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Abstract: Gold in a rock is usually associated with other elements, forms nuggets, or is hosted within
the crystal lattice of a mineral (e.g., pyrite) and is often heterogeneously distributed and trapped
inside the rock matrix even after crushing. Gold can be liberated from these rock matrices by chemical
leaching, but then their concentration becomes too low for detection by a portable method due to
the dilution effect of the leaching process. In this paper, we present a proof-of-concept method
for gold pre-concentration to enable the detection of gold in rock at low levels using a portable
technique. Two coating methods, plasma polymerization (PP) and wet chemistry (WC), were utilized
to generate surface coatings, which were then compared for their effectiveness in binding gold ions.
Laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy (LIBS) was used as a portable technique for the detection
of immobilized gold on these modified surfaces. The detection limit for pure gold ions in solution
incubated on PP and WC coatings was determined to be as low as 80 ppb. To demonstrate the real-life
capability of the method, it was tested for rock sample leachates bearing 300–500 ppb gold.

Keywords: surface chemistry; plasma polymerization; salinization; gold sensing

1. Introduction

Gold has been a major target for profitable geological exploration for centuries. It is usually
heterogeneously distributed and trapped inside rock particles. Due to its low natural abundance and
inhomogeneous distribution, gold has to be detected at a very low concentration and in large volume.
Gold in a rock can be detected either with liberation of the gold from the rock particles it is trapped
in, which can be achieved using chemical methods, or without liberation using a physical method
with high penetration depth. One of the oldest and most commonly used methods employed for
the liberation of gold is a fire assay which uses different chemical methods for sample preparation
and pre-concentration and then utilizes a physical technique for actual gold measurement such as
inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) [1]. Although, the fire assay technique
allows for the detection of gold at low ppb levels in rocks, it is time-consuming and requires multistep
processing which involves high temperature and hazardous reagents disabling the portability of the
method. A physical technique which does not require liberation of gold due to its high penetration
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depth is the gamma activation technique [2–4], which involves high-energy X-rays to excite the atomic
nuclei of the gold atom into gold isomer. Subsequently, the gamma radiations emitted from the resting
nuclei are detected for gold detection. This technique provides rapid, precise and low level (ppm)
measurement of gold in rocks, but it involves high energy particles generated from both X-ray and
gamma rays which hinders the portability of the technique on site.

To address these issues, a lot of research has been focused on developing new portable physical
techniques. Current portable techniques include X-ray fluorescence (XRF) and laser-induced breakdown
spectroscopy (LIBS), which are capable of detecting gold [5,6]. However, these techniques have small
penetration depth into the sample, which makes it hard to measure sample with heterogeneous gold
distribution and deeply trapped gold. Therefore, there is growing interest to develop a new portable
method to overcome these limitations. We hypothesize that the pre-concentration of gold in solution
by binding it onto a functionalized substrate facilitates low-level gold sensing using currently available
portable physical techniques. It has been well known that gold (III) chloride [7] and gold thiosulfate [8]
ions as wells as gold nanoparticles (NPs) [9–12] bind to a surface functionalized with amines groups.

Traditional methods for the surface modification of substrates with amine groups utilize wet
chemistry (WC) approaches. These approaches use classical reactions and simple laboratory equipment
with most of the analytes being in a liquid phase. In the past few decades, plasma polymerization
(PP) has been demonstrated as a powerful technique for surface functionalization [9,10,12–15].
The fabrication of functional PP films for immobilization of gold/silver NPs and heavy metal ions
have been employed for different applications such as antibacterial surfaces [16], modulation of
cellular responses [17] and removal of heavy metal ions [18]. PP utilizes a collection of ions, excited
atoms, molecules, free radicals, protons, and neutral species from a wide range of precursors to
form polymer-like coatings on a surface. The plasma technique enables the fast deposition of a
polymer (few minutes) with no production of chemical waste. Key benefits of the technique include its
applicability to any type of substrate material and no requirement for surface pre-modification [11,19].
As a comparison, most WC techniques (e.g., self-assembled monolayers) require specific substrate
material [20]. The PP process is also solvent free, which is beneficial in terms of cost, since it does not
produce waste solvents [12].

In this paper, we report the proof-of-concept of a field-deployable method for low-level gold
sensing by pre-concentrating the gold in solution onto a planar substrate, and then employing physical
technique of LIBS for gold detection. LIBS was chosen due to its portability and use of light compared
to the use of high energy radiation/particles for XRF and gamma activation method. Furthermore, LIBS
can only be used to measure small sample volume which makes it challenging to measure samples
with heterogeneous element distribution [21,22]. To overcome this obstacle, we report a chemical
method for leaching that does not use toxic and hazardous chemicals, opening up the possibility for the
field-deployability of all processes, including chemical leaching of rock, gold pre-concentration onto
functionalized substrates, and finally detection with portable LIBS. Overall, the proposed method is
easy to handle, requires small amount of sample and is easily transportable, which makes it better than
the commercially available techniques such as fire assays and gamma radiation assay. Our method’s
capability for gold detection was demonstrated with pure gold solutions containing gold ions or gold
NPs, while real world applicability was assessed with rock samples.

2. Results and Discussions

2.1. Coating Thickness

Both surface functionalization techniques resulted in thin, nanoscale film coatings.
(3-Aminopropyl)triethoxysilane (APTES) is hydrolytically unstable in air, leading to the formation of
multilayer polymer whose thickness increases with time due to uncontrolled hydrolysis [15]. Therefore,
WC coatings in this study were prepared in a controlled, anhydrous environment, resulting in a coating
thickness of 6 nm. In comparison, WC coatings prepared in ambient air using the same incubation time
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were reported to have twice larger thickness [15]. In contrast to WC, PP produces much thicker coatings,
with allylamine-based plasma polymer growing tens of nm per minute at 10 W [23]. The thickness of
the PP coatings in this study increased with polymerization time; 60, 180, and 300 s polymerization
time resulted in 17, 30 and 50 nm coating thickness, respectively. A 30-nm PP coating thickness was
selected for sensitivity investigation as similar coating thickness was previously found to successfully
bind differently sized gold NPs [10,24,25].

2.2. Chemical Analysis of the Coatings via XPS

The C1s, N1s, O1s, and Si2p bands of the survey spectra were analyzed to determine the elemental
composition of the coatings. The area of each band normalized to the sum of the areas of these four
bands was used as a measure of the concentration of the element corresponding to the band.

The carbon C1s, nitrogen N1s and oxygen O1s bands were found in the spectra of all functionalized
surfaces, but silicon Si2p band was only found for the WC coating (Figure 1). APTES monomer used
for the WC coating contains 9C, 1N, 3O and 1Si in one molecule, which gives a percent ratio of C:N:O:Si
of 64:7:22:7. However, for the WC coating, a percent ratio of 48:3:32:17 was measured. This discrepancy
between monomer and polymer coating shows that the portion of silicon relative to carbon is lower for
the APTES monomer molecule but higher for the polymer coating, indicating that the Si band in the
XPS spectrum is not only originating from the APTES-based coating but also from the glass used as a
substrate. This result is supported by the penetration depth (10 nm) of XPS, which is deeper than the
WC coating thickness (6 nm).

Figure 1. XPS survey spectrum of PP (A) and WC (B) coatings on glass substrate samples shown as
counts per second (CPS) vs bind-ing energy. The background was subtracted, and each graph was
normalized to C1s.

The percent ratio of the elements C, N, O and Si of the PP coating is 78:17:26:0. The allylamine
monomer used for PP coatings does not contain silicon. The absence of silicon in the XPS spectrum
agrees with the XPS penetration depth (10 nm) being smaller than the PP coating thickness (30 nm).
As the allylamine monomer does not contain oxygen, the oxygen found for the PP coating indicates
oxidation, which was also observed for the WC coating.

The larger thickness of the PP coating relative to the WC coating correlates with the higher carbon
content of the PP coating relative to the WC coating. The higher nitrogen concentration for the PP
coating compared to the WC coating correlates with the higher portion of nitrogen in an allylamine
molecule compared to an APTES molecule.

Deconvolution of C1s carbon band was used to determine the content of the functional groups on
the surface. According to Bachhuka et al. [26], the C1s band consists of four peaks with the following
binding energies:

285.0 eV: aliphatic carbon (C-H or C-C)
286.1 eV: amines (primary C-NH2, secondary (C-NH-C), traces of C-O bonds due to oxidation
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286.6 eV: imines (C=N), traces of nitrile (C≡N)
288.2 eV: C=O bonds due to contamination

The C1s band was fitted with these four peaks by fixing the position of each peak at the binding
energies given above and making all peaks to have the same band width (Figure 2). The percentage of
each peak was determined via normalization to the total area of the C1s band. The normalized areas of
the peaks at 286.1 eV and 286.6 eV were considered as a measure for the amount of amine and imine
groups in the coating, i.e., the number of groups that can bind gold. As the PP coating contains five
times more amine and imine groups than the WC coating (Table 1 and Figure 2a), it is anticipated to be
able to bind more gold.

Figure 2. C1s band deconvolution of the PP (a) and WC (b) coatings.

Table 1. Ratio of functional groups of the PP and WC coatings with-out gold incubation as analyzed
from C1s peak. All the XPS data was plotted with a standard error of 5%.

X PP WC

Functional group ratio:
X/ΣX

aliphatic carbon [C-H or C-C] 58% 86%

primary amines [C-NH2], secondary
amines [C-NH-C], traces of C-O bonds 20% 7%

imines (C=N), traces of nitrile (C≡N) 18% 0%

C=O bonds from contamination 5% 7%

Ratio relative to carbon
amine to aliphatic carbon ratio 34% 8%

imine to aliphatic carbon ratio 32% 0%

2.3. Zeta Potential and PH of the Gold Solutions

The high negative zeta potential of the citrate capped gold NPs in solution (−34.6 ± 2.02 mV)
indicates a strong negative charge for the NPs, resulting in a good colloidal stability of the NPs due to
higher repulsion than attraction forces between the NPs [27]. The value of the zeta potential for the
50 nm citrate capped NPs of this work is close to the value reported for 17.3 nm citrate capped NPs
(−39.5 mV) [28].

The pH of the gold NP solution is neutral, while the pH of the solutions containing gold
ions (dissolved AuCl3 or gold nugget and rock leachates) is much lower (Supplementary Table S3).
The amines on the surface of the coatings become protonated at low pH, with the amount of the
protonation increasing with decreasing pH [29,30], enabling enhanced electrostatic interaction between
negatively charged gold species (ions and citrate capped NPs) and positively charged surface.
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2.4. Detection of Gold for Pure Gold Samples

The binding ability of gold ions and NPs to the coatings was determined by measuring the amount
of gold bound to the coatings using LIBS. The strongest gold emission peak is at 267.6 nm, shown
for a PP coated wafer substrate incubated with gold ions (red) compared to the control coated wafer,
which was not incubated with gold (black) in Figure 3. Gold ion and NP solutions with different gold
concentrations were used to determine the limit of detection (LOD), which is the minimum quantity of
a signal that can be reliably detected. LOD with respect to LIBS gold peak area was calculated as the
sum of the mean and three times standard deviation of the control samples, which were PP and WC
coated substrates with no gold incubated on them. The LIBS signal related LOD was measured to be
9.18 gold peak area. The gold concentration related LOD is defined as the concentration of gold in the
solution, for which the LIBS gold signal of the substrate incubated with this solution is above the LOD
value of LIBS, i.e., the minimum gold concentration in solution with a LIBS gold peak area >9.18.

Figure 3. The LIBS intensity of PP coated substrate incubated with gold ions (red) and uncoated
substrate without gold used as control sample (black).

Figure 4 shows LIBS signal intensity as a function of low and high gold concentration for gold ion
solutions (AuCl3 and gold nugget leachate) and gold NP solution for PP and WC coatings. For solutions
containing low concentration of gold (10–160 ppb), the LIBS signal of gold ions is much higher than
for gold NPs. More precisely, gold NPs cause only non-zero LIBS signal for 160 ppb gold solution
incubated on WC coating, whereas gold ions show linear increase of LIBS signal for >10 ppb gold
solutions incubated on both PP and WC coatings. The LOD of gold ions in solution incubated on PP
and WC coatings is 80 ppb, whereas the LOD of NPs is much higher: 1 ppm for PP coating and 15 ppm
for WC coating. For solutions containing high concentration of gold ions (15–30 ppm), the LIBS signal
of gold ions on the PP coating is 4–6 times higher compared to the WC coating and reaches saturation
at 30 ppm gold in solution. By contrast, a high concentration of gold NPs (15–30 ppm) causes a similar
linear increase of LIBS signal with no indication of saturation for both PP and WC coatings.
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Figure 4. LIBS signal intensity of PP and WC coatings incubated with gold ion and gold NP solutions
as a function of low (A) and high (B) gold concentration of the solutions. LOD is shown as dotted line.

These LIBS results of gold ions and NPs can be explained by the following factors: volume of
gold per surface coverage, availability of binding sites on the surface and protonation of amine groups.
The volume of gold per surface coverage and availability of binding sites (i.e., the availability of free
surface without gold) were estimated using the simple model that each ion or NP bound to the surface
occupies a square that is determined by the ion or NP diameter, D, i.e., each ion or NP covers an area
of D2 on the substrate surface (4 cm2). These ions and NPs are assumed to occupy a regular square
grid (Supplementary Figure S1). All ions and NPs in the solution volume used for incubation (1 mL)
are assumed to be bound to the surface, i.e., to contribute to the surface coverage, provided there is
sufficient surface area available.

The surface area covered by gold ions and NPs is calculated from the number of gold species in
the incubation volume and the area a single species covers. The surface coverage, C, is defined as the
covered surface normalized to the maximum available surface area of the substrate (4 cm2). Details of
the calculations are given in the supplement model 1. Table 2 shows the surface coverage for different
concentrations of the gold ion and NP solutions used for incubation.

Table 2. Calculated surface coverage for gold ions and gold NPs in solutions at different gold
concentration used for incuba-tion. Coverage of 1 indicates that the substrate surface is completely
covered with gold ions or NPs.

Gold Concentration in Solutions Used for Incubation
Calculated Surface Coverage

for Gold Ions for Gold NPs

0.16 ppm 0.1 0.001

1 ppm 0.8 0.005

15 ppm 11.6 0.074

30 ppm 23.3 0.148

2.5. Binding of Gold Ions on PP and WC Coatings

The model shows that, for gold ions, excess free surface (i.e., C<<1) is available for low
concentrations <1 ppm, predicting that the availability of binding sites (amine and imine groups)
does not play a role in this concentration rage. This prediction agrees with PP and WC coatings
incubated with <1 ppm gold ion solution showing similar linear increase of the LIBS signal intensity
with gold concentration and the same LOD, despite the PP coating having more amine and imine
groups. For high gold ion concentrations of 15–30 ppm, the incubation volume contains more gold ions
than can be bound to the surface via a monolayer on a square grid (i.e., C >1), predicting the binding
of gold ions on the surface (i.e., LIBS signal intensity) saturates and is determined by the availability of
binding sites. This is in agreement with saturation observed at 30 ppm gold ion concentration for both
PP and WC coatings. The higher LIBS signal for the PP coating is consistent with the higher amount
of amine and imine groups (acting as binding sites) for the PP coating compared to the WC coating.
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Specifically, the four-fold higher N/C ratio for the PP coating correlates with the 4–6 times higher LIBS
signal for the PP coating relative to the WC coating at high concentrations of 15 and 30 ppm gold
ion solutions.

2.6. Binding of Gold on PP And WC Coatings

In contrast to gold ions, large excess of free surface (i.e., C<<1) is available for NPs, even at
concentration of 15–30 ppm, predicting that availability of binding sites does not play a role for NPs
and therefore similar LIBS signal intensity is found for gold NPs on both PP and WC coatings for low
and high gold NP concentration, which is indeed observed. Furthermore, the gold NPs do not show
any sign of saturation in agreement with the large amount of available binding sites.

2.7. Comparison of Binding of Gold Ions and NPs

Gold ions and NPs show different binding behavior; at low concentrations gold NPs show lower
LIBS signal and at high concentration gold NPs shows no saturation but linear increase compared to
gold ions. The different behavior of the gold NPs relative to gold ions is attributed to two effects that
decrease rate of binding; protonation and large size of gold NPs:

i The higher pH of the gold NP solution relative to the gold ion solutions results in a lower
protonation of amine groups, which hinders binding compared to the high protonation effect of
low-pH gold ion solutions.

ii The size of gold species has been demonstrated to affect the rate of their binding on a
coating [25,31,32]. The larger gold NPs bind slower than the smaller gold ions, leading to
smaller number of bound NPs compared to ions at the same incubation time.

The reduction in binding rate has to be substantial to explain the low LIBS signal for gold NPs at
low concentration for the following reason. Our model predicts that the volume of gold per surface
coverage scales with the diameter of the species on the surface (0.32 nm for gold ions and 50 nm
for gold NPs). Therefore, the gold volume per surface coverage is two orders of magnitude larger
(157 times) for NPs than that for gold ions, making the binding of gold NPs more than 2–3 orders of
magnitude slower compared to gold ions if protonation effect on binding rate is negligible. The slower
binding rate of gold NPs also agrees with absence of saturation for NPs at 30 ppm compared to ions.
Assuming gold NPs can reach the same surface coverage than gold ions, saturation of NPs is expected
at 157 times higher LIBS signal compared to gold ions due to larger volume of gold NPs at the same
surface coverage.

2.8. Leaching of Rock Samples

The effectiveness of gold binding for real application was determined using rock standards from
Rocklabs, such as SP72, SN74, HiSilP3, SQ88, OREAS991, and OREAS62e. These samples were chosen
due to their difference in gold content and mineralogy (Supplementary Info S1). The efficiency of
HClO to leach gold and other elements was calculated as the ratio of measured element concentration
in the rock leachates relative to the expected element concentration in the rock leachates assuming
complete leaching (based on Rocklabs and OREAS data). The gold leaching efficiency for the rocks
varied between 47% and 92% (Table 3). The leaching efficiency of other elements was studied for
OREAS62e and OREAS991 rock leachates. Both leachates contained partially leached aluminium
(9–17% leaching efficiency) and magnesium (31%–76% leaching efficiency). Iron and sulphur leached
completely in all analyzed rocks.
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Table 3. Expected gold concentration in rock leachates (for complete leaching) and rock suspensions
according to the gold content provided by rock sample supplier and dilution used. ICP-MS detected
gold concentration in rock leachates.

Rock Leachate Rock Powder
Suspension

Expected Gold
Concentration (ppb)

ICP-MS Detected Gold
Concentration (ppb)

Leaching
Efficiency (%)

Expected Gold
Concentration (ppb)

62e 130 120 92 ± 7 9370
SN74 242 196 81 ± 7 8981
SP72 467 219 47 ± 2 18,160

Oreas 991 391 309 79 ± 4 47,040
SQ88 1032 515 50 ± 2 39,720

2.9. Libs Measurment of PP and WC Coatings Incubated with Rock Leachate

For WC coatings, no gold above LOD was detected for any of the rock samples investigated.
For PP coatings, gold above LOD was detected for rock samples with highest gold concentration in the
leachate (Figure 5): OREAS991 rock leachate (309 ppb gold) and SQ88 rock leachate (515 ppb gold).
These results indicate that the pre-concentration of gold on PP coating combined with LIBS allows for
the detection of >300 ppb of gold in rock leachate.

Figure 5. LIBS gold peak area for rock leachates incubated on PP and WC coatings.

The LIBS signal of coatings incubated with rock leachates is attenuated significantly in comparison
to the LIBS signal of coatings incubated with pure gold leachate or AuCl3 solution. This is attributed
to the binding of other elements found in the leachates (Supplementary Table S1). For example, both
Al and Mg were detected by LIBS on PP and WC coatings incubated with OREAS62e and OREAS991
leachates. High concentrations of iron were found on all WC coatings incubated with rock leachates,
particularly for rock samples SN74, OREAS62e, SP72. Some iron was also detected on the PP coating
incubated with SP72 rock leachate.

Firstly, as the number of functional groups is limited, binding of additional elements reduces the
number of available binding sites for gold ions, which hampers the binding of gold ions. Secondly,
the additional elements on the coatings attenuate the LIBS signal, reducing the signal to noise ratio.
Both the reduced binding efficiency and the lower signal-to-noise ratio for the same gold concentration
make the gold LOD for rock leachates (~300 ppb) three times higher than that of the pure gold leachate
(80 ppb).

The detection of gold as a function of incubation time of rock leachate on PP and WC coatings
was investigated for the SQ88 rock leachate (515 ppb gold) (Figure 6A). For the WC coating, long
incubation time did not result in detection of gold above LOD. For the PP coating, binding of gold
was observed after 20 min of incubation, but did not change significantly with longer incubation time,
indicating that 20 min is sufficient to bind gold above LOD in a rock leachate on PP coating.
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Figure 6. LIBS gold peak area of coatings incubated with SQ88 rock leachate as a function of incubation
time for 30 nm PP coating and 6 nm WC coating (A) and as a function of coating thickness for PP
coatings at 60 min incubation time (B).

The binding efficiency of the SQ88 rock leachate was also tested for PP coatings with different
thicknesses (17, 30, and 50 nm). The detected gold increased from 17 nm to 30 nm thickness, and then
levelled for 50 nm thickness. This suggests the minimum coating thickness to achieve saturated LIBS
gold signal is 30 nm for PP coating (Figure 6B).

2.10. Measurment of Rock Powder Samples by Using Libs

To validate the necessity of our proposed gold detection method, i.e., leaching and
pre-concentration of gold onto functionalized surfaces, the direct LIBS measurement of rock powder
samples without leaching was performed. Two types of rock powder samples were prepared for LIBS
measurement: a) rock powders directly deposited on adhesive tape and b) rock powder samples
prepared by suspending 1g of rock powder in 1mL of water and incubating these suspensions on PP and
WC coated surfaces. No gold was detected for the rock powders on adhesive tape (Supplementary Figure
S2) or for the WC and PP coated surfaces incubated with rock powder suspensions (Supplementary
Figure S3 and S4) even for the sample bearing 47 ppm of gold (OREAS991). This is attributed to the
low chance of targeting the laser against the rock particles bearing gold, which are also likely to be
surrounded by particles containing elements of higher abundance. The absence of the LIBS gold signal
for the two rock powder samples highlights the significance of leaching and pre-concentration of gold
on a functionalized surface, to achieve the detection of gold for low gold concentration samples with a
portable LIBS instrument.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Substrates

Two types of substrates were used for surface functionalization: glass cover slip for X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) and silicon wafer for ellipsometry and LIBS. As silicon wafers
exposed to air exhibit a thin amorphous silica layer on their surface, the surface chemistry of glass
and silicon wafer are considered to be comparable. As silica wafers are non-transparent (unlike glass
coverslip), they are particularly suited for ellipsometry [33]. All surfaces were sonicated in acetone
and ethanol for 30 min each before coating.

3.2. Plasma Polymerisation (PP)

Allylamine was used as monomer for PP due to its known stability in water, which is essential for
practical applications. The PP was carried out in an in-house built reactor consisting of glass-walled
cylindrical chamber with internal electrodes and a 13.56 MHz plasma generator. The substrates were
cleaned for 2 min at 50 W with air plasma. PP coatings were deposited on the substrates using 10 W
power, 0.11 mbar pressure and 60, 180, or 300 s plasma run time.
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3.3. Wet Chemistry (WC)

For WC based silanization, widely used monomer (3-Aminopropyl) triethoxysilane
(APTES) [14–16] was employed. The WC coatings were prepared in an anhydrous environment.
Clean substrates were immersed in a solution of 50 mM APTES in anhydrous toluene and then
incubated for 1 hour at room temperature in a nitrogen-purged glovebox. Afterwards, the WC coated
samples were washed twice with anhydrous toluene, moved to the fume hood, and sonicated in
anhydrous toluene for 10 min. Finally, the WC coated samples were dried with nitrogen and heated at
90 ◦C for 2 h.

3.4. Gold and Rock Samples

To determine the effectiveness of binding gold to the functionalized surfaces, three different
types of pure gold samples were investigated: 50 nm citrate capped gold NPs from Nanocomposix
suspended in MiliQ water, gold ions in HClO leachate of gold nuggets and gold ions in AuCl3 aqueous
solution (AuCl3 powder purchased from Sigma dissolved in MiliQ water).

The effectiveness of gold binding for real application was determined using rock standards from
Rocklabs, such as SP72, SN74, HiSilP3, SQ88, OREAS991, and OREAS62e. These samples were chosen
due to their difference in gold content and mineralogy (Supplementary Table S1).

3.5. Liberation and Pre-Concentration of Gold Species

Gold and rock samples were leached in 4.8% HClO, which was prepared by adding sodium
hypochlorite into 10% NaCl and decreasing pH down to 5 with glacial acetic acid. 5.11 mg of gold
nugget was leached in 5 mL of HClO within 30 min. 1 g of rock powder was leached in 35–38 mL
of HClO (except 110 mL of HClO used for rock OREAS991) for 1 h under continuous agitation with
a magnetic stirrer followed by 2 mL 32% HCl (10 mL for OREAS991) for 15 min. The rock leachate
samples were filtered using a Minisart cellulose acetate 0.45 µm syringe filters. For pre-concentration,
1 mL of leached gold solution was placed on a PP or WC coated substrate with area of 21 mm × 21 mm,
leaving a dry margin of about 1 mm width to prevent the solution from flowing off the surface.
The solutions were incubated for 1 hour and then washed in MilliQ water and dried with nitrogen.

3.6. X-RAY Photoelectron Spectroscopy (XPS)

XPS was used to determine the concentration of elements and functional groups on PP and WC
coated surfaces not incubated with any solution. All spectra were recorded using a Spec SAGE XPS
spectrometer (SPECS Surface Nano Analysis GmbH, Berlin, Germany) equipped with a monochromatic
Mg radiation source operated at 10 kV and 20 mA. Atomic compositions of the samples were identified
from survey spectra recorded over a 0–1000 eV with pass energy of 100 eV at a resolution of 0.5 eV. All
binding energies were corrected relative to C1s carbon peak at 285.0 eV. Processing and curve fitting
were performed using CasaXPS.

3.7. Ellipsometry

A variable angle spectroscopic ellipsometer (J. A. Woollam Co. Inc., Lincoln, NE, USA) was used
to determine the thickness of the PP and WC coatings on silicon wafers. Calibration was performed
using a reference silicon wafer. All measurements were performed over a wavelength range of 250 to
1100 nm at 10 nm increment at different angles from 65◦ to 75◦ at an interval of 5◦. A Cauchy model
was used to fit the obtained data. The average value of at least three measurements per sample was
reported as the film thickness. The experimental errors were less than 10%.

3.8. Zeta Potential and pH

To determine the surface charge of the gold nanoparticles, the zeta potential at the hydrodynamic
shear plane [34] was measured using NanoSeries instrument, ATA Scientific. The samples were
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equilibrated at 25 ◦C for 2 min and measured three times 100 runs each measurement. The zeta
potential value was calculated using Smoluchowski method. To investigate the ability of the various
gold containing solutions to protonate the surface coatings, the pH of the solutions was measured
using Metrohm pH meter calibrated using standard pH solutions.

3.9. ICP-MS

To determine the leaching efficiency of rock samples, the concentration of gold in the leachates was
measured using Agilent ICP-MS 7500cs equipped with helium/hydrogen collision cell. The leachates
were evaporated overnight to remove HClO to avoid chlorine gas release. The dry samples were
reconstituted in 2% nitric acid. The expected final gold concentration of the solution was below 900 ppb
(~1200 times dilution). The ICP-MS analysis of rock leachates was performed using the method of
standard addition: the rock leachate samples were spiked with a range of concentrations of gold
standard (0–500 ppb) to calibrate the concentration of gold in non-spiked sample, thus avoiding any
detrimental matrix effect due to the presence of many elements in the leachates.

3.10. LIBS

LIBS was used for the measurement of gold bound to coated silicon wafers. Uncoated and coated
wafers incubated with MiliQ water were used as control samples. LIBS was also used for rock leachates
and rock powder suspensions. LIBS comprises of a high power (300 mJ) 1064 nm Nd:YAG Q-switched
laser configured for a 532 nm output and a Spectrolaser 4000 LIBS analyzer. The system is equipped
with a high-precision x-y stepper motor and a spectrometer covering 190 and 950 nm at a resolution of
0.09 nm at 300 nm. All analyses were carried out in ambient indoor conditions using a laser power of
110 mJ per pulse, and a delay of 0.8 ms. Data processing was carried out with the GeoLIBSTM software
of the Spectrolaser instrument. An argon purge was used to enhance the gold signal.

All samples were analyzed in 3 rows of 10 laser pulses, with each row averaged into a single
spectrum and separated by 2mm. The 10 laser pulses in each row were evenly spread across 14 mm.
The gold peak at 267.6 nm was selected and the peak area was measured between 267.393–267.828 nm.

4. Conclusions

We have developed a proof-of-concept for a portable method to detect gold ions and NPs by
binding them on functionalized substrates, which were then measured using portable LIBS instrument.
The binding of gold ions in a rock leachate on coated substrates has been demonstrated for the first
time. In addition, we have demonstrated that hypochlorite efficiently leaches gold from rock powder.
For field deployability, PP surface coatings can be mass produced off-site (in labs) and can then be
deployed on-site to incubate with gold solution liberated from hypochlorite. After incubation or
pre-concentration of gold on substrates for 20 min, LIBS can be utilized on-site for measurement of
gold species in solution down to ppb level.

The analysis of the LIBS gold signal revealed the binding behavior of gold species (ions and NPs)
on amine functionalized coatings (PP and WC). The binding of citrate capped gold NPs was slower on
all amine coated surfaces compared to gold ions due to the large size of these NPs and low protonation
of the amine groups because of the high pH of the NPs solution. By contrast, gold ions in AuCl3
solution and gold nugget leachate exhibit faster binding due to small size of the gold ions and effective
protonation of the amine groups by the low pH solutions. After 1 h of incubation, gold NPs were still
far from saturation even at high concentration of 30 ppm due to its slower binding kinetics whereas
gold ions showed saturation at 15 ppm due to faster binding kinetics. Furthermore, a higher amount
of gold ions was bound to PP coatings compared to WC coatings due to the higher number of binding
sites (amine and imine groups) present in the PP coating relative to the WC coating.

The binding behavior of the gold species governs the LOD of gold detection with LIBS for pure
gold solutions. The slow binding of NPs results in high LOD of 1 ppm whereas the fast binding of gold
ions yields low LOD of tens of ppb for both PP and WC coatings. Moreover, for pure gold ion solutions



Sensors 2020, 20, 492 12 of 14

with low gold concentration <1 ppm, both PP and WC coatings resulted in the same gold binding
efficiency. By contrast, for rock leachates with <1 ppm gold, PP coating was observed to be more
effective than WC coating in binding gold. This is due to the presence of other elements in the complex
rock leachates, which compete for binding sites of the surface coatings. The larger number of amine
and imine groups of the PP coating provides a larger number of binding sites for metal ions compared
with WC coating. Therefore, PP coating is advantageous for gold sensing of complex solutions.

The pre-concentration of gold ions on PP coatings allowed detection of approximately 300–500 ppb
of gold in a leachate of rock powder containing 40–50 ppm gold. Incubation of PP coating with rock
leachate for 20 min was found to be sufficient for detection of gold in rock leachates. However, without
pre-concentration, portable LIBS could not detect gold, even for rock powder suspensions and rock
leachates with low dilution factor. The improvement of the leaching process leading to a decrease in
the dilution factor as well as the modification of the coating chemistry has the potential to decrease the
LOD of gold from rock leachates. Such improvements in pre-concentration and leaching portend a new
portable analytical method for the detection of gold in the field, e.g., at a mineral exploration drill rig.

The reported proof-of-concept method could also be used for the detection of other metal ions
using the same portable technique, i.e., LIBS. Furthermore, the method reported has the potential
to open new avenues in assessing the nanotoxicity (by detecting different elements) in different
environments such as waste, sea, lake and river water.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/20/2/492/s1,
Table S1: Elements present in rock leachates, Table S2: LIBS signal on the PP and WC surfaces incubated with rock
leachates, Table S3: pH of various gold solutions. Measurement error for the samples was up to ±0.16, except for
the range of rock leachates having error of ±0.76, Figure S1: Distribution of gold ions and NPs on the surface,
Table S4: Calculated surface coverage for gold ions and gold NPs in solutions at different gold concentration
used for incubation. Coverage of 1 indicates that the substrate surface is completely covered with gold ions or
NPs, Figure S2: Peak Area measurement of rock powders placed directly on adhesive tape, Figure S3: LIBS peak
area measurement of WC coated surfaces incubated with rock powder suspensions, Figure S4: LIBS peak area
measurement of PP coated surfaces incubated with rock powder suspensions.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.Z., A.B. and H.E.-H.; methodology, A.Z. and A.B.; software, A.Z.,
A.B. and S.T.; validation, A.Z., A.B., C.T., K.V. and H.E.-H.; formal analysis, A.Z., A.B. and S.T.; investigation, A.Z.,
A.B., H.E.-H.; resources, S.T., H.E.-H. and K.V.; data curation, A.Z., A.B., S.T., C.T., K.V., H.E.-H.; writing—A.Z.,
A.B. and H.E.-H.; writing—review and editing, A.B., C.T., K.V. and H.E.-H.; visualization, A.Z., A.B., and H.E.-H.;
supervision, K.V. and H.E.-H.; project administration, A.B., A.Z. and H.E.-H.; funding acquisition, H.E.-H. and
K.V. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by Centre for Nanoscale BioPhotonics, through the Australian Research
Council (ARC) CE140100003.

Acknowledgments: This work was performed in part at the Optofab node of the Australian National Fabrication
Facility Utilizing Commonwealth and SA State Government funding. The work has been supported by the
Deep Exploration Technologies Cooperative Research Centre whose activities are funded by the Australian
Government’s Cooperative Research Centre Program. We would like to acknowledge Dr Andrew Michelmore for
performing XPS experiments.

Conflicts of Interest: Authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Hoffman, E.L.; Clark, J.R.; Yeager, J.R. Gold analysis-fire assaying and alternative methods. Explor. Min. Geol.
1998, 7, 155–160.

2. Tickner, J.; Preston, R.; Treasure, D. Development and Operation of PhotonAssay System for Rapid Analysis
of Gold in Mineral Ores. ALTA: Australia, 2018.

3. Sokolov, A.; Bourmistenko, Y.; Gostilo, V.; Titov, V. Industrial gamma-activation assay system for gold ore
analysis. Miner. Eng. 2018, 116, 179–181. [CrossRef]

4. Tickner, J.; Ganly, B.; Lovric, B.; O’Dwyer, J. Improving the sensitivity and accuracy of gamma activation
analysis for the rapid determination of gold in mineral ores. Appl. Radiat. Isot. 2017, 122, 28–36. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

http://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/20/2/492/s1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mineng.2017.08.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apradiso.2016.12.057
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28088001


Sensors 2020, 20, 492 13 of 14

5. Belperio, A.; Flint, R.; Freeman, H. Prominent Hill: A hematite-dominated, iron oxide copper-gold system.
Econ. Geol. 2007, 102, 1499–1510. [CrossRef]

6. Harhira, A.; Bouchard, P.; Rifai, K.; Haddad, J.E.; Sabsabi, M.; Blouin, A.; Laflamme, M. Advanced
laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy (LIBS) sensor for gold mining. In Proceedings of the 56th Conference
of Metallurgists, Vancouver, BC, Canada, 27–30 August 2017.

7. Lam, K.F.; Fong, C.M.; Yeung, K.L.; McKay, G. Selective adsorption of gold from complex mixtures using
mesoporous adsorbents. Chem. Eng. J. 2008, 145, 185–195. [CrossRef]

8. Fotoohi, B.; Mercier, L. Some insights into the chemistry of gold adsorption by thiol and amine functionalized
mesoporous silica in simulated thiosulfate system. Hydrometallurgy 2015, 156, 28–39. [CrossRef]

9. Goreham, R.V.; Short, R.D.; Vasilev, K. Method for the Generation of Surface-Bound Nanoparticle Density
Gradients. J. Phys. Chem. C 2011, 115, 3429–3433. [CrossRef]

10. Christo, S.N.; Bachhuka, A.; Diener, K.R.; Mierczynska, A.; Hayball, J.D.; Vasilev, K. The Role of Surface
Nanotopography and Chemistry on Primary Neutrophil and Macrophage Cellular Responses. Adv. Healthc.
Mater. 2016, 5, 956–965.

11. Goreham, R.V.; Mierczynska, A.; Pierce, M.; Short, R.D.; Taheri, S.; Bachhuka, A.; Cavallaro, A.; Smith, L.E.;
Vasilev, K. A substrate independent approach for generation of surface gradients. Thin Solid Films 2013, 528,
106–110. [CrossRef]

12. Bachhuka, A.; Christo, S.N.; Cavallaro, A.; Diener, K.R.; Mierczynska, A.; Smith, L.E.; Marian, R.; Manavis, J.;
Hayball, J.D.; Vasilev, K. Hybrid core/shell microparticles and their use for understanding biological processes.
J. Colloid Interface Sci. 2015, 457, 9–17. [CrossRef]

13. Vashist, S.K.; Luong, J.H.T. Handbook of Immunoassay Technologies: Approaches, Performances, and Applications;
Elsevier Science: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2018.

14. Ben Haddada, M.; Blanchard, J.; Casale, S.; Krafft, J.-M.; Vallée, A.; Méthivier, C.; Boujday, S. Optimizing the
immobilization of gold nanoparticles on functionalized silicon surfaces: Amine- vs. thiol-terminated silane.
Gold Bull. 2013, 46, 335–341. [CrossRef]

15. Yadav, A.R.; Sriram, R.; Carter, J.A.; Miller, B.L. Comparative study of solution–phase and vapor–phase
deposition of aminosilanes on silicon dioxide surfaces. Mater. Sci. Eng. C 2014, 35, 283–290. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

16. Taheri, S.; Cavallaro, A.; Christo, S.N.; Smith, L.E.; Majewski, P.; Barton, M.; Hayball, J.D.; Vasilev, K. Substrate
independent silver nanoparticle based antibacterial coatings. Biomaterials 2014, 35, 4601–4609. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

17. He, W.; Elkhooly, T.A.; Liu, X.; Cavallaro, A.; Taheri, S.; Vasilev, K.; Feng, Q. Silver nanoparticle based coatings
enhance adipogenesis compared to osteogenesis in human mesenchymal stem cells through oxidative stress.
J. Mater. Chem. B 2016, 4, 1466–1479. [CrossRef]

18. Akhavan, B.; Jarvis, K.; Majewski, P. Plasma polymer-functionalized silica particles for heavy metals removal.
ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2015, 7, 4265–4274. [CrossRef]

19. Michelmore, A.; Martinek, P.; Sah, V.; Short, R.D.; Vasilev, K. Surface Morphology in the Early Stages of
Plasma Polymer Film Growth from Amine-Containing Monomers. Plasma Process. Polym. 2011, 8, 367–372.
[CrossRef]

20. Hernandez-Lopez, J.L.; Bauer, R.E.; Chang, W.S.; Glasser, G.; Grebel-Koehler, D.; Klapper, M.; Kreiter, M.;
Leclaire, J.; Majoral, J.-P.; Mittler, S.; et al. Functional polymers as nanoscopic building blocks. Mater. Sci.
Eng. C 2003, 23, 267–274. [CrossRef]

21. Dalm, M.; Buxton, M. Characterizing the economic value of an epithermal Au-Ag ore with Laser Induced
Breakdown Spectroscopy (LIBS). In Proceedings of the 7th Sensor-Based Sorting and Control, Aachen,
Germany, 23–24 February 2016.

22. Díaz, D.; Hahn, D.W.; Molina, A. Quantification of gold and silver in minerals by laser-induced breakdown
spectroscopy. Spectrochim. Acta Part B At. Spectrosc. 2017, 136, 106–115. [CrossRef]

23. Vasilev, K.; Michelmore, A.; Martinek, P.; Chan, J.; Sah, V.; Griesser, H.J.; Short, R.D. Early Stages of Growth
of Plasma Polymer Coatings Deposited from Nitrogen- and Oxygen-Containing Monomers. Plasma Process.
Polym. 2010, 7, 824–835. [CrossRef]

24. Bachhuka, A.; Hayball, J.D.; Smith, L.E.; Vasilev, K. The Interplay between Surface Nanotopography and
Chemistry Modulates Collagen I and III Deposition by Human Dermal Fibroblasts. ACS Appl. Mater.
Interfaces 2017, 9, 5874–5884. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.2113/gsecongeo.102.8.1499
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2008.03.019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.hydromet.2015.05.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jp111221g
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tsf.2012.04.087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcis.2015.06.040
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13404-013-0120-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.msec.2013.11.017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24411379
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biomaterials.2014.02.033
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24630091
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C5TB02482J
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/am508637k
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ppap.201000140
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0928-4931(02)00256-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sab.2017.08.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ppap.201000030
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsami.6b15932


Sensors 2020, 20, 492 14 of 14

25. Christo, S.; Bachhuka, A.; Diener, K.R.; Vasilev, K.; Hayball, J.D. The contribution of inflammasome
components on macrophage response to surface nanotopography and chemistry. Sci. Rep. 2016, 6, 26207.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Bachhuka, A.; Hayball, J.; Smith, L.E.; Vasilev, K. Effect of surface chemical functionalities on collagen
deposition by primary human dermal fibroblasts. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2015, 7, 23767–23775. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

27. Clogston, J.D.; Patri, A.K. Zeta Potential Measurement. In Characterization of Nanoparticles Intended for Drug
Delivery; McNeil, S.E., Ed.; Humana Press: Totowa, NJ, USA, 2011; pp. 63–70.

28. Manson, J.; Kumar, D.; Meenan, B.J.; Dixon, D. Polyethylene glycol functionalized gold nanoparticles:
The influence of capping density on stability in various media. Gold Bull. 2011, 44, 99–105. [CrossRef]

29. Jarvis, K.L.; Majewski, P. Influence of Film Stability and Aging of Plasma Polymerized Allylamine Coated
Quartz Particles on Humic Acid Removal. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2013, 5, 7315–7322. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

30. Jarvis, K.L.; Majewski, P. Plasma polymerized allylamine coated quartz particles for humic acid removal.
J. Colloid Interface Sci. 2012, 380, 150–158. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

31. Bachhuka, A.; Delalat, B.; Ghaemi, S.R.; Gronthos, S.; Voelcker, N.H.; Vasilev, K. Nanotopography mediated
osteogenic differentiation of human dental pulp derived stem cells. Nanoscale 2017, 9, 14248–14258. [CrossRef]

32. Visalakshan, R.M.; MacGregor, M.N.; Cavallaro, A.A.; Sasidharan, S.; Bachhuka, A.;
Mierczynska-Vasilev, A.M.; Vasilev, K. Creating Nano-engineered Biomaterials with Well-Defined Surface
Descriptors. ACS Appl. Nano Mater. 2018, 1, 2796–2807. [CrossRef]

33. Akhavan, B.; Jarvis, K.; Majewski, P. Evolution of Hydrophobicity in Plasma Polymerised 1, 7-O ctadiene
Films. Plasma Process. Polym. 2013, 10, 1018–1029. [CrossRef]

34. Marsden, J.O.; House, C.I. Chemistry of Gold Extraction, 2nd ed.; Society for Mining, Metallurgy and
Explorations, Inc. (SME): Englewood, CO, USA, 2006.

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep26207
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27188492
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsami.5b08249
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26457649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13404-011-0015-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/am401648g
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23823504
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcis.2012.05.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22633110
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7NR03131A
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsanm.8b00458
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ppap.201300055
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Results and Discussions 
	Coating Thickness 
	Chemical Analysis of the Coatings via XPS 
	Zeta Potential and PH of the Gold Solutions 
	Detection of Gold for Pure Gold Samples 
	Binding of Gold Ions on PP and WC Coatings 
	Binding of Gold on PP And WC Coatings 
	Comparison of Binding of Gold Ions and NPs 
	Leaching of Rock Samples 
	Libs Measurment of PP and WC Coatings Incubated with Rock Leachate 
	Measurment of Rock Powder Samples by Using Libs 

	Materials and Methods 
	Substrates 
	Plasma Polymerisation (PP) 
	Wet Chemistry (WC) 
	Gold and Rock Samples 
	Liberation and Pre-Concentration of Gold Species 
	X-RAY Photoelectron Spectroscopy (XPS) 
	Ellipsometry 
	Zeta Potential and pH 
	ICP-MS 
	LIBS 

	Conclusions 
	References

