each element 

that constituted the NPs 7,50. During the first hour of contact of the materials with aqueous solutions 

(DW, MHB, and SW), an "ionic burst" of both Cu and Ag occurred, with greater than 50% of the 

total metal release (Figure 6). This initial fast release could have its origin in the corrosion and 

dissolution of Cu/Ag NPs that were the most exposed to the aqueous environment, such as those 

located on the edges of the geomaterials 50. However, from 1 h onwards and up to 12 h of contact, 

a continuous slow release of metal ions was observed, lower in magnitude than the initial burst, 

for all the composites. This stage would be related to the release of ions from Cu/Ag NPs located 

inside the geomaterial structure or pores that had less access to the external environment, 

causing metal release to be delayed. Based on the results of this study, the decreasing order of 

release of Cu and Ag ions after 24 h was as follows: Zeo_Cu/Ag ≥ Mtt_Cu/Ag > Imo_Cu/Ag > 

Cu/Ag. 
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Figure 6. Cumulative release percentages of Cu and Ag ions from Cu/Ag NPs, Imo_Cu/Ag, 

Mtt_Cu/Ag and Zeo_ Cu/Ag composites in distilled water (DW) (a and b), Müeller-Hinton Broth 

(MHB) medium (c and d), and seawater (SW) (e and f) at time intervals of 2, 6, 12 and 24 h. 
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3.4. Effect of Nanocomposite on Bacterial Growth Inhibition 

The effect of Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs on the inhibition of growth of E. coli and S. aureus was 

governed mainly by the concentration of NPs. During the first 12 h of incubation, the minimum NP 

concentration needed to inhibit 100% (MIC) of the bacterial growth varied between 6.25 and 12.5 

mg·L-1, increasing to up to 25 mg·L-1 in both strains at 24 h (Figure 7a, 7b). A high concentration 

of bimetallic NPs increased the toxicity due to either a higher concentration of Cu2+ and Ag+ ions 

in the medium or from the direct action of NPs in contact with the surface of the bacteria 3,51 

(Figure 6, Figure 7a, 7b). Considering the concentrations of Cu and Ag used in each composite 

(Table 1), the  release experiments (Figure 6) showed that the concentration of Cu ions can be 

up to 3 times higher than Ag ions in the first 2 hours of exposure to the different media, however, 

due to the rapid oxidation of Cu, its bacterial inhibition activity period is shorter than Ag and 

therefore a higher concentration of Cu is needed to inhibit bacterial growth for 24 hours (Figure 

S2a, S2b) 52. The agglomeration process observed in the pristine bimetallic NPs (Figure 3a) would 

reduce the reactive surface area and the ability to release ions, which results in a higher 

concentration of NPs needed to inhibit bacterial growth over time. The MIC of monometallic Cu 

and Ag NPs used in this study to inhibit E. coli growth was 400 mg·L-1 and 10 mg·L-1, respectively 

(Figure S2). Comparing these results with the net concentration of Cu and Ag used to inhibit 

bacterial growth by bimetallic NPs (Table 2), we observed that the MIC values were only 16.8 

mg·L-1 and 8.2 mg·L-1 of Cu and Ag, respectively, for the same strain of E. coli. According to these 

results, Ag NPs would be the main inhibitor of bacterial growth both in the presence and absence 

of Cu NPs. The antibacterial activity of Ag NPs is widely known, and the inhibition concentration 

can vary depending on the physicochemical properties of NPs 53–56. However, the NP 
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concentration range used in this study did not allow us to evaluate the minimum NP concentration 

that would determine the antibacterial activity difference between bimetallic NPs and Ag NPs.  

The three aluminosilicate geomaterials studied did not present antibacterial action by 

themselves, as has been pointed out in earlier studies 57–59. However, the intrinsic characteristics 

of the geomaterials governed the release capacity of the supported NPs, as well as the way of 

direct interaction of the NPs with the studied bacteria, based on the degree of agglomeration of 

the NPs on the support matrix as well as the overall charge and stability of the Geomat_Cu/Ag 

composite. The Minimum Inhibitory Concentrations of the different Geomat_Cu/Ag composites is 

shown on Table 2 for E. coli and S. aureus 

 

Table 2.  Minimum Inhibitory Concentration at 24 h (MIC) and net Cu and Ag concentration used 

to inhibit the growth of E. coli and S. aureus. 

Materials  

MIC   Net concentration of metal 

 (mg · L-1)    (mg · L-1) 

  E. coli   S. aureus   E. coli   S. aureus 

          Cu   Ag   Cu   Ag 

Cu/Ag NPs 25   25   16.8   8.2   16.8   8.2 

Cu/Ag_Imo 50   100   15.1   4.6   30.1   9.3 

Cu/Ag_Mtt 25   50   8.3   3.2   16.7   6.4 

Cu/Ag_Zeo 6.25   6.25   2.2   0.9   2.2   0.9 

                        

For Imo_Cu/Ag, the bacterial growth graphs show that, during the first 6 h, a material 

concentration of 25 mg·L-1 inhibited growth by 99% (Fig 6a, 6b), the same material at 6 h of 
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exposure in MHB medium releases ~10% Cu and Ag supported on Imo (Figure 6c, 6d). However, 

the slowdown of metal release from Imo-supported NPs, due to the uneven distribution of NPs on 

the surface and the agglomeration of NPs at the edges of the Imo nanotubes, decreased the 

antibacterial efficacy of the composite over time. The increase of Cu and Ag ions release from 

Imo_Cu/Ag between 2 h and 24 h in HMB was the lowest of the three Geo_NPs, with 14% and 

30% for Cu and Ag, respectively. The inhibition of bacterial growth at 24 h for Imo_Cu/Ag would 

therefore be mainly from the direct contact of the composite with the bacteria. The dose necessary 

of composite to inhibit 99% of bacterial growth at 24 h was 50 mg·L-1 for E. coli and 100 mg·L-1 

for S. aureus (Figure 7c, 7d). Table 2 shows the relationship between MIC and the proportional 

concentration of Cu and Ag in each material (Table 1), which is explained by Eq 1, which allowed 

to determine the net concentration of Cu and Ag alone needed to inhibit each bacterial strain. The 

net concentration of Cu+Ag in the Imo_Cu/Ag composite (measured from ICP-AES data) required 

to inhibit E. coli growth at 24 h was half that of Cu+Ag used for S. aureus (Table 2). 

The distribution of Cu/Ag NPs on the Mtt surface allowed for a higher active surface area 

and higher metal release over time 60. At the end of 24 h, ~12% of total Cu and ~17% of total Ag 

was released from the Mtt_Cu/Ag composite (Figure 6 c and d). During the initial hours of 

exposure, the growth inhibition would be mediated by ion release and direct contact of bacteria 

with the composite whereas, after 12 h,  the rate of metal release decreased and growth inhibition 

would be mainly due to physical Mtt_Cu/Ag-bacteria interactions 61. In the first 12 h, the necessary 

concentration that prevented the growth of both strains was 25 mg·L-1 of Mtt_Cu/Ag, a 

concentration that was maintained until 24 h only for E. coli (Figure 7 e and f; Table 2). Previous 

studies showed that the interaction of Mtt and Cu or Ag NPs could cause an increase in their 
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surface charge, increasing the adsorption capacity on bacteria, especially those with a negative 

charge in their cell wall, such as E. coli 62,63, due to lower electrostatic repulsion. 

For Zeo_Cu/Ag, the release efficiency of Cu and Ag ions in the MHB medium at 24 h was 

~14% total Cu and 20% total Ag contained in this composite (Figure 6c, 6d). The SiO2/Al2O3 ratio 

in the Zeo structure 64, together with the stability of Zeo in a wide pH range (Figure 5a, 5b), allowed 

high retention and stabilization of NPs in the Zeo structure. Zeo materials also release metal ions 

through ion exchange and dissolution mechanisms, which made them excellent support for 

biocidal NPs 65,66. This compound, moreover, shows the highest Ag concentration and a lower 

Cu/Ag ratio (2.58) with respect to the other Geomat_Cu/Ag compounds (Table 1 and 2). These 

characteristics allowed Zeo_Cu/Ag to inhibit the growth of E. coli and S. aureus at the lowest 

material concentration applied (6.25 mg·L-1) (Figure 7 g and h; Table 2), which correspond to a 

metal concentration of 3.1 mg·L-1 for this composite (corresponding to ~36% Cu NPs and ~14% 

Ag NPs (Table 2). Therefore, Zeo was the best support material for the synthesis of 

Geomat_Cu/Ag antibacterial composites, requiring up to ~180-fold less Cu and ~11-fold less Ag 

than monometallic NPs for inhibiting the same bacterial strains. 
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Figure 7. Effect of Cu/Ag NPs (a, b), composites Imo_Cu/Ag (c, d), Mtt_Cu/Ag (e, f) and 

Zeo_Cu/Ag (g, h) in the percentage of bacterial growth of Escherichia coli and Staphylococcus 

aureus over 24 h at the concentration of 6.25, 12.5, 25, 50, 100 mg·L-1 and geomaterial alone at 

200 mg·L-1. 
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4. Conclusions  

The Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs alone or NPs supported on aluminosilicate geomaterials caused some 

degree of antibacterial effect, by inhibiting, retarding or decreasing the final growth rate of E. coli 

and A. aureus. The antibacterial efficacy of the bimetallic NPs was associated both to their 

physicochemical characteristics, such as the degree of oxidation and agglomeration of the 

bimetallic NPs, and their coordination with the aluminosilicate geomaterials used as support. The 

use of geomaterials as support for bimetallic NPs allowed to increase the contact surface area of 

NPs, avoiding agglomeration and increasing the release of Cu and Ag ions, which improved their 

antibacterial activity. Results of this work highlighted differences of antibacterial activity provided 

by bimetallic NPs in relation to the morphology and chemical reactivity of various geomaterials. 

The Zeo was identified as the best immobilization support for Cu/Ag NPs. The surface charge of 

Zeo allowed a homogeneous distribution of the NPs on its surface, increasing the reactive area 

of these NPs due to low agglomeration and low metal oxidation. This resulted in a more controlled 

release of Cu and Ag metal ions to the medium and improve the antibacterial effect over time. 

This study synthesized composites doped with high percentage of NPs (~40%) which allowed the 

use of relatively low concentrations of the material for antibacterial applications. Therefore, this 

material shows clear advantages for its use as antibacterial agent to inactivate pathogen or control 

microbial growth in environmental or biomedical applications.  

 

Supporting Information 

• Figure S1. SEM images and EDS spectra of (a) Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs, (b) Imo_Cu/Ag, (c) 

Mtt_Cu/Ag and (d) Zeo_Cu/Ag. 
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• Figure S2.   Effect of Cu (a) and Ag (b) NPs on the growth of Escherichia coli over 24 h at 

particle concentrations of 10, 50, 100, 200, 300 and 400 mg·L-1. 

• Table S1. Minimum inhibitory concentration at 24 h (MIC) for E. coli in relation to different 

percentages of Ag and Cu used for the synthesis of bimetallic NPs. 
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Supporting figures 

 

Figure S1. SEM images and EDS spectra of (a) Cu/Ag bimetallic NPs, (b) Imo_Cu/Ag, (c) 

Mtt_Cu/Ag and (d) Zeo_Cu/Ag. 
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Figure S2.   Effect of Cu (a) and Ag (b) NPs on the growth of Escherichia coli over 24 h at particle 

concentrations of 10, 50, 100, 200, 300 and 400 mg·L-1. For the preparation of Cu and Ag NPs, 

to 1.0 mol·L-1 CuCl2·6H2O or AgNO3 aqueous solution, 1.6 mol·L-1 NaBH4 solution was added 

dropwise at room temperature under continuous mechanical stirring, according to Sepulveda et 

al (2018). The resulting solution was centrifuged at 9000 rpm for 10 min, and the supernatant was 

replaced with ethanol/water. To avoid oxidation of the NPs, an ethanol/water wash was 

performed, resulting in a fine powder product after lyophilization. 
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Supporting table 

Table S1. Minimum inhibitory concentration at 24 h (MIC) for E. coli in relation to different 

percentages of Ag and Cu used for the synthesis of bimetallic NPs. Bimetallic NPs concentrations 

of 50, 75, 100, 150, 200 and 400 mg·L-1 were used for the determination (n=3). 

Ag Cu MIC 

%   %   (mg · L-1) 

5 95 400 

10 90 200 

15 85 150 

20 80 100 

25 75 100 

30 70 75 

35 65 50 

40 60 50 

45 55 50 

50 50 50 

      

 


