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ABSTRACT: Although silver bromide has recently drawn
considerable attention because of its high photocatalytic
activity, it tends to form agglomerated metallic silver under
the irradiation of visible light. Therefore, photocatalytic activity
decreases with time and cannot be applied for repeated uses.
To overcome this limitation, in the present work, we
complexed AgBr with nitrogen doped (N-doped) and amine
functionalized reduced graphene oxide (GN). N-doped and/or
amine functionalized graphene shows intrinsically good
catalytic activity. Besides, amine groups can undergo complex-
ation with silver ions to suppress its reduction to metallic Ag.
As a result, these complexed catalysts show excellent

N-doping & amine AgNOs +KBr
functionalization

GN-AgBr

photocatalytic activity for the degradation of methylene blue (MB) dye under the irradiation of visible light. Photocatalytic
degradation of MB shows that the catalytic activity is optimized at a condition of 0.5 wt % GN, under which ~99% of MB was
degraded only after S0 min of visible light irradiation. Notably, the complexed catalyst is quite stable and retained almost all of its
catalytic activity even after greater than 10 repeated cycles. Moreover, the catalyst can also efficiently decompose 2-chlorophenol,
a colorless organic contaminant, under visible light exposure. Detailed experimental investigation reveals that hydroxyl (-OH)
radicals play an important role for dye degradation reactions. A relevant mechanism for dye degradation has also been proposed.
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B INTRODUCTION

In recent years, a great deal of attention has been paid to solve
the problem of widespread pollution caused by organic
pollutants."> For example, most organic dyes, released from
textile industries, are highly toxic and nonbiodegradable.
Photolysis of these dyes creates secondary pollution; thus,
they are the main source of environmental contamination.”” In
this regard, photodegradation of organic pollutants, especially
under visible light, is more accessible than other available
processes, such as physical, chemical, or biological methods.>®
A number of semiconductor based photocatalysts have been
utilized as photoactive materials to degrade the pollutants. For
example, TiO, is well utilized because of its abundance and
relative low toxicity, whereas its photocatalytic function is only
limited under UV irradiated conditions because of its bandgap
located in the UV region.””"® Therefore, the necessity of visible
light driven photocatalyst has been continuously raised. Among
different visible light driven photocatalysts, silver halides,
especially AgBr, found their important place to the research
communities, primarily because of its good sensitivity to visible
light and high photocatalytic activity. Despite its notable
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advantages, AgBr photocatalyst confronts an intrinsic limitation
of its instability because it is highly susceptible to reduction to
metallic Ag under the irradiation of light.">*~""

In general, to facilitate the photocatalytic activity, together
with an increased surface area, AgBr is loaded on the support of
other materials. However, those composite materials can rarely
exploit the full catalytic activity of AgBr.'>'* For example, Zang
et al. reported a composite catalyst of Y-zeolite and AgBr as a
highly active photocatalyst under visible light."* However, the
catalyst has failed to achieve the stability for long time use.
Recently, as an improved system, plasmonic photocatalysts of
Ag@AgBr were reported by several groups.”””'” These
catalysts show much enhanced photocatalytic activity under
visible light due to the synergistic incorporation of the localized
surface plasmon resonance (LSPR) effect of Ag nanoparticles,
which are intimately located on the surface of the active
catalyst. However, in most cases, the synthetic schemes consist
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of multisteps and therefore are highly time-consuming.
Moreover, the synthesized Ag nanoparticles are undesirably
large and polydispersed in their sizes. Those aspects eventually
result in a serious drawback in the catalytic activity because the
LSPR effect strongly depends on the shape, size, and
distribution of Ag nanoparticles."® >° It has been also reported
for a template-free synthesis of Ag/A%Cl nanocubes and their
highly efficient photocatalytic activity.”' However, the repeat-
ability of the catalysts has not been properly investigated as
well.

Recently graphene, a single atom thick and sp* hybridized
carbon atoms, drew extensive attention for its outstanding
physical and chemical properties and great promise in the fields
of electronics and materials science.’””° In the field of
photocatalytic applications, for example, Liu et al. demonstrated
ternary nanocomposite of Ag/AgBr/graphene oxide synthe-
sized through oil-in-water and water-in-oil microemulsion
technique.”” The catalyst showed high photocatalytic activity
under sunlight irradiation. The catalytic activity, however, still
markedly decayed over repeated uses. Moreover, in this
approach, the graphene oxide was used as a simple structural
support, not as a conductive matrix like graphene or reduced
graphene oxide. On the basis of this background, it is necessary
and timely to develop a novel photocatalyst for visible light
irradiation, which is structurally and functionally stable even
after prolonged use.

Although the chemically reduced graphene oxide has been
extensively exploited for synthesizing nanocomposite photo-
catalysts, it has the natural tendency to stack and undergo
irreversible a%gregation which gradually mitigates the properties
of graphene.”” To challenge this problem, it is possible to
enhance the physicochemical properties of graphene by
chemical modification and/or doping with heteroatoms.>”**
Nitrogen doped graphene shows substantially enhanced
catalytic and electronic properties.”* *' In particular, amine
functionalized graphene has recently been shown to have
enhanced catalytic activity toward oxygen reduction reaction
and the amino groups are observed to impart extra stability to
the catalyst.>®** Moreover, amine groups can readily go
through complexation with Ag" ions and bind them closely
and tightly.** In this way amine groups suppress the formation
of self-reduced metallic Ag."*

Therefore, in the present work, nanocomposites of AgBr with
reduced graphene oxide, which is both amine functionalized
and nitrogen doped (hereafter, it will be termed GN), were for
the first time synthesized and their outstanding photocatalytic
effect was examined for repeated uses. Notably, it is expected
that high conductivity of GN can disperse the photogenerated
electrons far away from AgBr as soon as they are generated.
Hence, the undesirable degradation of AgBr through the
spontaneous reduction to metallic Ag is expected to be reduced
greatly. Moreover, synthetic process to prepare the composites
of AgBr and GN was facile and carried out under mild
conditions of ambient temperature and pressure, without using
harsh and toxic chemicals. Therefore, it is anticipated that this
catalyst and synthetic approach will be suitable to be followed
in industry to remove organic pollutants or toxic chemicals.

B EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

Materials. Graphite, silver nitrate, potassium bromide, and
methylene blue were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. Potassium
permanganate, hydrogen peroxide, and ethanol were purchased from
Sinopharm Pvt. Ltd. All the chemicals were used as received without

further purification. Deionized (DI) water with a resistance of 18.2
MQ was used as the solvent. Graphene oxide (GO) was synthesized
using a modified Hummers method which is described elsewhere.*®
Synthesis of N-Doped and Amine Functionalized Reduced
Graphene Oxide. Amine functionalized graphene was synthesized
following a reported method with some modifications.>* In short, 100
mg of GO powder was dispersed in 31 mL of deionized water by
sonication for several hours. Then ascorbic acid of 0.9 g was dissolved
in the dispersion. Ammonium hydroxide of 1.5 mL was added, and the
mixture was transferred to a 50 mL Teflon liner. It was then autoclaved
at 180 °C for 12 h. The resultant product of both N-doped and amine
functionalized reduced graphene oxide (GN) was finally collected after
washing with copious amount of DI water. Reduced graphene oxide,
rGO, was synthesized in the same way without adding NHj solution.
Synthesis of AgBr@GN. In a typical experiment, depending on
the composition of the catalyst, a known amount of amine
functionalized graphene oxide was dispersed in 20 mL of ethanol by
sonication for hours. A solution of 1.40 mmol of AgNOj; in 40 mL of
water was added to GN dispersion under vigorous stirring. Gentle
stirring was continued for 4 h at room temperature. A solution of 1.70
mmol of KBr in 20 mL water was added dropwise under vigorous
stirring. Stirring was further continued at ambient temperature for 12
h. The obtained black precipitate was washed with DI water to remove
excess KBr and dried at 60 °C overnight. The overall synthetic
procedure is summarized in Scheme 1. In the same way, composite of

Scheme 1. Procedure for Synthesizing the GN—AgBr
Nanocomposites
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rGO with AgBr was synthesized. Hereafter, the composites will be
designated as xGN/rGO—AgBr, where x is the weight percentage of
GN/rGO in the composite. AgBr was also prepared following the
same recipe without inclusion of graphene oxide. A mixture of amine
functionalized reduced graphene oxide and as prepared AgBr was
prepared by physical mixing, and its photocatalytic activity was
compared with that of the other catalysts. It is designated as xGN—
AgBr mix, where the meaning of x is the same as previous one. For
comparison nitrogen doped titania (denoted as N-TiO,) was
prepared following a reported method.**

Degradation of Methylene Blue. In a typical experiment, 30 mg
of catalyst was dispersed in a solution of 0.8 mL of methylene blue (0.6
mM) in 39.2 mL of DI water. The mixture was sonicated in a bath
sonicator (Power Sonic 420) for 2 min and then stirred under
darkness for 1 h to establish adsorption—desorption equilibrium
between the dye and the catalyst. It was then exposed to a solar
simulator (Ls-150-Xe lamp, Abet Technologies, USA) equipped with a
150 W Xe arc lamp, radiating visible light (>400 nm) while
maintaining a distance of 10 cm from the source. Approximately 4
mL of the reaction mixture was taken out in a regular interval. The
concentration of the dye was determined by measuring its absorbance
with a UV—visible spectrophotometer. 2-Chlorophenol was analyzed
with a high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) (1100
HPLC System, Agilent Technologies) instrument. Two mobile phases,
(i) 0.1% formic acid in water and (ii) 0.1% formic acid in acetonitrile,
were used. Other experimental conditions for HPLC are the following:
column, Agilent Poroshell 300 SB-C18, 2.1 mm X 100 mm, 2.7 ym;
flow rate of 0.2 mL/min; detection, UV 280 nm; injection, 10 uL.
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Photocurrent Measurements. Working electrodes were pre-
pared in the following way. At first, a slurry was prepared by mixing 20
mg of the catalyst with 40 mg of ethyl cellulose (Sigma-Aldrich) and
100 uL of a-terpineol (Sigma-Aldrich). The slurry was then spread
over 1 X 2 cm” area on the conducting side of ITO glass. Ethyl
cellulose and a-terpineol were removed by heating the ITO at 300 °C
for 30 min as described in our previous work.” Photoelectrochemical
measurement was carried out in a three-electrode system, where the
catalyst film was acting as working electrode, a Pt foil acts as a counter
electrode, and Ag—AgCl electrode acts as a reference electrode. An
aqueous solution of 0.5 M Na,SO, was used as electrolyte. In this
experiment a portable solar simulator (PEC-LO1, Piccell, IRIE
Corporation, Japan) was used as the visible light source and a
potential of 0.6 V was applied. The photocurrent was measured with
an electrochemical analyzer (CHI608C, CH Instruments, Austin, TX).

Characterization. Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were
obtained (D8 Focus, Bruker, Germany) with Cu Ka radiation (4 =
1.5406 A) in the 26 range from 2° to 80° with a scan rate of 3 deg
min~". The accelerating voltage and the applied current were 40 kV
and 40 mA, respectively. Transmission electron microscopy was
carried out with a TECNAI G2 instrument with an acceleration
voltage of 300 kV. FTIR measurements (IFS-66/S, Bruker, Germany)
were carried out in the transmittance mode in the spectral range of
400—4000 cm ™" with a resolution greater than 0.1 cm™. UV—visible
absorption and diffuse reflectance spectra (DRS) were collected from
the UV—vis—NIR spectrophotometer (UV-3600, Shimadzu, Japan).
Raman spectra were taken using a micro-Raman spectrometer system
(ALPHA 300M, WITec, Germany). The sample was loaded on silica
wafer and focused using a 50X objectives. The spectra were taken in
the range of 1-3000 cm™". X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
characterization was performed (ESCA 2000 instrument, VG Micro-
tech, UK.) with Al Ka X-ray source. All the binding energy values
were corrected with a calibration of the C 1s peak at 284.6 eV. High
resolution peaks were deconvoluted using Gaussian—Lorentzian
functions with identical full width at half maxima (fwhm) after a
Shirly background subtraction. Photoluminescence data were collected
in a Cary Eclipse fluorescence spectrophotometer (Agilent Tech-
nologies). The Brunauer—Emmett—Teller (BET) specific surface areas
and porosity of the samples were evaluated on the basis of nitrogen
adsorption isotherms measured at —196 °C using a gas adsorption
apparatus (ASAP 2020, Micromeritics, USA).

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) was used to analyze the
phase of the synthesized materials. PXRD of GN, as depicted in
Figure 1A, shows a broad peak at 26, ~25.3°, and absence of
any peak at ~12°. These two observations prove the successful
reduction of GO to GN.”'® PXRD pattern of AgBr can be
indexed to face centered cubic (fcc) crystal of AgBr (JCPDS
card no. 6-438).* Comparison of PXRD pattern of AgBr with
that of the composite 1GN—AgBr reveals that these two
diffraction patterns are essentially identical as evident from
Figure 1A. No other peaks for impurities or other phases like
Ag or Ag,O were observed, implying that the composite
consists of pure AgBr. It should be noted that the XRD of the
composite does not show any specific peak for GN. It is due to
the relatively small amount of GN in the composite (1 wt %)
and strong intensity of the AgBr peaks to suppress the
emergence of GN peaks. At this point, it is necessary to
mention that the PXRD pattern, shown in Figure S1 in
Supporting Information, of the composite catalyst after 11
catalytic cycles shows a weak peak at 26, 38.1°, which is due to
the metallic Ag, produced by the reduction of small amount of
AgBr during repeated photocatalytic experiments.*® Further
evidence in support of this explanation will be discussed in XPS
data analysis.
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Figure 1. Crystallographic and chemical characterizations of the
synthesized complexes. (A) Powder X-ray diffractograms of GN, AgBr,
and 1GN—AgBr. (B) FTIR and (C) Raman spectra of GN and the
composite 0.5GN—AgBr.

Figure 1B shows the FTIR spectra of GN and the composite
0.5GN—AgBr. In GN, N—H bending vibration of amine groups
appears at 1636 and 795 cm™".** Aromatic C=C stretching
frequency shows a peak at 1545 cm™.>'% The broad peak at
~3430 cm™" can be ascribed to N—H and O—H stretching
vibrations. The FTIR spectrum of 0.5GN—AgBr is almost the
same as that of GN. While the N—H bending in GN appears at
1636 cm ™, this peak has slightly shifted to a lower value, 1630
cm™, in the composites. It is presumably due to the
complexation of Ag" ions in AgBr to the amine functional
groups of GN."” However, such an interaction is less
pronounced for the peak at 3430 cm™ because of its broadness.
CH, bending in 0.5GN—AgBr appears at ~1382 cm™'. As
delineated in Figure 1C, Raman spectrum of GN shows the
presence of D and G bands at 1344 and 1583 cm™.”'% On the
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other hand, the composite of 0.5GN—AgBr shows these bands
to be present at 1349 and 1594 cm™, respectively. The shifting
of the D and G bands in the composite compared to GN
indicates the occurrence of interactions between AgBr and the
amine functionalized reduced graphene oxide. The I,/I; (ratio
of intensity of D band to G band) values of GN and 0.5GN—
AgBr are respectively 1.05 and 1.06. The increased value of I,/
I in 0.5GN—AgBr is due to the creation of more defects in it
after the attachment of AgBr with GN.

Figure 2A and Figure 2B depict typical SEM micrographs of
0.5GN—AgBr. It is obvious from the SEM micrograph that the

Figure 2. Microscopic observation for synthesized catalysts. Parts A
and B are SEM micrographs of 0.5GN—AgBr. Part C is the TEM
micrograph of 0.5GN—AgBr, and part D is its HRTEM image.

AgBr nanoparticles are well covered and layered with GN
nanosheets. The AgBr nanoparticles exist in different shapes
and sizes. SEM micrograph of the used catalyst of 0.5GN—AgBr
is shown in Figure S2, which represents little difference
between before and after use of the catalysts. Figure 2C shows
the TEM micrograph of 0.5GN—AgBr. Figure S3 depicts TEM
micrograph of 2GN—AgBr for increased amount of GN. These
micrographs clearly exhibit that AgBr nanoparticles are nearly
uniformly distributed over GN. To observe the crystallized
structure more precisely, high resolution TEM (HRTEM)
micrograph of 0.5GN—AgBr is presented in Figure 2D. The
fringe lines reveal that the interspacing is 2.88 A, which is
indicative of (200) planes of AgBr nanocrystals.*”

Compositions and chemical state of the synthesized materials
were examined by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS).
High resolution XPS spectrum of nitrogen in GN, presented in
Figure 3A, shows different types of N atoms. The peaks at
398.81 (2.59 atom %), 400.11 (5.34 atom %), and 401.73 (0.82
atom %) eV are designated as amino, pyrrolic, and graphitic N,
respectively.””*> The as synthesized GN contains atomic
concentrations of C, O, and N with percentages of 81.1, 10.1,
and 8.8, respectively, as revealed by XPS data. Core level XPS
analysis of nitrogen of 0.5GN—AgBr depicts the amino,
pyrrolic, and graphitic N, respectively, at 398.22, 399.71, and
401.33 eV, as shown in Figure 3B. It is worth noting that all the
N binding energy values are smaller in 0.5GN—AgBr compared
to the pure GN. It may be due to the interaction of the lone
pair of electrons on N atoms in 0.5GN—AgBr with AgBr
nanoparticles of the composite. Core level XPS spectra of C 1s
in GO are also depicted in Figure S4A. The ratio of graphitic
carbon to the carbon bonded oxygen atoms in GO, denoted as
C/O, was calculated to be 0.44 and listed in Table SI.
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Figure 3. Core level X-ray photoelectron spectra of (A) N in GN, (B) N in 0.5GN—AgBr, (C) Ag in AgBr, and (D) Ag in 0.5GN—AgBr.
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To elucidate the interactions, high resolution core level XPS
spectra of Ag in AgBr and 0.5GN—AgBr were also investigated
(Figure 3C and 3D). The discrete expression of doublet is
assigned respectively to Ag 3d;;, and Ag 3d;;, of Ag' in
AgBr.*’7%° While two peaks appeared at 367.85 and 373.86 eV
for AgBr, these are shifted to 367.04 and 373.04 eV,
respectively, in the 0.5GN—AgBr composite. A decrease in
the binding energy with an amount of ~0.8 eV might be
attributed to the complexation of Ag* ions of the composite
with the amine functionalized reduced graphene oxide through
N-containing functionalities and COOH groups.*® This
characteristic was also identified in FTIR spectrum of
0.5GN—AgBr. High resolution XPS spectrum of Ag of the
composite catalyst after 11 repeated cycles is depicted in Figure
S4B. It revealed the presence of metallic Ag indicated by
additional doublet formation at 368.43 and 373.53 eV,
respectively, for Ag 3ds/, and Ag 3d;,. It points to the partial,
yet fairly suppressed reduction of AgBr during the repeated
photocatalytic experiments. The same conclusion was drawn
from the XRD analysis of the composite catalyst after repeated
uses. However, the C/O ratio of the catalyst of 0.5GN—AgBr
has increased slightly, after 11 catalytic cycles, as shown in
Table S1. It implies that the GN was reduced slightly during the
11 photocatalytic cycles. Table S1 also includes the
concentration of N in the catalyst before experiment and
after 11 catalytic cycles. It shows that concentration of N
decreased slightly after 11 catalytic cycles, which may lead to
the partial reduction of AgBr to metallic Ag as evidenced by
XRD and XPS. The interaction of AgBr with O containing
groups is not clear as evidenced from the core level XPS spectra
of O 1s, which show nearly same binding energy values, in GN
and 0.5GN—AgBr (see Figure SS in Supporting Information).
However, the interactions are likely to occur between Ag* of
AgNO; and COO™ of GO because of the electrostatic
attraction. The photocatalysts were analyzed for BET surface
area, and the results are shown in Table S2. It shows that with
increasing concentration of GN, specific surface area of the
composites increases. Moreover, diffuse reflectance spectra
(DRS) of the samples were measured, and results are shown in
Figure S6. The band gap values are listed in Table S2. The DRS
results show that absorption of the composites increases with
increasing the amount of GN. All the composites have band gap
placed in the visible region as evident from the spectra.

The photocatalytic activity and stability of the as prepared
catalysts were evaluated by the photodegradation experiment of
methylene blue dye under the visible light irradiation. All
experiments were carried out for 50 min at ambient
temperature (~20 °C) and pressure. Prior to the dye
degradation experiment, the mixture of the catalyst and dye
was kept under stirring in the dark for 1 h. Figure S7 shows the
concentration of the dye remaining in solution after reaching
the equilibrium. It shows that the composites can adsorb more
dye with increasing amounts of GN because of the increased
surface area of the composites. As depicted in Figure 4A, only a
little amount of MB was degraded after S0 min without
photocatalysts, whereas ~11% dye was degraded with GN,
under the present experimental conditions. The as synthesized
AgBr can degrade almost 50% of MB after the same time. In
contrast, the catalytic activity of AgBr increases significantly
when it forms nanocomposite with amine functionalized
reduced graphene oxide. The result shows that almost 99% of
MB was degraded with the catalysts of 0.SGN—AgBr and
1GN—AgBr after 50 min of photocatalytic experiment.
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Figure 4. (A) Normalized concentration of dye solutions under
degradation with different catalysts. (B) First order rate constants for
the dye degradation experiments.

Increased amount of GN in the nanocomposites rather
decreases catalytic activity (see Figures 4A and S8). It may
be associated with an increase of the coverage of the active sites
on the catalyst by the excess amount of GN. Moreover, as
shown in Figure S6, the absorption of the photocatalysts
increases with increasing amounts of GN in the composites.
Although more light is absorbed with the catalysts with more
GN, considerable amount of light is blocked by the presence of
GN; thus, a reduced amount of light reaches the AgBr particles.
This blocking effect of light also decreases the photocatalytic
activity.

For comparisons, catalysts of 1GN—AgBr—mix, 1rGO—
AgBr, and N-TiO, were also examined for their catalytic
activity. As shown in Figure 4A, N—TiO, degrades ~59% dye
after 50 min of visible light irradiation, whereas 1GN—AgBr-
mix can degrade ~59% and 1rGO—AgBr degrades ~75% of
MB after the same time of photocatalytic experiment. The
catalyst with the highest concentration of GN, 6GN—AgBr,
merely degrades about 50% of MB (Figure S8) after SO min
under the same experimental conditions. Evolutional changes in
UV—visible spectra of MB during the dye degradation
experiment for the catalyst of 0.SGN—AgBr and the
corresponding digital camera images are shown in Figures
S9a and S9b, respectively. Catalytic performance was also
measured with the catalyst 0.2GN—AgBr. It degrades ~70% of
MB after 50 min of experiment, as displayed in Figure S8.

The dye degradation reactions follow the first order kinetics.
Figure 4B shows the first order rate constants of different
catalysts. It shows that 0.5GN—AgBr has the highest rate
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constant (0.079 min~"), followed by the catalyst 1GN—AgBr,
which shows a rate constant of 0.078 min~". The rate constant
of the catalyst 0.SGN—AgBr is 4.6, 5.3, and 4.0 times compared
to N—TiO,, AgBr, and 1GN—AgBr-mix, respectively. The first
order rate constant decreases with increasing amounts of GN in
the composites. Dye degradation efficiency also decreases with
increasing amounts of GN in the catalysts.

To ensure the prolonged photocatalytic activity of the
synthesized materials, 0.SGN—AgBr was used for recycled tests
more than 10 times. Figure SA shows the experimental results.
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Figure 5. (A) Recyclability test of the catalyst 0.5GN—AgBr. It was
recycled for 11 catalytic cycles. (B) Residual concentration of 2-
chlorophenol (2-CP) at different times. It shows that 2-CP was
degraded completely after 75 min of visible light irradiation in the
presence of 0.5GN—AgBr.

It shows that ~90% of MB was degraded even after 11 catalytic
cycles, implying that the catalytic activity was fairly retained.
The loss in catalytic activity may be due to the decrease in the
N concentrations during the catalytic experiments as evidenced
by XPS analysis. The efficiency of the catalyst was further tested
to degrade organic phenolic compounds, e.g., 2-chlorophenol
(2-CP), which is colorless and does not absorb in the visible
region (An, & 274 nm). For this experiment, 30 mg of
0.SGN—AgBr was dispersed in 40 mL of 2-CP solution (12.6
ppm), and the mixture was kept stirring for 1 h in the dark.
Figure SB shows the concentration of 2-CP at different times. It
shows that all the 2-CP was decomposed after 75 min of visible
light exposure. To confirm a complete degradation of 2-CP,
FTIR spectrum of the used catalyst was obtained (Figure
S10a), in which no peak of 2-CP remained. Therefore, we can
conclude that 2-CP was decomposed completely, not remained
adsorbed over the catalyst. We further carried out experiments
with more concentrated 2-CP solutions. The experimental
result (Figure S10b) shows that ~50% of 2-CP (60 ppm) was
decomposed after 100 min. The degradation of 2-CP proves

that the photodegradation of MB occurs as a result of the
excitation of GN—AgBr, not because of the photoexcitation of
MB.

Photocatalytic activity of the composites was further explored
by measuring the photocurrent (Figure 6). The maximum

—0.5GN-AgBr ——1GN-AgBr ——2GN-AgBr
——1rGO-AgBr ——N-TiO,
140 WA

Photocurrent (a.u.)

10 20 30 40 50 60
Time (s)

Figure 6. Photoelectrochemical measurement for different catalysts.

photocurrent was obtained with the catalyst 0.SGN—AgBr. The
amount of photocurrent decreased with increasing amounts of
GN in the composite. The results are consistent with the result
of the degradation of MB. For comparison, the photocurrent
data of rGO—AgBr and N—TiO, were also provided. It is clear
from Figure 6 that the photocurrent of 1rGO—AgBr is weaker
than the corresponding composite with GN, i.e, IGN—AgBr.
We believe that it can be attributed to the greater conductivity
of GN compared to rGO due to the N-doping effect.

In many dye degradation reactions, hydroxyl radicals are
generated as intermediate species. To analyze the -OH radicals
in our experiment, terephthalic acid was used as a probe
molecule.’’ In a typical experiment, 30 mg of 0.5SGN—AgBr was
dispersed in 0.5 mM terephthalic acid in 2.0 mM aqueous
solution of NaOH. The mixture was kept in the dark for 1 h
under stirring condition. Then the reaction mixture was
irradiated with visible light. Approximately 3 mL of the
reaction mixture was collected with a regular time interval, and
the catalyst was separated by centrifugation (11000 rpm, 10
min). The supernatant was characterized by fluorescence
spectrometer. Figure 7A shows zero fluorescence intensity at
the beginning of the experiment. However, the fluorescent
intensity increases with time and the peak position matches
well with that of 2-hydroxyterephthalic acid. During the
experiment, terephthalic acid, which is not fluorescent active,
undergoes reaction with the -OH radicals generated in the
reaction mixture to give rise to 2-hydroxyterephthalic acid,
which is a fluorescent (4 at ~425 nm) active material.’' The
chemical reaction that occurs is shown in Scheme S1 in the
Supporting Information. This experimental result proves that
the catalyst generates OH radicals in the reaction medium.

To detect possible participation of other active species during
photocatalytic reactions, superoxide radicals (O,”*) and holes
(b*) were investigated. The photocatalytic experiments are
similar to the one described earlier except 1 mM triethanol-
amine (TEA), a quencher of h* and p-benzoquinone (BQ), a
quencher of O, were used in separate experiments. The
experimental results are shown in Figure S11. It is clear from
the figure that the photodegradation of MB was suppressed
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Figure 7. (A) Fluorescence intensity of the reaction mixture of 0.5
mM terephthalic acid in 2.0 mM NaOH in the presence of the catalyst
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show the degradation mechanism of MB under visible light.
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after the addition of TEA and BQ. These results prove that h*
and O,™* play an important role in the photodegradation
process.

On the basis of the above-mentioned experimental results, a
plausible mechanism is proposed for the high photocatalytic
activity and stability of the nanocomposite photocatalyst
systems and is shown in Figure 7B. The active catalyst, AgBr,
can absorb visible light, and a large number of electron—hole
pairs are generated. The conduction electrons are then
transported to the GN. The excellent conductivity of GN can
greatly increase the electron mobility, thus enhancing the
interfacial charge transfer.***' This will effectively reduce the
undesired recombination of electron—hole pairs. The electrons
may be adsorbed by dissolved oxygen and water molecules on
the photocatalyst surface to generate O,, O,™°, and other
reactive oxygen species, which are further combined with water
to form OH radicals.”'® On the other hand, the holes in the
valence band can directly oxidize water to form OH radicals.”'°
The highly reactive hydroxyl radicals then degrade the dye
molecules.

e +0,+ H,0 - -OH
h" + H,0 - -OH
‘OH + MB — degradation product

The proposed reactions are shown in the above equations.
The holes, in the valence band, also can directly oxidize MB
molecules. Another important factor in the dye degradation
process is the adsorption of MB molecules on the photo-
catalyst. The z-electrons in GN can create 7—x interactions
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with MB molecules. Moreover, Ag" ions in AgBr can undergo
complexation with the nitrogen and sulfur atoms in MB
molecules. These two factors consequently promote the MB
molecules to be in intimate contact with the photocatalyst and
fast degradation of the dye. It must be pointed out here that the
highly conducting GN can transfer conduction electrons far
away from AgBr as soon as they are generated rather than being
trapped by the Ag" ions in AgBr. Therefore, the Ag" ions in
AgBr can circumvent the reduction reaction to the maximum
extent; thus, only a minimal amount of metallic Ag was
generated after prolonged use of the catalysts." In this way, the
catalytic activity was maintained and the stability of the catalyst
was also ensured to a great extent.

B CONCLUSIONS

Nanocomposites of AgBr with nitrogen doped and amine
functionalized reduced graphene oxide (GN) were synthesized
through a simple and environmentally benign reaction route.
The nanocomposites, as compared to the as synthesized AgBr
or nitrogen doped titania (N—TiO,), exhibit enhanced
photocatalytic activity toward the degradation of methylene
blue dye. The best photocatalytic activity was observed with the
catalyst having 0.5 wt % GN in the composite. It produces
enhanced photocurrent compared to N-TiO,. It is also
observed that the nanocomposite of AgBr with GN is a better
photocatalyst than the nanocomposite of rGO with AgBr-
complexed ones for dye degradation and producing photo-
current. Since the optimal coverage of active sites on the
photocatalyst surface is influenced by the amount of GN
complexation, the observed catalytic activity decreases with
increasing amounts of GN in the composites. In addition, the
composite can remove 2-chlorophenol from contaminated
water with a high efficiency. Notably, the catalyst can be
recycled more than 10 times with minimal loss of photo-
catalytic activity. The generation of hydroxyl radicals plays an
important role in the efficient dye degradation process.
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