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ABSTRACT

The catalyzed liquid phase oxidation process of p-cymene to tertiary cymene hydroperoxide (TCHP) by
vanadium phosphorous oxide (VPO) catalysts was studied in a well-stirred batch reactor. It was found that
the VPO compounds improve the p-cymene oxidation rates and selectivity towards TCHP. In particular,
the process gave around 85% TCHP selectivity with conversion of about 30% achieved within 4 h when
compared to long oxidation times (8-12 h) in non-catalyzed industrial-scale p-cymene oxidation process.
Although catalysts material containing the vanadyl pyrophosphate phase ((VO)2P207) are more active
and selective, there is no evidence that this phase is the solely required active phase for this type of
oxidation reaction based on the results of the tested different VPO catalyst phases. The results indicated
the active participation of the catalyst in the initiation of the oxidation process, thus, reducing the long
induction period. In the presence of only initiator added (ROOH), the reaction initiation showed typical
long induction period of about 5-6 h to form only about 1% conversion. The observed improved TCHP
selectivity displayed by the VPO catalyst during normal oxidation reaction can be explained by the slow
or insignificant influence of the catalyst on the decomposition rate of the formed TCHP to by-products at
substrate conversions of 35% or less. A kinetic model was determined that fitted the experimental results

to predict the performance of the p-cymene liquid phase oxidation rates and conversion.

© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Selective oxidations of hydrocarbons are of major industrial
importance in the production of intermediate oxygenated chemi-
cals [1]. The improvement of their process efficiency and selectivity
remains the prime important objective in many chemicals pro-
duction processes [1,2]. The cymene-cresol process is one of
such oxidation processes that facilitate the production of m- and
p-cresols from the corresponding cymene hydroperoxides [2,3].
As is the case in the analogous cumene-phenol process, the
cymene-cresol process also consists of three fundamental chemical
reaction steps; (1) preparation of cymene by alkylation of toluene
with propylene; (2) oxidation of the cymene to form cymene
hydroperoxide (CHP); and (3) the acid cleavage of the CHP to cresol
and acetone [4,5]

The cymene-cresol process has a low space-time yield that
is 20-30% lower than the corresponding cumene-phenol oxi-
dation process [2,3,6]. The conversions in the industrial-scale
cymene-cresol oxidation process are restricted to 15-20% at
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8-12h reaction times as to preserve the selectivity towards
tertiary cymene hydroperoxide (TCHP) which is in a range of
60-70% [2]. This is due to the formation of the by-product
p-methylacetophenone (11) that increases rapidly at higher con-
versions from the thermal decomposition of the TCHP (10) as
illustrated in Scheme 1. In addition to the formation of TCHP from
the isopropyl group, the methyl group is also oxidized to primary
cymene hydroperoxide (PCHP) (4) which react further to form by-
products such as p-isopropyl benzaldehyde (5), p-isopropyl benzoic
acid (6) and p-isopropyl benzyl alcohol (7). The ratio of methyl
group to isopropyl group oxidation rate in p-cymene oxidation pro-
cess has been reported to be 1:4 [2]. A further drawback of the
PCHP formation during the oxidation process is that in the acid
cleavage step, the PCHP can decompose to isopropyl phenol and
formaldehyde. The formaldehyde, in turn, reacts with cresol to form
cresol-formaldehyde resin that reduces the cresol yield and compli-
cates the processing of the product work-up [3,6]. As a result, the
PCHP is removed using aqueous solution of NaOH prior the acid
cleavage step of the TCHP to p-cresol.

Various solutions to the shortcomings of the p-cymene oxida-
tion process have been proposed. These include the continuous
decomposition of the formed PCHP during the oxidation pro-
cess together with the extraction of decomposition products [2,3].
This is the basis of current commercial operations in which
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Scheme 1. Liquid phase p-cymene oxidation products [28].

the p-cymene is oxidized in a two-phase reaction system that
comprises of an aqueous basic phase and organic phase [2]. In
view of the process aspects inefficiencies discussed in the cur-
rent industrial-scale non-catalyzed p-cymene oxidation process
there is a need for a cleaner catalyzed process using heteroge-
neous catalysts to improve both the oxidation rates and product
selectivity. The use of vanadium phosphorous oxide (VPO) cat-
alysts for selective gas phase oxidation of C,-Cs hydrocarbons
and others is well known [7-15]. While the VPO catalyst proved
to possess interesting catalytic properties, very few studies have
reported the application of VPO catalyst in liquid phase oxidations
[16-23].

In this paper, we studied the catalytic performance of (VO),P,07
catalyst prepared by three distinctive different preparation meth-
ods viaVOHPO4-0.5H;0 precursor in liquid phase oxidation process
of p-cymene. The said oxidation was done in the absence of a
solvent and aqueous phase with the view to minimize the waste
generation and the formation of PCHP thereby increasing the over-
all process rates and the TCHP selectivity in a well-stirred batch
reactor. In addition, the influences of different process parameters
on the oxidation rates were investigated. By using the extensive
studied kinetic model of cumene, it was possible to be able to eval-
uate the kinetic performance of the p-cymene oxidation process
[4,5].

2. Experimental
2.1. Catalyst preparation methods

Three distinctive standard methods were used to prepare the
VPO catalyst precursors phase, VOHPO4-0.5H,0 [14]. In the first
method, the precursor was prepared in an aqueous medium by
dissolving V5,05 (6.0 g; 33 mmol) in aqueous HCl (35%, 79 mL) and
refluxing for 2h. The H3PO4 (85%; 8.9g; 78 mmol) was added
and the solution refluxed for further 2 h. The solution was subse-
quently evaporated to dryness and the resulting solid was refluxed

in water (20mL H,0g"! solid) for 1h. It was then filtered hot,
washed with warm water, and dried in air (110°C, 16 h). The
precursor prepared by this method is denoted P1.In the second
method, the precursor was prepared in an organic medium, by
adding V505 (11.8 g; 66 mmol) to isobutanol (250 mL). H3PO4 (85%;
16.4g; 39 mmol) was then introduced and the whole mixture was
refluxed for 16 h. The light blue suspension was then separated
from the organic solution by filtration and washed with isobu-
tanol (200 mL) and ethanol (150 mL, 100%). The resulting solid was
refluxed in water (9mLg-! solid), filtered hot, and dried in air
(110°C, 16 h). The precursor prepared by this method is denoted
P2. The third method precursor was prepared via the dihydrate
compound VOPO4-2H,0. A mixture V5,05 (11.8g; 66 mmol) and
H3PO4 (85%; 115.5 g; 106 mmol) were refluxed in water (24 mLg~!
solid) for 8 h. The resulting VOPO4-2H, 0 was recovered by filtration
and washed with a little water. Some of the VOPO4-2H,0 (4.0g;
20 mmol) was subsequently refluxed with isobutanol (80 mL) for
21 h, and the resulting solid was recovered by filtration and dried in
air (110°C, 16 h). The precursor prepared by this method is denoted
P3. The precursors (P1, P2 and P3) were activated under N, flow in
the tube furnace at 550°C for 4 h. They are denoted C1, C2 and C3,
respectively.

2.2. Catalyst characterization techniques

Ambient temperature powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) measure-
ments were obtained using a Bruker D8 using Cu Ka radiation in
standard Bragg-Brentano geometry using a Ni filter at the detector.
The scan range of 260 was 5-60° at 0.02 steps. The surface area of
the catalysts samples were determined by BET nitrogen absorption
using a Gemini Micromeritics surface area analyzer. Samples were
first degassed at 170 °C for 2 h prior to analysis. Particle size analy-
sis was done by laser diffraction of a dispersed aqueous suspension
on a Malvern Mastersizer particle size analyzer equipped with a MS
17 automated sample dispersion unit.
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Fig. 1. XRD patterns of the VOHPQ4-0.5H,0 precursors prepared by different meth-
ods. (a) P1 precursor; (b) P2 precursor; (c) P3 precursor; (d) XRD library reference
PDF file JCP2 00-047-0953 [25].

2.3. Oxidation and catalyst testing procedure

Catalytic testing was performed at atmospheric pressure in a
jacketed 500 mL glass batch reactor fitted with two baffles and
impeller-type stirrer blade. To a reactor was added p-cymene (35 g,
261 mmol), oxidized cymene hydroperoxide (CHP) oil as initiator
(2 g) to initiate the reaction (containing 58% content of TCHP) and
the respective VPO catalysts (0.05-0.1% m/m based on p-cymene
substrate). Both the precursors and their corresponding activated
catalysts were tested as the actual catalyst for p-cymene liquid
phase oxidations. The initiator containing 58% content of TCHP was
obtained by concentrating the oxidized cymene oil under vacuum
distillation by removing some of the unreacted p-cymene starting
material. The desired reaction temperature was controlled at 100 °C
by circulating the hot oil through the reactor jacket. The reactor
temperature was continuously monitored during the experimen-
tal runs with a thermometer. For reaction temperature at 140°C it
was possible to do the oxidation reaction safely with pure O, due
to the type of the reactor system used which was operated at ambi-
ent pressure under reflux conditions. This prevented any possible
pressure build-up to occur that might cause a reaction explosion.
The results at 140 °C showed slight deviations from the model’s pre-
dicted outcomes. This was due to the difficulty posed by the reactor
system used to be able to handle the high exothermic heat release
at 140°C.Itis possible that some of the reactants vapour might have
escaped during the reaction at the elevated temperatures. A reflux
condenser attached to the reactor ensured the complete conden-
sation and recycling of the evaporated compounds. The reaction
mixture was stirred at a range of 250-2000 rpm stirrer speed. O,
gas was introduced through a gas inlet tube at the top of the reactor
ataflow rate of 40 mL min~! after the reaction has been allowed for
about 10 min to stabilize at the desired reaction temperature. The
oxidation products samples containing the hydroperoxide were
collected at regular intervals and treated with triphenylphosphine
(0.02 g,0.076 mmol) in methanol solvent (5 mL) for GC-FID analysis
using a Supelco SPB-20 column (30m x 0.25 mm i.d x 0.25 pm).

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Characterization of catalyst

Fig. 1 shows powder XRD analysis of the three precursors
prepared by different methods. The prepared VOHPO4-0.5H,0 pre-
cursors (labeled P1, P2, P3) were calcined under N, to give the
activated vanadyl pyrophosphate catalysts, (VO),P,07 (labeled C1,
C2, C3) in Fig. 2. XRD pattern of the P3 precursor is characterized

Fig. 2. XRD patterns of the calcined (VO), P, 07 catalyst from different precursors (a)
C1 catalyst; (b) C2 catalyst; (c) C3 catalyst; (d) XRD library reference PDF file JCP2
00-0053-1051 [25].

by only one relatively strong peak at around 30.4° 20 while precur-
sor P1 and P2 showed a number of peaks in a range of 15.5-49.5°
26. The only single intense peak observed in P3 (22 0) making it
different to P1 and P2 is the result of the preparation method and
more specifically the alcohol type used (primary alcohol) to reduce
the VOPO4-2H,O0 to the catalyst precursor [14,24]. The XRD of the
three activated precursors (C1, C2, C3) showed that the C1 and C3
catalysts had characteristic peaks similar to (VO),P,07 phase while
C2 displayed mainly an amorphous type phase with small visible
peaks resembling the (VO),P,07 phase (Fig. 2). Table 1 shows the
BET surface areas and particle size distribution of the precursors
and their corresponding activated catalysts. The P3 precursor pre-
pared by the reduction of VOPO4-2H, 0 with isobutanol resulted in
a material with the smallest particle size, 16.7 wm and the largest
surface area of 28.3m?2g~! when compared to the other precur-
sors. Its activated catalyst, C3 also showed the smallest particle size,
3.6 wm and the largest surface area of 38.5 m2 g~! when compared
to the other activated catalysts. These results agree closely with the
BET surface areas reported by Hutchings and co-workers [14].

3.2. Oxidation using different VPO catalysts

The different precursors and their calcined catalysts were tested
in liquid phase oxidation of p-cymene. Table 1 and Fig. 3 sum-
marize the oxidation results of the different catalysts studied. It
is apparent from the results presented in Table 1 that some of
the catalysts material showed improved selectivity towards TCHP
when compared to oxidation carried out in the absence of a catalyst.
Surprisingly, also the catalyst precursors showed a substantial cat-
alytic activity in the p-cymene oxidation reaction. However, their

Table 1
Comparison of VPO catalysts catalytic performance in p-cymene oxidation.

Catalyst name  BETSA (m2g-!)  Particle size (wm)  TCHP (mol%)*P
Selectivity  Yield
P1 2.1 344 61.7 9.2
P2 6.5 32.1 69.4 10.4
P3 283 16.7 84.6 12.7
C1 3.2 6.5 65.0 9.7
(] 14.5 4.6 72.7 109
c3 38.5 3.6 89.8 13.5

2 Comparison of catalysts are based on 15% conversion.

b TCHP, Tertiary cymene hydroperoxide.
P1, P2 and P3 =VOHPO4-0.5H,0 precursors prepared by different methods.
C1, C2 and C3 =activated (VO), P, 05 catalysts prepared by different methods.
Reaction conditions: 35 g p-cymene, 2 g CHP initiator, 0.0175 g catalyst for catalyzed
reactions, 40 mLmin~! flow rate, 2000 rpm stirring rate, 120°C.
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Fig. 3. Comparison of non-catalyzed and catalyzed with different catalysts p-
cymene consumption rates. (M) non-catalyzed reaction; (O0) C1 catalyst; (&) C2
catalyst; (O) C3 catalyst. (Other conditions: 35g p-cymene, 2g CHP initiator,
0.0175 g catalyst for catalyzed reactions, 40 mLmin~! flow rate, 2000 rpm, 120°C).

respective TCHP selectivity was somewhat low when compared to
their corresponding activated catalysts. The observed TCHP selec-
tivity for catalyst precursors (P1, P2 and P3) and their activated
catalysts (C1, C2 and C3) were closely related to their respective
particle sizes and BET surface areas where an increase in the surface
area seemed to give an increase towards TCHP selectivity (Table 1).
Other factors such as vanadium oxidation state and the preferential
exposure of the (2 00) plane of vanadyl pyrophosphate, (VO),P,07
has been shown to play important role in the catalytic properties
of the activated VPO catalyst [14]. However, in the present studies
such catalyst microstructure properties effects on the TCHP selec-
tivity were not studied in detail. The C3 catalyst gave a better TCHP
selectivity when compared to the other catalysts under the same
reaction conditions. There was, however, very little difference in
the activities of the catalysts when comparing their respective rate
of p-cymene consumption (Fig. 3).

Based on the results obtained for the use of both the precur-
sors and their activated catalysts as the actual catalysts for the
p-cymene oxidation, it seemed as if the vanadyl pyrophosphate
phase ((VO),P,07) known to be the active phase for gas phase oxi-
dations is not necessarily required as the solely active phase for the
liquid phase oxidation of p-cymene [7,8]. The actual surface area
exposed to the bulk liquid appears to be of much greater impor-
tance than the types of catalyst phase following the trend of TCHP
selectivity inrelation to the catalyst’s surface areas (Table 1). Hutch-
ings and co-workers [14] showed that high catalytic performance
of VPO catalyst is obtained from the (VO),P,07 catalyst phase pre-
pared from the method using the reduction of the intermediate
VOPO4-2H, 0 phase to VOHPO4-0.5H,0 precursors.

3.3. Effect of stirrer speed on oxidation rates

In order to investigate whether the liquid phase oxidation reac-
tion, as performed in the well-stirred batch reactor showed any
external mass transfer limitations, the effect of the stirring rate
on p-cymene oxidation rates was investigated by using the C3
(VO),P,07 catalyst and measuring the conversion rate of p-cymene
during a fixed reaction period and other reaction conditions. The
stirrer speed range chosen was between 250 and 2000 rpm to estab-
lish the speed at which the external mass transfer effect, if present,
can be considered negligible. Fig. 4 illustrates the results of the
effect of stirrer speed on the p-cymene conversion and oxidation
rates. The observed trend clearly showed that below the stirrer
speeds of approximately 1000 rpm, the reaction rate varied signif-

Fig. 4. Effect of the stirrer speed on conversion rates and TCHP selectivity. (O)
conversion and (W) TCHP selectivity. (Other conditions: 35g p-cymene, 0.05% C3
catalyst, 40 mLmin—' O, flow rate, and reaction time for each stirred speed point
studied was fixed at 3 h).

icantly with varying stirrer speeds. In this region, the reaction rate
is clearly mass transfer limited, probably because of a diminished
gas/liquid interfacial area as the slow stirrer speeds cannot effec-
tively break up the gas bubbles into sufficiently smaller bubbles, nor
disperse such bubbles effectively throughout the reaction mixture,
thus enhancing the triphasic reactants contact. At stirrer speeds
above approximately 1000 rpm, the reaction rate becomes virtu-
ally independent of stirrer speed; hence, in this region the reaction
rate can presumably be kinetically controlled. The effect of stirrer
speed on TCHP selectivity did show slight significant differences.

3.4. Effect of catalyst on oxidation initiation rates

The main role of the catalyst in liquid phase oxidations is to
speed up the rates of reaction initiation by participating in the typ-
ical hydroperoxide decomposition either by deliberately adding an
initiator, or formed as reaction product, thus forming free radicals
[1,9]. In order to determine whether (VO),P,07 catalyst does play a
role in initiating the reaction or whether initiation was controlled
only by the amount of added CHP oil as initiator, the p-cymene
oxidation was firstly performed in the absence of catalyst and CHP
initiator oil. The same oxidation reaction was repeated but in the
presence of 0.05, 0.1, and 0.3% m/m C3 catalyst (based on used
p-cymene). The p-cymene was firstly treated with aqueous 27%
NaOH to remove any present residual hydroperoxides or perox-
ides. As can be seen in Fig. 5a the results showed that no product
was formed during the initial 4-5 h reaction period in the absence
of both catalyst and CHP initiator oil. When 0.05% of C3 catalyst
was added in the absence of initiator, the reaction initiated after
180 min. When the catalyst concentration was doubled to 0.1%, the
reaction initiated after 120 min to give p-cymene conversion of up
about 18% after 5 h. With further increasing of catalyst concentra-
tion from 0.1 to 0.3% there was a significant improvement of the
oxidation initiation rates with induction period of about 60 min
and 23% conversion after 5 h. The impact of using high catalyst con-
centration is illustrated in Fig. 5b by the drop of TCHP selectivity
with increasing catalyst concentration. This phenomenon can be
explained by the possibility of the high rate of TCHP decomposition
into by-products probably catalyzed by the high catalyst concen-
tration. Itis interesting to note that even in the absence of the added
initiator the VPO catalyst displayed better initiation rates to acti-
vate the C-H bond to form the free radicals. In this case, the metal
catalyst acts as both the initiator substrate and catalyst role. The
observed initiation rates in the presence of the catalyst in differ-
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Fig.5. Effectofthe catalystonp-cymene oxidationreactioninitiationrates.(Q)non-
catalyzed with added initiator; (M) catalyzed with 0.05% catalyst and no initiator;
(A) catalyzed with 0.1% catalyst and no initiator; () catalyzed with 0.3% catalyst
and no initiator; (@) catalyzed with 0.05% catalyst and 2 g initiator added. Other
conditions: 35 g p-cymene, 40 mLmin~" O, flow rate, 2000 rpm, 120°C).

ent concentration (Fig. 5a) are much better when compared to for
non-catalyzed reaction that takes up to 5-6 h. The reaction done
in the presence of small amount of the cymene oil added as ini-
tiator (2 g) in the presence of 0.05% also showed better initiation
rates of 30 min when compared to the reaction done only in the
presence of 0.05% catalyst for 120 min. In the presence of the cata-
lyst with added initiator (ROOH), the reaction initiation to form the
free radicals has been shown to occur through the direct contact
of the hydrocarbon with the catalyst itself [1]. The direct contact
of the catalyst and hydrocarbon route to initiate the reaction rates
in the present study showed to be slower than when the catalyst
initiates the reaction with the decomposition of the added initiator
substrate. The improved rise in the reaction rate in the catalyzed
reaction with added initiator also indicated the active participation
of catalyst in reaction initiation by speeding up the rate of cymene
hydroperoxide initiator decomposition to form the free radicals,
which in turn activate the p-cymene C-H bond energies to form
further free radicals (Fig. 5a). This process continues as a repeated
oxidation cycle until the chain reaction is terminated to form stable
compounds.

The observed results indicated that the catalyst actively partici-
pates in the initiation of the p-cymene oxidation reaction since the
addition of catalyst reduced the normal reaction induction periods
of about 4-5h to about 30-60 min. The initiation and oxidation
rates in the presence of only catalyst showed that the build-up of
hydroperoxide formation followed a typical autocatalytic behavior

(Fig. 4). There was a typical slow increase in the rate of oxidation,
which was followed by a rapid rise in reaction rate. This behav-
ior can be explained in terms of the build-up of chain propagating
species (mainly hydroperoxides) during the initial slow phase, fol-
lowed by their participation in chain branching reactions (rapid rise
in reaction rate) [1,26]. Since the build-up of the chain was more
rapid in the presence of catalyst, and also since the same build-up
was observed when more catalyst was used or initiator substrate
was added, the direct participation of the catalyst in the actual
initiation was clearly enunciated. Usually, once the critical con-
centration of chain branching species was reached, the observed
rapid increase in reaction rate was better explained in terms of
chain branching than in terms of the actual catalyst activity [1].
Leaching of vanadium metal in liquid phase oxidation of p-cymene
process was shown previously to be negligible and the catalyst can
be reused without significant loss of activity indicating that the
catalytic reactions proceed as heterogeneous [28].

3.5. Effect of the CHP initiator purity on oxidation rates

Two reactions were done in order to establish whether and how
the removal of the PCHP from the oxidized cymene hydroperoxide
oil would affect the p-cymene oxidation rates and TCHP selectiv-
ity. First, the oxidation reaction was done with the unpurified CHP
initiator oil (i.e. initiator oil containing both PCHP and TCHP) in
the presence of 0.05% of C3 catalyst. The same p-cymene oxidation
reaction was repeated but using purified CHP initiator (i.e. CHP ini-
tiator oil with PCHP removed) instead of unpurified. The purified
CHP initiator was prepared by extracting the oxidized CHP oil with
aqueous 27% NaOH to remove the PCHP. The GC analysis showed
the complete removal of the PCHP and recovery of 98% of the TCHP.
The results for comparison of purified and unpurified CHP initiators
conversion rates are shown in Fig. 6a. As can be seen in Fig. 6 the
use of the unpurified CHP initiator oil showed a slight advantage
and consequently a somewhat better conversion rate after a reac-
tion period of 6 h when compared to the purified CHP initiator oil.
However, when the TCHP selectivity was compared for the two
different CHP initiators as illustrated in Fig. 6b it was clear that the
improved oxidation rates for the unpurified CHP initiator comes
at the expense of TCHP selectivity. The improved TCHP selectiv-
ity was especially noticeable at conversion levels below 25% for
purified CHP initiator when compared to unpurified initiator. At
substrate conversions above 25%, the advantage of using purified
CHP oil as initiator diminished. This was probably due to the slow
increase of PCHP during the initial part of the reaction and the for-
mation of other temperature induced-decomposition by-products
of the p-cymene oxidation process such as p-methylacetophenone
and p-isopropylbenzaldehyde.

3.6. Effect of catalyst on hydroperoxide stability

To determine the effect of VPO catalyst on hydroperoxide
decomposition rate, two experiments were done in which the
cymene hydroperoxide (CHP) oil containing TCHP was firstly
decomposed under O, in the absence of the catalyst and then with
0.05% catalyst added. The mixture of the CHP was obtained through
concentration of the previously oxidized p-cymene oil by distilling
off some of the unreacted p-cymene. As can be seen in Fig. 7 for the
CHP decomposition under O, in the absence of the catalyst, there
was a gradual decrease of TCHP amount of 50.83% to about 3.9%
after 120 min, while the TCHP decomposition in the presence of C3
catalyst showed rapid decomposition rate from about 50.83% TCHP
to about 4% within 50 min. The decomposition rate of the TCHP in
the presence of 0.05% C3 catalyst displayed the rate with a factor of
2.5 times faster than in the presence of O, only. The major decom-
position product formed in both cases, decomposition under O,
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Fig. 6. Effect of the initiator purity on (a) p-cymene oxidation rates and (b) TCHP
selectivity. (#) unpurified CHP initiator; (W) purified CHP initiator. (Reaction condi-
tions: 35 g p-cymene, 0.05% C3 catalyst, 40 mL min~! O flow rate, 2000 rpm, 120°C).

conditions in the absence and presence of catalyst was identified
as 1-methyl-4-(1-methylvinyl) benzene (MMVB). The decomposi-
tion rate of TCHP in the experiment done with oxidized cymene
oil (concentrated to TCHP content of about 50.83%) and 0.05% cata-
lyst under O, conditions was faster when compared to the normal
oxidation process (i.e. oxidation of p-cymene in the presence of

Fig. 7. TCHP decomposition rate under only O, conditions and O, in the presence of
0.05% catalyst. (a) TCHP-no catalyst; (®) TCHP-with catalyst; (A) MMVB-no cata-
lyst; (O) MMVB-with catalyst. (Other conditions: oxidized cymene hydroperoxide
0il (35g), 40mLmin~! O, flow rate, 2000 rpm stirring rate, 120°C).

Scheme 2. Hydrolysis decomposition of tertiary cymene hydroperoxide to 1-
methyl-4-(1-methylvinyl) benzene (MMVB)

CHP initiator and catalyst). Under the normal oxidation process,
only less than 1% amount of MMVB formation was observed at
conversions above 35%. This shows the instability and sensitivity
of hydroperoxide products in liquid phase oxidations to tempera-
ture and thus, selectivity to the desired products especially at high
substrate conversions. Mostly, conversions are restricted to low
in liquid phase oxidation processes as to preserve the acceptable
desired product selectivity [1,26]. As aresult, the improved selectiv-
ity to TCHP as seen in Fig. 6 and Table 1 may be probably explained
in terms of the inability or slow rate of the VPO catalyst to catalyze
the hydroperoxide decomposition during the normal p-cymene
oxidation process. The formation of MMVB can be explained by
the hydrolysis decomposition of the tertiary cymene hydroperox-
ide, which undergoes rearrange to form hydrogen peroxide and
MMVB as illustrated by Scheme 2 from TCHP. This reaction is simi-
lar to the reported decomposition reaction process of tertiary butyl
hydroperoxide in the presence of solid acidic catalyst to produce
hydrogen peroxide [27].

3.7. Effect of temperature on oxidation rates

Four different reaction temperatures (80, 100, 120 and 140°C)
were chosen to study their effect on p-cymene oxidation rates using
C3 catalyst and both the conversion of p-cymene as well as the
TCHP selectivity were monitored. Fig. 8 illustrates the results for
the effect of temperature on oxidation rates and selectivity. The
results showed that higher reaction temperatures improved sig-
nificantly the p-cymene oxidation and conversion rates. At 140 °C,
a conversion of 35% was achieved within the 3 h reaction period,
while at a reaction temperature of 80°C, a conversion of only 15%
was observed after 3 h. However, at high reaction temperatures,
selectivity to TCHP decreases significantly (Fig. 8b). This obser-
vation can be explained in terms of the higher rate of TCHP and
PCHP decomposition (probably catalyzed) at these higher reac-
tion temperatures. At substrate conversion below 10% reaction
temperatures of 80, 100 and 120°C showed closely related TCHP
selectivity while above ca.10% conversion a clear difference in their
TCHP selectivity was observed (Fig. 8b). To achieve acceptable TCHP
selectivity a reasonable level of substrate conversion will need to be
a compromise between the desired reaction time, rate of oxidation
and product yield.

3.8. Kinetic considerations of p-cymene autoxidation

The autoxidation of hydrocarbons proceeds via a radical chain
mechanism that involves a large number of radical and molecular
species [1,4,6,26,29-35]. The complexity of this reacting species
makes difficult to accurately evaluate the individual values of the
kinetic constants by direct fitting of model results against experi-
ment data, because of the inability of measuring the concentration
of the radical species. In order to overcome these complications,
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Fig. 8. The effect of reaction temperature on (a) cymene conversion rats and (b)
TCHP selectivity. Symbols: (B) 80°C, ((J) 100°C, (a) 120°C and (A) 140°C. (Other
conditions: 35 g p-cymene, 0.05% C3 catalyst, 40 mLmin~! O, flow rate, 2000 rpm).

the common approach is to put together the detailed mechanism
into a set of typical reactions that involve only the molecular
species, whose concentrations can be practically measured as a
function of time [29-34]. By accounting these measurable con-
centrations of the molecular species, the kinetic model can be
proposed that will describe the radical chain reactions for the con-
sumption of substrate and formation of products. To be able to
establish the kinetic model to evaluate the obtained experimen-
tal p-cymene oxidation results the well-studied cumene kinetic
model was used in the present study. Both compounds contain
the isopropyl group attached to the benzene; however, p-cymene
has an additional methyl group at para position. The kinetic model
derivation approach used by Hattori et al. [4] and Bhattacharya [5]
were used to define the kinetic model to predict the experimen-
tal outcome of the p-cymene oxidation results. This was done by
proposing two rate equations for cumene consumption (Eq.(1))and
cumene hydroperoxide formation (CHP) (Eq. (2)) following several
simplified assumptions [4,5] given as:

_d[(lith] = K[RH]+/[ROOH] + 2k [ROOH] M
dICHPT _ k(RH]\/{ROOH] - Ky [ROOH] 2

dt

Table 2
Estimated and calculated values of K and k.
Temperature (°C) K k1
80 0.035 0.50
100 0.054 0.75
120 0.071 1.02
140 0.095 1.50

In the above equations, K is defined as the “effective” or overall
rate constant, given by Eq. (3):

. Po, ks /H[RH],, kfl
1+ po,ks/kaH[RH],, ' ki3

(3)

From the preceding discussions on the kinetic model of cumene
autoxidation, it should be obvious that the kinetic scheme for
p-cymene will be considerably more complex in view of the possi-
bility of oxidation happening on the methyl group of p-cymene. In
effect, each of the elementary reaction steps written for the oxida-
tion of the isopropyl group can also be written for the methyl group.
This would result in an even more complex set of kinetic param-
eters to be solved simultaneously. The same simplified model for
cumene autoxidation reported by Hattori et al. [4], was used to
develop a simplified model to describe the oxidation of p-cymene as
well. In developing this model, we made a first assumption that the
rate of initiation, by thermal decomposition of the tertiary cymene
hydroperoxide, will not be significantly different from the rate of
cumene hydroperoxide decomposition. Thus, as a first approxima-
tion the value of the rate constant kq (Egs. (1) and (2)) was assumed
to be the same for both cumene and p-cymene oxidation systems.
The second assumption that was made was that the contribution of
the methyl group in p-cymene to: (a) Additional elementary reac-
tion steps leading to the consumption of p-cymene; and (b) The rate
of oxidation of the isopropyl group, can be lumped together in the
overall rate constant K (Egs. (1) and (2)). Having made these simpli-
fying assumptions, and using the Arrhenius parameters for the rate
constant k; as reported by Bhattacharya [5], values for the overall
rate constant K for p-cymene oxidation was estimated by regression
and minimizing the sum of error squares during these regressions.
A fairly good comparison of predicted and experimental results of
p-cymene consumption and cymene hydroperoxide formation as
a function of reaction time at different temperatures (80, 100, 120
and 140°C) in a well-stirred batch reactor were obtained (Fig. 9).
The results at 140 °C showed slightly significant deviation from the
model predicted outcomes. This is due to the difficulty posed by the
reactor system used, which was operated at atmospheric pressure
to be able to handle the high exothermic heat release accompanied
by some reaction mixture vapour at 140°C. Table 2 lists the values
of Kestimated from the regressions, as well as the values of k;. Fig. 9
shows the Arrhenius plots for K and k1, respectively.

Figs. 9 and 10 showed that the simplified kinetic model for
cumene autoxidation as proposed by Hattori et al. [4] could also be
used to describe the autoxidation of p-cymene, despite the signifi-
cantly more complex reaction scheme for p-cymene. The estimated
value for the “overall” rate constant (K) for p-cymene (0.071s~1)
compares very favourably with the values reported for cumene by
Hattori et al. [4] (0.093 s~1) and Bhattacharya [5] (0.083s~1). The
lower value for K for p-cymene is in agreement with the observed
lower oxidation rate of p-cymene as compared to cumene. The
values estimated for K for p-cymene autoxidation and shows typ-
ical Arrhenius behavior (Fig. 10a) with: E;=19.88 k] mol~!; and
A=31.19min" 1.
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Fig. 9. Comparison of the p-cymene kinetic model predicted and experimental observed results at 80, 100, 120 and 140°C. Symbols: (¢) RH =p-cymene; () ROOH =cymene

hydroperoxide; and line represent both predicted RH and ROOH model outcomes.

Fig. 10. Plot of (a) InK vs. 1/T and (b) Ink; vs 1/T.

4. Conclusions

The liquid phase oxidation of p-cymene to TCHP using VPO based
catalyst was demonstrated in a well-stirred batch reactor. The
process gave a better conversion and productivity rate when com-
pared to the commercial industrial-scale process. Conversions of
about 30% within 3 h were obtained at 80% TCHP selectivity. While
the exact role of the catalyst remains obscure, the results clearly
showed that the vanadyl pyrophosphate phase, (VO),;P,07 known
to be the active phase for selective gas phase oxidations, was not
necessarily required as the solely active phase for the liquid phase
oxidation of p-cymene. The results also showed that there appears
to be direct participation of the catalyst in the initiation process. On
the other hand, the catalyst showed slow yet significant influence
on the decomposition rate of the hydroperoxide studied under O,
conditions while under the normal oxidation reaction the catalyst
showed insignificant or slow influence on the decomposition rate of
the formed hydroperoxide during reaction at substrate conversions
below 30%. This observation could possibly be one of the explana-
tions of the better obtained TCHP selectivity when VPO was used
as catalyst for p-cymene liquid phase oxidation. The results of the
model gave reasonably good predicted observations for p-cymene
consumption and p-cymene hydroperoxide formation rate related
to the experimentally observed outcomes.
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