
The atomic economic reaction of acetic acid formation
from methane and carbon dioxide via dielectric-barrier dis-
charges at ambient conditions was investigated in this work.  A
significantly high selectivity of acetic acid (up to 5.3%) has
been achieved with high conversions of methane (more than
54.1%) and carbon dioxide (more than 37.4%).

Direct conversion of methane to more valuable hydrocar-
bons has been an attractive subject of investigation.1 Cold plas-
ma, as an unconventional technology, has also been used for
methane conversion.2–9 Some of studies were conducted using
pure oxygen as the oxidant for plasma methane conversion.5,6

On the other hand, carbon dioxide is also a potential carbon
resource.  Chemical utilization of carbon dioxide is a hot topic
that is challenging chemist worldwide.  The combination of uti-
lization of carbon dioxide and methane using dielectric-barrier
discharge (DBD) plasmas has been reported previously.7,8

Syngas, higher hydrocarbons, oxygenates, and even plasma-poly-
merized films have been produced.  Investigations have been
conducted to find out the best condition to produce higher hydro-
carbons.7,8 Zeolite has also been applied to improve the selectivi-
ties of light hydrocarbons.7 In this work, production of oxigena-
tion, especially acetic acid, using DBDs will be discussed.

It is well known that the direct production of acetic acid
from methane and carbon dioxide is a perfect atomic economic
reaction:

However, this reaction is unfavored thermodynamically.
Equilibrium conversion is almost zero. As discussed before,10

discharge plasmas, like DBDs, can make the thermodynamic
unfavored reaction become true even at ambient conditions.  The
present investigation has confirmed that the DBDs induce an
effective production of acetic acid from methane and carbon
dioxide. 

The reactor we used in this investigation was showed in
Figure 1.  The diameter of dielectric (quartz) tube is 9.6 mm
instead of 50 mm used before.  The gap applied for the discharge
was 1.1 mm and the length of the discharge zone 250 mm.  An
aluminum foil attached closely to the inner surface of quartz
tube is connected with a high voltage generator, which supplies
a sinusoidal signal at a frequency of 25 kHz.  The voltage and
current were measured with an on-line oscilloscope (Tektronix
2440) connecting a high voltage probe (Tektronix P6015A) and
a pulse current transformer (Pearson Electronics 411).  The resi-
dence time was about 14 seconds for the experiments reported
here.  The temperature of the reaction was adjusted at about 338

K using the circulating oil.  The gaseous products were analyzed
with an online gas chromatograph (HP 5890) and mass selective
detector (HP 5971) equipped with a HP-PLOT Q column (30 m
× 0.53 mm × 40 µm).  The liquid products were collected in a
trap cooled by a mixture of ice and water before they were ana-
lyzed with the GC/MS described above.  All the experiments
were operated at atmospheric pressure.

The conversions of methane and carbon dioxide are shown
in Figure 2.  The increase in CO2 conversion is observed with
increasing concentration of methane in the feed.  Table 1 indi-
cates the selectivities of products and by-products based on car-
bon balance.  There is an optimal feed ratio of CH4/CO2 to
make the best selectivity of acetic acid, ethanol, methanol or
propanoic acid, respectively.  The highest acetic acid selectivity
of 5.3% reaches when methane concentration is 67.4% in the
feed. At the same condition, the selectivities of ethanol and
methanol also get the maximum.  The major gaseous by-prod-
ucts are CO, C2H6 and C3H8.  The selectivity of CO proportion-
ally decreases with the increasing methane concentration in the
feed.  The concentrations of ethanol and acetic acid are higher
than those of methanol and formic acid almost at all the feed
ratios.  These results are very different to those with pure oxy-
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gen as the oxidant.5,6 Liquid hydrocarbons, as another by-prod-
uct here, have been discussed previously.7,8

The mechanism of the reactions using plasmas is complex
and not very clear at present.  But most of the researchers agree
with radical reaction mechanism for the plasma methane con-
version.4,6,11–14 For the synthesis of acetic acid from the DBD
plasma methane conversion in the presence of carbon dioxide,
both of methane and carbon dioxide can be excited.  Methane
can be dissociated into methyl radical and hydrogen:

Here, e* stands for the electron with higher energy.  There exist
plenty of hydrogen in the discharge zones.  Therefore, the
hydrogen could easily stick to one of the oxygen atoms in CO2
molecules:

Furthermore, it has been reported that •COOH radicals can be
generated from CO2 in the acidic environment.15 The acetic
acid will be produced from the combination of the group of
•COOH with the radical of CH3•:

A solid micro-extraction has also been conducted to inves-
tigate on the chain growth of acids.  The C3 and even C4 acids
can be detected in the micro-extraction system.  It has been
considered that C3 acid is formed as follows:

The reaction (5) is a typical dissociative reaction of acids
or alcohols observed in the discharges.  There is another possi-
ble mechanism for the formation of C3 acid:

From reactions (5)–(9), it can be easily understood that the
selectivity of acetic acid is much higher than that of propanoic
acid.  However, the selectivity of formic acid is not high (as
shown in Table 1).  It is considered that the possibility of the
combination of hydrogen with •COOH group is very low since
hydrogen radical tends to involve in the reaction (3) and in the
reaction for water production:

Further investigation is being conducted to improve the
selectivity of acetic acid. 

Supports from National Natural Science Foundation of
China (29806011) and ABB Corporate Research Ltd.,
Switzerland are very appreciated.

References
1 J. H. Lunsford, Catal. Today, 63, 165 (2000).
2 M. A. Malik and X.-Z. Jiang, Plasma Chem. Plasma

Processing, 19, 505 (1999).
3 S. L. Yao, F. Ouyang, A. Nakayama, E. Suzuki, M.

Okumoto, and A. Mizuno, Energy Fuels, 14, 910 (2000).
4 S. L. Yao, A. Nakayama, and E. Suzuki, J. AIChE, 47, 413

(2001).
5 D. W. Larkin, L. L. Lobban, and R. G. Mallinson, Ind.

Eng. Chem. Res., 40, 1594 (2001).
6 S. P. Bugaev, A. V. Kozyrev, V. A. Kuvshinov, N. S.

Sochugov, and P. A. Khryapov, Plasma Chem. Plasma
Processing, 18, 247 (1998).

7 B. Eliasson, C.-J. Liu, and U. Kogelschatz, Ind. Eng.
Chem. Res., 39, 1221 (2000).

8 C.-J. Liu, B. Xue, B. Eliasson, F. He, Y. Li, and G.-H. Xu,
Plasma Chem. Plasma Processing, 21, 301 (2001).

9 S. Kado, K. Urasaki, Y. Sekine, and K. Fujimoto, Chem.
Commum., 2001, 415.

10 C.-J. Liu, G.-H. Xu and T. Wang, Fuel Processing
Technology, 58, 119 (1999).

11 S. L. Suib and R. P. Zerger, J. Catal., 139, 383 (1993).
12 C.-J. Liu, L. L. Lobban, and R. G. Mallinson, J. Catal.,

179, 326 (1998).
13 A. Oumghar, J. C. Legrand, A. M. Diamy, and N. Turillon,

Plasma Chem. Plasma Processing, 15, 87 (1995).
14 J. Luo, S.L. Suib, Y. Hayashi, and H. Matsumoto, J. Phys.

Chem. A., 103, 6151 (1999).
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Electroanal. Chem., 502, 91 (2001).

Chemistry Letters 2001 1305


