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PHOTOCATALYST

TECHNICAL FILED

This invention relates to a photocatalyst, although not
exclusively, to a photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber
and the composite fiber includes at least two crystalline
semi-conductors.

BACKGROUND

Tremendous efforts have been put into developing highly
effective photocatalysts for pollution abatement. As for the
most studied photocatalyst, titanium dioxide suffers from
low sun light responsiveness (solar irradiation consisting of
respectively, approximately 5% ultra-violet light, 43% vis-
ible light, and 52% harvestable infrared light); which defers
its use for otherwise much wider industrial applications. The
low sunlight responsiveness of TiO, is mainly because of its
large band gap which can only be activated by UV light.
Accordingly, effort is required to modify TiO, so as to
enhance its catalytic efficiency.

TiO, is commercially available in a form of nanoparticle
which is considered to have large surface-to-volume ratio
for enhancing catalytic performance. However, due to the
small size of nanoparticle, it may be readily detached from
a surface and inhaled by users who come across with the
nanoparticle. The detachment of nanoparticles may raise
health and environment concerns especially when the nano-
particles are positioned adjacent to an air stream or liquid
stream. Therefore, even if a photocatalyst such as TiO, is
fabricated as nanoparticles, it may still have the above
problems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the present invention, there
is provided a photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber
having at least two crystalline semi-conductors, wherein the
crystalline semi-conductors provide a heterojunction struc-
ture in the composite fiber.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the crystalline
semi-conductors have suitable band position alignments,
which allow the vectorial displacement of electrons and
holes.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the crystalline
semi-conductor is a n-type semi-conductor selected from
titanium dioxide, bismuth oxide, zinc oxide or any combi-
nation thereof.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the crystalline
semi-conductor is a p-type semi-conductor selected form
copper (1) oxide, copper (II) oxide, cadmium telluride or any
combination thereof.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the crystalline
semi-conductor comprises bismuth oxide with a concentra-
tion of around 0.1% to 1%, zinc oxide with a concentration
of around 0.1% to 1%, and titanium dioxide with a concen-
tration of around 1% to 10% in a precursor solution when
preparing the composite fibers.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the composite fiber
has a nanostructure.

In one embodiment of the first aspect, the photocatalyst of
this invention is capable for removing a contaminant in a
stream of gas or liquid, wherein the contaminant comprises
a pollutant.

In a further embodiment of the first aspect, the composite
fiber of the photocatalyst comprises a polymer coating.
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In a further embodiment of the first aspect, the photocata-
lyst comprises a substrate for holding the composite fiber.
Preferably, the substrate is transparent to light and is per-
meable to gas. Preferably, the substrate is flexible. Prefer-
ably, the substrate is a network with nanostructure and the
network nanostructure consists of polymeric fibers. The
polymeric fiber is nylon. Preferably, the composite fiber held
in the substrate is in a form of nanofibers, truncated nano-
fibers, nanowires, nanorods, or a combination thereof.

According to a second aspect of the present invention,
there is provided a device for removing a contaminant from
a stream of gas or liquid, comprising a photocatalyst having
composite fiber having at least two crystalline semi-conduc-
tors, wherein the crystalline semi-conductors provide a
heterojunction structure in the composite fiber.

In one embodiment of the second aspect, the photocata-
lyst is activated by ultra-violet light, visible light, or a
combination thereof.

In one embodiment of the second aspect, a filter is
provided upstream of the photocatalyst in the device.

In one embodiment of the second aspect, the photocata-
lyst has a pleated configuration. Preferably, the photocatalyst
protrudes into the stream of gas or liquid from an internal
wall of the device.

According to a third aspect of the present invention, there
is provided a method for removing contaminant from a
stream of gas or liquid, comprising steps of: placing a
photocatalyst adjacent to the stream of gas or liquid; and
providing a light source to activate the photocatalyst for
photocatalytic reaction, wherein the photocatalyst has a
composite fiber having at least two crystalline semi-conduc-
tors, the crystalline semi-conductors provide a heterojunc-
tion structure in the composite fiber.

In one embodiment of the third aspect, the photocatalyst
is provided with a substrate holding the composite fiber
therein.

In one embodiment of the third aspect, the photocatalyst
is positioned substantially tangentially with respect to a
direction of the stream of gas or liquid.

In one embodiment of the third aspect, the photocatalyst
is positioned at an angle with respect to a direction of the
stream of gas or liquid, and the stream of gas or liquid flows
through the photocatalyst from an upstream end to a down-
stream end of the photocatalyst.

In one embodiment of the third aspect, the light source is
selected from ultra-violet light, visible light, or a combina-
tion thereof.

In a further embodiment of the third aspect, the method
further comprises a step of placing a filter upstream of the
photocatalyst to remove suspended particles in the stream of
gas or liquid.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Embodiments of the present invention will now be
described, by way of example, with reference to the accom-
panying drawings in which:

FIGS. 1a, 14, and 1¢ show Transmission Electron Micro-
graph (TEM) and Scanning Electron Micrograph (SEM) of
a photocatalyst comprising TiO,/ZnO/Bi,O, composite
nanofibers (TZB nanofibers) after calcination. FIG. 1la
shows a SEM of the composite nanofibers; FIG. 15 shows a
TEM of the nanofibers; and FIG. 1¢ shows a TEM of the
nanofibers in a high resolution.

FIG. 2 shows X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of the
TZB nanofibers and commercial TiO, nanoparticles.
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FIG. 3a shows UV-Vis absorption spectra of TiO,/ZnO
(TZ) nanofibers, TiO,/Bi,0; (TB) nanofibers, TZB nanofi-
bers and commercial TiO, nanoparticles (P25) between 200
and 800 nm; and FIG. 35 shows the UV-Vis diffuse reflec-
tance spectra of TZ, TB and TZB nanofibers, and commer-
cial nanoparticles TiO, (P25).

FIG. 4 shows an energy diagram of the TZB nanofibers.

FIG. 5 shows a schematic diagram of the movement of
electron and holes in the TZB-P1-P2 nanofibers.

FIG. 6 shows XRD patterns of TiO,/ZnO (TZ) nanofibers,
TiO,/Bi,0O; (TB) nanofibers and TZB nanofibers prepared
by the same method;

FIG. 7 shows Electrochemical Impedance Spectra (EIS)
of TZ, TB and TZB nanofibers.

FIG. 8 shows adsorption and photodegradation of
Rodamine B (RhB) (10~® M) with various zinc acetate
(ZnAc) dopant TiO, nanofibers in suspension (0.5 g L™).

FIG. 9 shows the relative variations of nitrogen oxide
(NO) concentration against irradiation time in the presence
of TZB nanofibers prepared form different Bi concentra-
tions, and commercial nanoparticles TiO, (P25).

FIG. 10 shows the relative variations of nitrogen oxide
(NO) concentration against irradiation time in the presence
of TZ, TB and TZB nanofibers and commercial nanopar-
ticles TiO, (P25).

FIG. 11 shows the relative variations of o-xylene concen-
tration against irradiation time in the presence of TZB
nanofibers.

FIG. 12 shows a benchmark test between TZB nanofibers
and commercial nanoparticles TiO, (P25) with 10 min
illumination.

FIG. 13a shows a SEM of nylon fibers with an average
diameter of around 94 nm; and FIG. 135 shows a SEM of
nylon fibers with an average diameter of around 220 nm.

FIGS. 14q, 145, 14c, 14d, and 14f show a SEM of the
nylon substrate prepared with truncated TBZ nanofibers;
FIGS. 14a, 14b, and 14c¢ respectively show the nylon
substrate having truncated TBZ nanofibers prepared from
spraying, dip coating, and deep casting; and FIGS. 144, 14e,
and 14frespectively show close ups of FIGS. 144, 145, and
14c.

FIG. 15 shows the relative variations in nitrogen oxide
concentration against irradiation time in the presence of
TZB nanofibers, TZB nanorods, TiO, nanoparticles, and the
substrate loaded with TZB nanofibers.

FIGS. 164, 165, and 16c¢ illustrate the possible arrange-
ments of the photocatalyst with respect to a stream of gas or
liquid.

FIG. 17 shows through flow tests results of the relative
variations in nitrogen oxide concentration against irradiation
time in the presence of a photocatalyst having a substrate
loaded with TZB nanofibers, wherein the photocatalyst was
positioned at different angles with respect to the tangential
flow.

FIG. 18a illustrates two possible arrangements of the
photocatalyst of the present invention in a device whereby in
one arrangement the photocatalyst is at an angle to the
channel wall allowing for through flow, and another arrange-
ment with the photocatalyst arranged parallel to the channel
wall allowing only a tangential flow; FIG. 185 illustrates an
example of a combined use of an upstream filter and a
downstream photocatalyst in a device set at an angle with
respect to the channel wall.

FIGS. 19a and 1954 illustrate examples of possible
arrangement of a pleated photocatalyst.

FIG. 20 shows the NO removal by TZ nanofibers for
different flow rates.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT

In one aspect of the present invention, there is provided a
photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber. The composite
fiber has at least two crystalline semi-conductors, wherein
the crystalline semi-conductors provide a heterojunction
structure in the composite fiber. In the following description,
a number of embodiments of the photocatalyst and the
method for preparing the photocatalyst are described.

In a photocatalytic process, photons from a light source
are absorbed by the surface of the titanium dioxide, excited
electrons and subsequent radicals are generated within the
material. These radicals subsequently react with the pollut-
ants, and degrade them to harmless products. In one embodi-
ment of the present invention, the light source is selected
from ultra-violet light, visible light or a combination thereof.

With reference to FIG. 1a to 1c, there is illustrated an
embodiment of a photocatalyst of the present invention. In
this embodiment, the photocatalyst 100 comprises a number
of composite fibers 102. The composite fibers 102 are
nanofibers having nanocrystallines 104 dispersed on the
surface of the nanofibers 102. The nanocrystallines 104
provide substantially large surface-to-volume ratio for adhe-
sion of targeted compound and facilitate photocatalytic
process. Preferably, these nanocrystallines are semi-conduc-
tors having suitable band position alignments, which allow
the vectorial displacement of charges (i.e. electrons and
holes). In this embodiment, the semi-conductors are titanium
dioxide (TiO,), zinc oxide (ZnO) and bismuth oxide
(BiyO5).

These nanocrystalline semi-conductors are closely packed
and provide heterojunction structure for enhancing the pho-
togenerated electron/hole separation efliciency and the pho-
tocatalytic performance. The vectorial charge transfer from
one semiconductor to another with suitable band edge
positions that are thermodynamically favorable can promote
the interfacial charge transfer and improve the catalytic
efficiency. The other semi-conductors having suitable band
position may also be applied in this invention. In this
embodiment, the composite nanofiber 102 consists of TiO,,
7ZnO and Bi,O;. These three semi-conductors provide a
number of heterojunctions which facilitate the movement of
the electrons and holes so as to narrow the band gap.
Alternatively, the composite fiber of the present invention
may adopt other combination of semi-conductors, for
example, TiO,/ZnO fibers, Ti0,/Bi,0; fibers, or ZnO/Bi,0,
fibers. Other possible semi-conductor that can reduce the
band-gap can also be used.

With reference to FIGS. 1a, 15, and 1c, the structure of the
nanocrystallines 104 improves the surface-to-volume ratio
of the nanofibers 102 so as to provide large surface area for
photocatalytic reaction. Preferably, the nanocrystalline 104
has a diameter of around 5 nm to 150 nm, and more
preferably around 10 nm. The large surface area allows the
nanocrystallines 104 to serve as an efficient receiver of
photons during irradiation and the nanofiber serves as a
highway for transferring charges. Moreover, when compar-
ing with nanoparticle, nanofiber 102 having nanocrystallines
104 would have a larger surface area for photocatalytic
reaction, and reduce the risk of inhaling the nano-material
into the body as nanofiber has a large length-to-diameter
ratio. Preferably, the composite nanofiber is around 50 nm to
1000 nm in diameter and can be extended up to meters in
length. More preferably, the composite nanofibers have a
diameter of 80 to 100 nm. With reference to FIGS. 1a, 15,
and 1c, the nanofibers 102 have a diameter of around 90 nm.
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In a specific embodiment, the photocatalyst of FIGS. 1a,
15, and 1c was fabricated based on a sol-gel assisted
electrospinning method. Firstly, 3% (V/V) titanium tetrai-
sopropoxide (TIIP) and isometric acetic acid were mixed
with 4% (w/w) polyvinyl pyrrolidone (PVP) powders and
ethanol. The mixture was under ultrasonication for 30 min.
Subsequently, 0.1% zinc acetate dehydrate and a portion of
bismuth (III) nitrate pentahydrate were added to the solution
with sufficient mixing (under ultrasonication) for 6 h to
obtain a homogeneous solution to be fed to the nozzle-less
electrospinning device. A thin film of solution was conveyed
out of the liquid pool by the rotating electrode. Under the
electric field, a jet was produced from instability due to the
surface tension at the liquid surface being overtaken by the
electric field force acting between the positively charged
rotating electrode and the ground collector. The fibers jetted
into the air, and positive charges deposited on the fiber
repelled against each other, and together with evaporation,
the diameter of the fibers reduced continuously during the
free flight of the fibers from the rotating electrode to the
ground collector. The collected electrospun fibers were
subsequently calcinated in a furnace with temperature ramp-
ing slowly to 650° C. (at heating rate of 1° C. min~"). Under
controlled evaporation, both organic compounds (e.g. etha-
nol, PVP) and residual water left in the nanofibers were
slowly removed. Finally, the photocatalyst comprising the
composite nanofibers is obtained. The nanofibers are packed
with nanocrystallines of TiO,, ZnO and Bi,O;. Similar
approach can also be applied for fabricating other photo-
catalyst having similar composite fibers.

The morphologies of the composite nanofibers were stud-
ied by using scanning electron microscope with energy
dispersive spectroscopy (SEM-EDS) (JEOL Model JSM-
6490) and transmission electron microscopy (TEM) (JEOL
Model JEM-2011). Phase analyses were carried out on
X-ray diffraction (XRD) (Rigaku SmartLab) in the range of
20°-80° (20) at ambient condition. The UV-Vis diffuse
reflectance spectra (DRS) were measured and recorded on a
Varian Cary 100 Scan UV-Vis system equipped with a
Labsphere diffuse reflectance accessory to obtain the reflec-
tance spectra of the catalysts over a range of 200-800 nm.
BaSO, (Labsphere USRS-99-010) was used as a reference in
the measurement. The measured spectra were converted
from reflection to absorbance by the Kubelka-Munk equa-
tion.

FIG. 2 shows XRD patterns of the composite TiO,/ZnO/
Bi,0; nanofibers (TZB nanofibers) of the present invention
and commercial TiO, nanoparticles (TNP). It reveals the
presence of anatase (JCPDS card No. 21-1272), rutile
(JCPDS card No. 21-1276), zincite (JCPDS card No.
65-682) and bismuth oxide (JCPDS card No. 41-1449) in the
TBZ nanofibers. Anatase and rutile are two mineral forms of
TiO,. Accordingly, the XRD pattern of the TZB nanofibers
is consistent with the results shown in FIG. 1c.

FIG. 3 shows the absorption spectra of TiO,/ZnO (TZ)
nanofibers, TiO,/Bi,0; (IB) nanofibers, TZB nanofibers
and commercial TiO, nanoparticles between 200 and 800
nm, the absorption edge of TZB nanofibers has been shifted
to the visible region. Comparing the results of TZB nano-
fibers and commercial TiO, nanoparticles (P25), TZB nano-
fibers significantly improves the absorbance in the UV
range, and also utilizes part of the visible range. Using the
Kubelka-Munk equation, the band gap of TZB nanofibers
and TiO, nanoparticles (P25) have been determined to be
2.51 eV and 3.12 eV, respectively. The decrease in band-gap
energy of TZB nanofibers as compared to TiO, nanoparticles
can be attributed to the synergistic effect among anatase,
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rutile, ZnO, and Bi,O;. Because of the synergetic effect
among the conduction bands of these composites, some
sub-bands are formed in the forbidden band of TiO, intro-
ducing impurities and defects thereby reducing the band-gap
energy.

With reference to FIG. 4, the TZB nanofibers have an
interesting energy diagram. The band position alignment
favors movement of electrons and holes, and leads to a lower
band energy gap. The great charge separation resulted from
the different energy positions also reduces the recombination
rate of photogenerated electron/hole pairs. Accordingly,
TZB nanofibers can effectively facilitate the generation of
radicals with the water vapor in air or water molecules in
liquid, producing both oxygen and hydroxyl radicals. The
radicals produced can therefore react with the targeted
compound, for example any contaminant in the air or liquid,
to degrade or convert the compound into harmless sub-
stances.

In another embodiment, the composite nanofiber may
comprise a combination of n-type and p-type semi-conduc-
tors. It is known that p-n heterojunction-type photocatalysts
not only can expand semiconductor responding wavelength
range though sensitization effect, but also restrain charge
carrier recombination through the built-in electric field
effect, thus greatly improve the photocatalytic performance
of the material.

Accordingly, n-type semiconductor such as titanium diox-
ide (Ti0,), zinc oxide (ZnO) and bismuth oxide (Bi,O;)
mentioned above can be used together with p-type semicon-
ductor such as copper (1) oxide CuO (1.2 eV), copper (1I)
oxide Cu,O (2.0 eV), and cadmium telluride CdTe (1.4 eV)
to form the composite fiber of the present invention. As
illustrated in FIG. 5, a first p-type semiconductor (P1) can be
used with energy level higher than zinc oxide so that it can
trigger transfer of electron to Zn and Zn to Ti, and from Ti
to Bi. Vice versa, the holes are readily transferred from the
n-type Zn to the p-type P1, which kicks off a series of hole
transfer from Bi to Ti, and from Ti to Zn, and Zn to PI1.
Optionally, similar logic can call for having a second p-type
semiconductor (P2), with energy level even higher than P1.
This is advantageous in that the additional semiconductor
such as a p-type semi-conductor, having proper energy level,
further enhance the catalytic performance.

With reference to FIG. 6, it shows XRD patterns of
Ti0,/Zn0O (TZ) nanofibers, TiO,/Bi,O; (TB) nanofibers and
TZB nanofibers prepared by the same method. The peaks
corresponding to anatase, rutile, ZnO and Bi,0O, are identi-
fied according to the diffraction angles. The UV-Vis absorp-
tion spectra of TZ, TB and TZB nanofibers are shown in
FIG. 3a and the corresponding UV-Vis diffuse reflectance
spectra are provided in FIG. 3. The band gap energies of the
three nanofibers are determined to be 2.96, 2.62 and 2.51 €V,
respectively. Due to the synergistic effect resulted from the
band position alignment, the band gap energies of TZ
nanofibers and TB nanofibers are reduced. Nevertheless,
TZB nanofibers have the lowest band gap energy because
TZB nanofibers have the largest amount of heterojunctions.
The heterojunctions between the nanocrystallines establish a
highway for eflicient charge transportation.

FIG. 7 shows the EIS results of the TZ, TB and TZB
nanofibers. Under a dark condition, electrons transfer from
conductive substrates (e.g. fluorine-doped tin oxide glass) to
the photocatalyst having nanofibers, and then diffuse
through the photocatalyst to the counter-electrode. During
the process of transmission, the electrons recombine in the
electrolyte. The recombination process is the primary reac-
tion at the interface under “dark condition”, which is detri-
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mental for the photocatalytic process, thus it would be
highly desirable to have high impedance under dark condi-
tion. Referring to the results in FIG. 7, TB and TZ nanofibers
are found to have lower impedances in dark condition and
higher resistances under illumination. This result reflects
that more recombination have been taken place in the TB
and TZ nanofibers and lead to a weaker charge transport
efficiency when compared with that of TZB nanofibers.

In one embodiment, the composite TiO,/ZnO/Bi,O,
nanofibers comprise Bi,O, with a concentration of around
0.1% to 1%, ZnO with a concentration of around 0.1% to
1%, and TiO, with a concentration of around 1% to 10% in
a precursor solution when preparing the composite nanofi-
bers. Preferably, the TZB nanofibers comprise 0.1% to 0.4%
of Bi,0;. Most preferably, the TZB nanofibers comprise
0.2% of Bi,0;. It is because when the Bi concentration is at
0.1% and 0.2%, the fibers appear smooth and even. For
higher Bi concentration up to 0.3% and 0.4%, some branch-
like nanofibers are formed, which is due to the difference in
the coefficients of thermal expansion among these three
different semiconductors. The coeflicients of thermal expan-
sion of the TiO,, ZnO and Bi,O; are 9x10~°K™*, 4.75x107°
K!, and 18x107% K=" respectively. Under a higher bismuth
concentration, the composite nanofibers are easily broken up
into short rods because of drastic thermal shock and shrink-
age taking place in the initial stage.

A UV-Vis diffuse reflectance spectra measurement was
conducted to measure the impedance of the TZB nanofibers
having different Bi,0O; concentrations. The Bi,O; concen-
trations are between 0.1% and 0.4%. Using the Kubelka-
Munk equation, the band gap of TZB nanofibers with Bi
concentration 0.1%, 0.2%, 0.3% and 0.4% together with
TiO, nanoparticles are determined to be 2.74 eV, 2.51 eV
2.81 eV, 2.85 eV and 3.12 eV, respectively. The decrease in
band-gap energy of TZB nanofibers as compared to TiO,
nanoparticles can be attributed to the synergistic effect
among anatase, rutile, ZnO, and Bi,O;. As mentioned
before, when the Bi,O; concentration increases, the TZB
nanofibers are more susceptible to breakage during the
annealing process and form short nanorods instead. There-
fore, the impedance drops when the Bi,O; exceeds 0.2%.
When the Bi,0; concentration is 0.2%, the nanofibers hold
the maximum heterojunctions for charge transmission.
Therefore, the band gap energy is much lowered at 0.2%.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the photo-
catalyst is capable for removing a contaminant in a stream
of gas or liquid, wherein the contaminant comprises a
pollutant. The pollutant comprises any substance that pos-
sesses undesired effect when being introduced into an envi-
ronment. It may cause adverse health effects on animals and
plants. Examples of pollutant include nitrogen oxide, vola-
tile organic compounds pollutants and organic dyes.

With reference to FIGS. 8 to 12, the composite nanofibers
of the present invention are found to possess prominent
photocatalytic activities under solar irradiation on respec-
tively, Rodamine B (RhB) in water, nitrogen oxide (NO) in
air, and volatile organic compounds pollutants (VOC) in air.
‘When compared with commercial TiO, nanoparticles (about
100 nm) with similar specific surface areas, as shown in
FIGS. 10 and 12, the photocatalytic degradation of TZB
nanofibers on NO and VOC is significantly improved. For
FIG. 8, comparison is made for TiO,/Zn composite nanofi-
bers with different ZnAc concentrations, for which the
composite nanofibers again show superior performance. In
all these comparisons, the superior performance owes to the
internal structures of the composite nanofibers and the lower
band-gap energy. Even if the TZB nanofibers is compared
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with either the TZ or TB nanofibers, the TZB nanofibers still
have a significant improvement in converting pollutants
such as NO into harmless substances.

Referring to FIGS. 11 and 12, o-xylene was chosen as a
representative volatile organic compounds (VOCs) pollutant
to investigate the photocatalytic degradation process by
respectively TZB nanofibers and TiO, nanoparticles (P25)
under full spectrum illumination. The amount of photocata-
lysts used in each test is 50 mg. For 10 min illumination, the
removal of o-xylene by commercial TiO, nanoparticles is
very low (5.25%). In contrast, the removal by TZB nanofi-
bers is up to 100%, as shown in FIG. 12.

In another embodiment, the photocatalyst of the present
invention further comprises a polymer for increasing the
elasticity of the composite fiber. This is advantageous in that
the durability of the photocatalyst would be improved.
Preferably, the polymer is porous and permeable to allow
light to penetrate through the polymer and interact with the
composite fibers therein. Preferably, the polymer also allows
gases from the environment to permeate freely through the
polymer to reach the photocatalyst, and vice versa.

One of the methods for preparing a polymer coated
photocatalyst of the present invention is: electrospinning an
inorganic composite fiber solution with a polymer solution
having different viscosities; forming inorganic fibers inside
the polymer fibers; and calcinating the polymer fibers so as
to make the polymer fibers porous for light penetration.
Another method is directly coating a fabricated composite
fiber through chemical or physical process, such as chemical
vapor evaporation, to be followed by a post-calcination to
make the polymer fiber porous.

In a further embodiment, the photocatalyst of the present
invention further comprises a substrate for holding the
composite fibers firmly. Inorganic nanofiber is very brittle
and easily broken. To better hold the nanofiber in place
without significantly affecting the photocatalytic perfor-
mance, a substrate having a network structure can be
adopted to provide support for the nanofibers and house
them firmly by trapping them inside the network structure.
Preferably, the network structure comprises porosity such
that it allows light to penetrate through the substrate and
interact with the composite nanofibers for photocatalytic
activities. Also, gases can freely permeate through the
substrate between the composite fibers and the environment.
In other words, the substrate provides a certain degree of
light transparency and gas permeability for photocatalytic
activities.

The material of the substrate, diameter of the nanofibers,
the total depth of the substrate h, and the basis weight of
nanofibers in g/m* (gsm) can be adjusted to optimize the
process. The basis weight does not need to be uniform across
the entire substrate layer, it can be arranged so that there are
fewer fibers (loosely packed or lower packing density) on
the surface allowing more light to penetrate through the
macro-pores formed and, perhaps, more fibers towards the
bottom (densely packed or higher packing density) for
reflecting or trapping light. This effect could also have been
obtained with small diameter nanofibers near the surface and
larger diameter nanofibers towards the bottom.

In one embodiment, the substrate may consist of polymer,
inorganic fibers or cellulose. Preferably, polymeric fibers
such as nylon fibers are utilized to form the network struc-
ture of the substrate. Nylon is a suitable material for the
substrate because it is insoluble in water and is inert to solar
irradiation. FIGS. 13a and 135 show SEM images, respec-
tively, of the substrate 1300, 1310 consisting of a network of
nylon nanofibers 1302, 1312 having an average fiber diam-
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eter ranging from 90 nm to 220 nm. Such a network with
nanostructure is capable for trapping and adhering the
composite nanofibers, truncated nanofibers or nanorods
firmly. A person skilled in the art will understand that the
diameter of the nylon fiber can be adjusted in accordance
with the diameter of the composite fiber to suit the practical
need.

FIGS. 14a, 145, 14c, 14d, and 14e illustrate how a
substrate holds the composite fibers in place by using a
network of polymeric fibers. In this example, TZB nanofi-
bers are chopped to smaller pieces through sonication for
about 15 min to 1 h. The truncated nanofibers, or nanorods,
are then suspended in ethanol with well mixing. Ethanol is
used because of its favorable wetting characteristic which
can penetrate through the pores of nylon readily. Alterna-
tively, other solution having a good wetting characteristic
can also be applied. After the mixing, the truncated nano-
fibers, or nanorods, can be introduced into the substrate via
spraying, dip coating, deep casting, or any common physical
processes. A person skilled in the art will understand that any
common methods that can introduce the nanofibers into the
substrate can be used.

In this example, methods such as spraying, dip coating
and deep casting have been studied to prepare a substrate
with uniformly distributed and highly packed truncated
nanofibers. These methods are briefly described below:

(a) Spraying: preparing a suspension of truncated com-
posite nanofibers, transferring the suspension into a reser-
voir of a spray device (the spray device is associated with a
pressurized nitrogen gas); and spraying the suspension uni-
formly onto a nylon substrate.

(b) Dip coating: immersing the nylon substrate into a
suspension containing the truncated composite nanofibers at
a constant speed; allowing the substrate to stay in the
suspension for a while such that the truncated composite
nanofibers adhere onto the substrate network; and finally
pulling up the nylon substrate with the truncated nanofibers
being trapped/deposited in the substrate. Excess liquid will
drain off from the surface. By evaporating the solvent, a thin
layer of nanofiber mat is formed in the substrate. For dip
coating, it is important to avoid trapping air in the substrate
when immersing the substrate into the suspension of trun-
cated composite fibers. If air is trapped inside the substrate,
the air bubbles formed will block the pores of the substrate
and reduce the efficiency of trapping and adhering truncated
composite fibers in the substrate. It will also lead to a
non-uniform distribution of the truncated composite fibers in
the substrate. Therefore, it is necessary to immerse the
nanofibers carefully at constant speed to purge air out of the
substrate.

(c) Deep Casting: using a dropper to drip the suspension
onto the substrate such that the suspension will enter the
macro-pores of the substrate; and drying the substrate.
Alternatively, a multi-dropper arrangement, with possible
automation, can be used for a substrate having a large area
so as to provide uniformity of the composite fibers. Prefer-
ably, the above steps can be repeated to assure a high
packing density of the composite fibers in the substrate. In
other words, the amount of composite fibers loaded on the
substrate is adjustable and can be readily control by a user
according to individual practice.

FIGS. 14a, 145, 14¢, 14d, 14e, and 14/ show that all of the
above methods can prepare a photocatalyst having a sub-
strate loaded uniformly with truncated nanofibers. FIG. 14a
is an SEM of the nylon substrate prepared with truncated
TBZ nanofibers by spraying and FIG. 144 is a close-up of
FIG. 14a. FIG. 144 is an SEM of the nylon substrate
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prepared with truncated TBZ nanofibers by dip coating and
FIG. 14e is a close-up of FIG. 144. FIG. 14¢ is an SEM of
the nylon substrate prepared with truncated TBZ nanofibers
by deep casting and FIG. 14fis a close-up of FIG. 14¢. This
is particular advantageous in that the use of the substrate
allows the photocatalyst to be mounted on various devices or
infrastructures. Specifically, the photocatalyst substrate can
be applied on a flexible surface, such as a face mask to
remove pollutant when breathing, or wearable apparel, for
removing harmful gases before they contact with the body.
Also, the quantity of composite fibers carried by the sub-
strate is controllable; for example, by simply repeating the
preparation procedure or adjusting the concentration of the
suspension of the composite fibers. Accordingly, the use of
substrate allows the photocatalyst to be applied in a wide
range of applications without significantly affecting the
photocatalytic performance of the composite fibers.

With reference to FIG. 15, the photocatalytic performance
of a photocatalyst having a substrate loaded with composite
fibers has been tested on the removal of NO. In this example,
the nylon substrate carrying 30 mg of TZB nanorods has
been investigated, and the results obtained are compared
with that of 30 mg of TZB nanofibers alone (without
substrate) and TZB nanorods alone (without substrate). The
results show that the photocatalyst of TZB nanorods alone
without substrate achieves a lower NO removal activity
when compared with the photocatalyst of TZB nanofibers
without substrate. This is mainly due to the fact that the TZB
nanorods have lower charge transportation efficiency as
compared to the nanofibers.

However, the photocatalyst having a substrate with TZB
nanorods can perform substantially equal photocatalytic
activities as that of TZB nanorods without substrate. In other
words, the results confirm that the use of the substrate, or
carrier, does not significantly affect the photocatalytic per-
formance of the composite fibers in the substrate. This is
advantageous in that the substrate of the present invention
enables the production of large-scale photocatalyst for vari-
ous applications. The photocatalyst can be produced in a
sheet extending up to meters in length. In one example, the
photocatalyst can be manufactured as a filter mounted on a
cleaning device to purify air in an air channel, or remove
pollutants in a liquid flowing through a pipe.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the photo-
catalyst is preferably arranged substantially tangentially
with respect to the direction of the stream of gas or liquid to
ensure a high photocatalytic activity for removing contami-
nant in the stream.

To further investigate the efficiency of the photocatalyst
(with a substrate which may also be called a scaffold) having
different orientations with respect to the gas stream or liquid
stream, tangential flow tests, and through-flow tests have
been conducted. Referring to FIGS. 16a, 165, and 16c¢, the
photocatalyst having a substrate loaded with composite TZB
truncated nanofibers was positioned tangentially as in FIG.
16a, perpendicularly, as in FIG. 165, or at an angle, as in
FIG. 16¢, with respect to the flow in a channel. Note the light
irradiates the channel through a transparent window in a
direction perpendicular to the flow (refer to FIG. 16¢). With
reference to the results in FIG. 15, it is found that the
photocatalyst (with a substrate) being placed tangentially
achieves an equal performance with that achieved by a
photocatalyst having loose composite nanorods. The photo-
catalyst (with a substrate) being placed perpendicularly can
only achieve a comparable efliciency when the loaded
amount of composite fibers is increased. With reference to
FIG. 17, it shows that when the angle with respect to the flow
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direction increases (from 0 to 90°), the NO removal effi-
ciency decreases. One possible reason may be that less
composite nanofibers are irradiated by the light when the
angle increases from the horizontal orientation. Neverthe-
less, the reduction of NO removal efficiency can be com-
pensated by increasing the amount of composite truncated
nanofibers in the substrate.

In another aspect of the present invention, there is pro-
vided a device and a method for removing contaminant from
a stream of gas or liquid, comprising a photocatalyst of the
present invention.

In one embodiment, the photocatalyst of the present
invention may be provided in a device for purifying the gas
stream, or liquid stream, which passes through the device.
The photocatalyst is positioned adjacent to the stream so as
to interact with water vapor in the stream for photocatalytic
activities. By further providing a light source or making use
of solar light, the photocatalyst will then be activated to
generate radicals, such as oxygen and hydroxyl radicals, to
convert contaminants in the stream into harmless substances
for discharge. This is advantageous in that the photocatalyst
can be applied in medical devices, infrastructures, vehicles,
pipes, buildings, and appliances etc. for cleaning air or
liquid. In an alternative embodiment, the photocatalyst can
be used as a filter to trap particles present in the stream with
the network structure of the substrate.

FIG. 18a illustrates one example of the photocatalyst
associated with a device 1800. As shown, a first photocata-
lyst 1802 may be provided at an angle with respect to the
direction of the flow such that the stream of gas or liquid
flows through the photocatalyst 1802 from an upstream end
to a downstream end of the photocatalyst 1802. Under light
irradiation through the transparent window 1804, this pho-
tocatalyst 1802 generates radicals for photocatalytic activity
and at the same time traps particles when the polluted gas or
liquid passes through it. Preferably, a second photocatalyst
1806 may be mounted at the downstream of the first pho-
tocatalyst 1802 and positioned substantially tangentially
with respect to the direction of the flow. The second pho-
tocatalyst 1806 ensures that most of targeted contaminants
in the stream are removed before discharging from the
device 1800. Such a two-stage photocatalytic process
ensures that the stream is substantially free of contaminates
for discharging.

In another example, there is provided a combination of a
photocatalyst of the present invention and a filter in a device.
The device may adopt a single-stage photocatalytic process,
with either horizontal or angled arrangement. FIG. 185
illustrates an example of a device 1810 having a photocata-
lyst 1812 combined with a filter 1814. The photocatalyst
1812 is arranged with an angled orientation with respect to
the horizontal direction of the flow. The filter 1814 is
provided upstream of the photocatalyst 1812 for removing
suspended particles and followed immediately by the pho-
tocatalyst 1812 for removing or converting harmful sub-
stances in the gas or liquid. The angular orientation allows
the filter and the photocatalyst to enhance the filtration
efficiency and photocatalytic activities when the stream of
gas or liquid flows from an upstream end of the filter and the
photocatalyst to a downstream end of the filter and photo-
catalyst. Optionally, additional photocatalyst 1816 may also
be provided downstream of the photocatalyst 1812 to make
sure that the stream is substantially free of contaminants for
discharging.

There are two advantages with this filter-purifier serial
arrangement as shown in FIG. 185. Given the filter 1814 is
located upstream of the photocatalyst 1812 in a device, most
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suspended particles are removed before entering the photo-
catalyst 1812. Accordingly, this arrangement reduces clog-
ging of the photocatalyst downstream by particles, thereby
increasing the longevity of the photocatalyst. Furthermore,
in the absence of the filter 1814, some fine particles may
flow through the photocatalyst 1812. Those fine particles
may scatter the light shining through the transparent window
1818, thereby reducing the light intensity irradiated on the
photocatalyst 1812, and consequently decreasing the pho-
tocatalytic performance of the photocatalyst 1812. This is
therefore advantageous to include a filter 1814 upstream of
the photocatalyst 1812 to maintain a high and constant
photocatalytic efficiency of the photocatalyst.

For gas applications, the filter 1814 may be made up of
microfibers 1 micron to 30 microns in average fiber diam-
eter. The filter 1814 may also be made up of nanofibers with
average diameter 50 nm to 1000 nm similar to FIG. 13a and
FIG. 134. It may also be made up of a combination of
microfibers and nanofibers. Alternatively, for liquid appli-
cations, the filter 1814 may be made of any conventional
filtering materials suitable for removing particles in a liquid,
such as foam and membrane.

The inclined angle 6 from the horizontal for the combined
arrangement of the filter 1814 and photocatalyst 1812 in
FIG. 185, may be any angle between 0° and 90°. Preferably,
the inclined angle is between 10° and 40°. More preferably,
the inclined angle is about 20° to 30°. It is because the
smaller the angle, e.g. below 15°, the larger the photocatalyst
is required to extend across the channel. Considering both
practical design and performance of the photocatalyst, the
inclined angle is most preferred to be 20° to 30°. As such,
the combined arrangement of the filter and photocatalyst at
an angle with respect to the horizontal can attain a high
filtration efficiency and high photocatalytic efliciency.

In a further embodiment, the photocatalyst of the present
invention may have a pleated configuration. Preferably, it
may be arranged with a V-shape or a zigzag configuration.
The photocatalyst with a substrate of the present invention
does not need to be of planar geometry as shown in FIG. 18a
and FIG. 18b. The substrate of the photocatalyst may be
pleated with V-shape or zigzag configuration 1901 as shown
in FIGS. 194, 195 to increase the surface area for photo-
catalytic reaction and reduce the challenging face velocity
on the photocatalyst.

With reference to FIG. 195, the pleated geometry of the
photocatalyst allows the original face velocity 1902 to be
resolved into two components. The two components are,
respectively, an effective face velocity 1903 perpendicular to
the surface of the photocatalyst 1901, and a velocity com-
ponent 1904 tangential to the surface of the photocatalyst
1901. The magnitude of the face velocity 1903 is much
smaller than that of the original velocity 1902. This is
advantageous in that the photocatalyst 1901 can attain a
higher photocatalytic performance with a maximal contact
between the stream of gas or liquid and the photocatalyst
surface.

In one example of the present invention, a filter that
combined with the pleated photocatalyst may also be pleated
to conform to the geometry of the photocatalyst, thereby
increasing the surface area of the filter and reducing the face
velocity. Accordingly, both filter and photocatalyst are of
pleated geometry for attaining higher filtration (particle
removal) and purification (harmful gas or liquid removal)
performance.

If the photocatalyst 1802 as shown in FIG. 18a is pleated
to have a V-shaped shape or a zigzag configuration shown in
FIGS. 194 and 195, a groove 1905 of the photocatalyst is
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provided to be substantially aligned with the flow direction
of the stream (i.e. the stream of gas or liquid flows into the
paper). The groove avoids blockage of the stream flow and
maximizes the contact between the stream (carrying the
contaminants) and the photocatalyst surface. Preferably, the
photocatalyst having the pleated configuration protrudes
into the stream of gas or liquid from the internal wall of the
channel (not shown) into the flow stream of air or liquid to
maximize the contact with the contaminant in the flow
stream so as to increase the photocatalytic activity.

The flow rate of the stream of gas or liquid also affects the
photocatalytic performance in a certain extent. FIG. 20
shows the NO removal by TZ nanofibers for different flow
rates. Given the area is constant, this result can be inter-
preted as photocatalytic performance versus the face veloc-
ity. It can be seen that NO removal increases with decreasing
flow velocity. The lower is the through flow rate (or through
flow velocity) of NO, the longer the contact time between
NO and the photogenerated hydroxyl radicals, thus the
higher the NO removal efliciency. This supports the above
embodiment that pleating the photocatalyst substrate
reduces the effective through flow velocity and increases the
photocatalytic activity.

In an alternative embodiment, the photocatalyst is dispos-
able such that it allows the user to replace the old unit with
a new one. This is particular useful when the photocatalyst
is used as a filter because the photocatalyst may be saturated
with a significant amount of particles when cleaning the
stream. Accordingly, the photocatalyst of the present inven-
tion is user-friendly and can be mass-produced with a low
cost. Alternatively, a filter may be applied upstream of the
photocatalyst as shown in FIG. 185 to remove suspended
particles in the stream of gas or liquid to increase the
longevity of the photocatalyst.

It should be understood that the above only illustrates and
describes examples whereby the present invention may be
carried out, and that modifications and/or alterations may be
made thereto without departing from the spirit of the inven-
tion.

It should also be understood that certain features or steps
of the invention, which are, for clarity, described in the
context of separate embodiments, may also be provided in
combination in a single embodiment. Conversely, various
features or steps of the invention which are, for brevity,
described in the context of a single embodiment, may also
be provided or separately or in any suitable subcombination.

The invention claimed is:

1. A photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber including
at least three n-type crystalline semiconductor materials,
wherein

the n-type crystalline semiconductor materials form a

heterojunction structure in the composite fiber, and
the n-type crystalline semiconductor materials include
bismuth oxide, titanium dioxide, and zinc oxide.

2. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein the n-type
crystalline semiconductor materials have band position
alignments which allow vectorial displacement of electrons
and holes.

3. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein the composite
fiber includes a p-type semiconductor material selected from
the group consisting of copper (I) oxide, copper (II) oxide,
cadmium telluride, and combinations thereof.

4. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein the n-type
crystalline semiconductor materials are prepared from a
precursor solution including bismuth oxide in a concentra-
tion from about 0.1% to about 1%, a precursor solution
including zinc oxide in a concentration from about 0.1% to
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about 1%, and a precursor solution including titanium diox-
ide in a concentration from about 1% to about 10%.

5. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein the composite
fiber has a nanostructure.

6. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein

the photocatalyst is capable of removing a contaminant

from a fluid stream, and
the contaminant comprises a pollutant.
7. The photocatalyst of claim 1, wherein the composite
fiber further comprises a polymer coating.
8. The photocatalyst of claim 1, further comprising a
substrate holding the composite fiber.
9. The photocatalyst of claim 8, wherein the substrate is
transparent to light and is gas permeable.
10. The photocatalyst of claim 8, wherein the substrate is
flexible.
11. The photocatalyst of claim 8, wherein the substrate is
a network with a nanostructure.
12. The photocatalyst of claim 11, wherein the network
structure consists of polymeric fibers.
13. The photocatalyst of claim 12, wherein the polymeric
fibers include nylon.
14. The photocatalyst of claim 8, wherein the composite
fiber is selected from the group consisting of nanofibers,
truncated nanofibers, nanowires, nanorods, and combina-
tions thereof.
15. A photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber includ-
ing at least two crystalline semiconductor materials, wherein
the at least two crystalline semiconductor materials form
a heterojunction structure in the composite fiber, and

one of the at least two crystalline semiconductor materials
is prepared from a precursor solution including bismuth
oxide in a concentration from about 0.1% to about 1%,
a precursor solution including zinc oxide in a concen-
tration from about 0.1% to about 1%, and a precursor
solution including titanium dioxide in a concentration
from about 1% to about 10%.
16. The photocatalyst of claim 15, wherein one of the
crystalline semiconductor materials is a p-type semiconduc-
tor material selected from the group consisting of copper (I)
oxide, copper (IT) oxide, cadmium telluride, and combina-
tions thereof.
17. The photocatalyst of claim 15, wherein the composite
fiber further comprises a polymer coating.
18. A photocatalyst comprising a composite fiber includ-
ing at least two n-type crystalline semiconductor materials,
wherein
the at least two n-type crystalline semiconductor materials
form a heterojunction structure in the composite fiber,

the at least two n-type crystalline semiconductor materials
have band position alignments which allow vectorial
displacement of electrons and holes,

one of the at least two n-type semiconductor materials is

bismuth oxide, and

the composite fiber includes a p-type semiconductor

material selected from the group consisting of copper
(1) oxide, copper (II) oxide, cadmium telluride, and
combinations thereof.

19. The photocatalyst of claim 18, wherein the at least two
n-type crystalline semiconductor materials include titanium
dioxide, zinc oxide, and bismuth oxide.

20. The photocatalyst of claim 19, wherein the n-type
crystalline semiconductor materials are prepared from a
precursor solution including bismuth oxide in a concentra-
tion from about 0.1% to about 1%, a precursor solution
including zinc oxide in a concentration from about 0.1% to
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about 1%, and a precursor solution including titanium diox-
ide in a concentration from about 1% to about 10%.

21. The photocatalyst of claim 18, wherein the composite
fiber has a nanostructure.

22. The photocatalyst of claim 18, wherein

the photocatalyst is capable of removing a contaminant

from a fluid stream, and

the contaminant comprises a pollutant.

23. The photocatalyst of claim 18, wherein the composite
fiber further comprises a polymer coating.

24. The photocatalyst of claim 18, further comprising a
substrate holding the composite fiber.

25. The photocatalyst of claim 24, wherein the substrate
is transparent to light and is gas permeable.

26. The photocatalyst of claim 24, wherein the substrate
is flexible.

27. The photocatalyst of claim 24, wherein the substrate
is a network with a nanostructure.

28. The photocatalyst of claim 27, wherein the network
structure consists of polymeric fibers.

29. The photocatalyst of claim 28, wherein the polymeric
fibers include nylon.
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