
Electrocatalytic activity of BasoliteTM F300 metal-organic-framework structures

K. Firoz Babu a, M. Anbu Kulandainathan a, Ioannis Katsounaros b, Liza Rassaei c, Andrew D. Burrows c,
Paul R. Raithby c, Frank Marken c,⁎
a Electro-organic Division, Central Electrochemical Research Institute, Karaikudi-630 006, India
b Aristotle University Thessaloniki, Department of Chemical Engineering, Inorganic Chemistry Laboratory, Thessaloniki 54124, Greece
c Department of Chemistry, University of Bath, Claverton Down, Bath BA2 7AY, UK

a b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 5 February 2010
Received in revised form 17 February 2010
Accepted 17 February 2010
Available online 1 March 2010

Keywords:
MOF
Voltammetry
Prussian blue
Reductive dissolution
Host guest electrochemistry
Water splitting
Sensor

For the case of the commercially available metal-organic framework (MOF) structure BasoliteTM F300 or Fe
(BTC) with BTC = benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylate, it is shown that the Fe(III/II) electrochemistry is dominated
by reductive dissolution rather than ion insertion (which in marked contrast is dominating the behaviour of
Fe(III/II) open framework processes in Prussian blues). Solid Fe(BTC) immobilised onto graphite or platinum
working electrodes is investigated and it is shown that well-defined and reversible Fe(III/II) reduction
responses occur only on platinum and in the presence of aqueous acid. The process is shown to follow a CE-
type mechanism involving liberation of Fe(III) in acidic media, in particular for high concentrations of acid.
Effective electrocatalysis for the oxidation of hydroxide to O2 (anodic water splitting) is observed in alkaline
aqueous media after initial cycling of the potential into the reduction potential zone. A mechanism based on
a MOF-surface confined hydrous iron oxide film is proposed.

© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

A lot of recent development has focused on designer porous
materials such as metal-organic frameworks or MOFs [1–5]. These
materials consist of metal cations bridged by organic ligands in a well-
defined three-dimensional structure with nano-sized pores [6]. A
wide range of potential building blocks and post-synthesis modifica-
tion [7,8] open up a vast array of structures and functionalities [9,10].

Pioneering work on the electrochemistry of MOFs has been
reported by Doménech-Carbó et al. [11]. For the case of Cu and Zn
MOFs with BTC (= benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylate) ligands, a range of
processes including reductive cation insertion, metal nucleation, and
partial dissolution have been reported [12]. In situ electrochemical
AFM measurements were reported showing interesting metal
structures, which grow upon conversion of the MOF to metal nuclei
[13]. However, apart from these studies there is only very little
information about the electrochemical reactivity of MOF systems
[14,15]. The reactivity of porous metal compounds is of considerable
interest due to their potential application for electrocatalytic
processes and in sensor applications. A considerable body of work
exists, for example, on porous Prussian blues [16] which are known to
act as versatile electrocatalysts and ion insertion electrodes [17]. It is
therefore important to develop new classes of porous solids with
electrochemical reactivity and the family of MOF materials appears

uniquely suited based on their structural diversity and known
absorption properties [18].

Here, the commercially available Fe(BTC) MOF (BasoliteTM F300)
with BTC=benzene-1,3,5-tricarboxylate) is investigated. Structurally
and electrochemically, this material my be compared with recently
synthesised iron-BTC MOFs [19,20] and iron-trimellitates [21], and
also with the corresponding Cu and Zn MOFs [11]. A further
interesting comparison is possible with the well-known iron-based
Prussian blue materials with cyanide bridging ligands. Prussian blue
has found many applications and due to facile cation insertion and
expulsion processes it has been studied intensely [22]. It is shown
here that Fe(BTC) in contrast to Prussian blue does not allow facile
cation insertion and that the electrochemical processes of the solid
immersed in aqueous electrolyte media are dominated instead by the
reductive dissolution (in acidic media) and reductive transformation
(in alkaline media).

2. Experimental

2.1. Chemical reagents

All reagents used were of analytical grade purity. Ferric benzene-1,
3,5-tricarboxylate, Fe(BTC), was obtained from Aldrich (BasoliteTM

F300, hydrophilic MOF, re-activation at 200 °C, BET surface area 1300–
1600 m2 g−1, bulk density 0.16–0.35 g cm−3, XRD - amorphous).
Hydrochloric acid, potassium chloride, sodium hydroxide, and nitric
acid were purchased from Aldrich. Demineralised and filtered water
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was taken from a Thermo Scientific water purification system
(Barnstead Nanopure) with not less than 18.2 MΩ cm resistivity.
Experiments were conducted at 20±2 °C. Argon gas (BOC, UK) was
employed for de-aeration of the electrolyte solutions.

2.2. Instrumentation

Electrochemical experiments were conducted with a PGSTAT 12
Autolab system (Eco Chemie, Netherlands). Themorphology of Fe(BTC)
powder (as received), mechanically adhered on the electrode surface
before and after the electrochemical reaction was characterized by
scanning electron microscopy (SEM) with a JEOL JSM6480LV system.

2.3. Procedure for electrochemical measurements

All measurements were carried out in aqueous solution. A
platinum wire and a saturated calomel electrode were used as
counter and reference electrode, respectively. Working electrodes
were 1.6 mm diameter platinum (BAS) or 4.9 mm diameter basal
plane pyrolytic graphite electrode (Pyrocarbon, Le Carbone). For each
experiment working electrodes were polished on SiC paper (1200
grit). MOF crystals were placed on clean Whatman 1 filter paper and
gently transferred to the working electrode surface by rubbing the
microcrystal powder into the graphite electrode surface [23].

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Voltammetric characterisation of Fe(BTC) in aqueous electrolyte
media I: cation effects and reductive dissolution processes

Solid microcrystalline Fe(BTC) immobilised at the surface of basal
plane pyrolytic graphite or at a platinum electrode and immersed into
aqueous 0.1 M KCl shows no significant voltammetric response (not
shown). This is in contrast to experiments with the well-known
coordination polymer Prussian blue where well-defined electron
transfer processes with coupled K+ insertion/expulsion [24] as well as
structural changes [25] are observed. However, when adding acid into
the aqueous electrolyte, the Fe(III/II) redox system for solid Fe(BTC) does
appear. Fig. 1A shows the cyclic voltammograms obtained at a modified
platinum electrode immersed in 0.1 M, 0.2 M, and 0.5 M HCl. The
reductionandre-oxidationof Fe(III/II) are clearlyobservedas a reversible
process with Emid=0.48 V vs. SCE. Interestingly, the midpoint potential
for this voltammetric response is independent of the HCl concentration
and therefore unlikely to be associated with proton insertion into the Fe
(BTC) lattice. Themechanism ismore likely due to a reductivedissolution
(vide infra) similar to that observed for Cu3(BTC)2 system [26].

Cyclic voltammograms obtained under the same conditions but for Fe
(BTC) immobilised at the surface of a basal plane pyrolytic graphite
electrode (seeFig. 1B) showconsiderably less reactivity andawiderpeak-
to-peak separation. Only in aqueous 2 M HCl can the voltammetric
response be clearly identified. Graphite surfaces are known to show
slower rates of electron transfer (compared toplatinum) towards Fe3+/2+

[27] and towards iron-containing minerals [28] and it is likely that here
also the rate of electron transfer locally from graphite to the immobilised
Fe(BTC) microcrystals is the key limiting parameter. On graphite the
electron transfer process becomes potential driven and the peak-to-peak
separation is considerably wider.

Fig. 1C demonstrates that the cyclic voltammetric response for Fe
(BTC) immobilisedontoplatinumand immersed into 0.5 MHCl is highly
reversible and stable overmanypotential cycles. The investigationof the
effect of the potential scan rate on the peak currents for reduction and
oxidation shows unusual “steady state” behaviour with essentially no
change in peak current over a range of scan rates from0.01 to 0.15 V s−1

(note that the capacitive background current changes but not the
Faradaic response). This type of characteristic can be attributed to a
purely kinetically limited process (CE-type) where the slow dissolution

of Fe3+ is limiting the current response. This conclusion is confirmed
when experiments are conducted in 1 M and in 2 M HCl (see Fig. 1E).
Now, the reductive dissolution and loss of electrochemically active
material is clearly occurring at the electrode surface.

In order to investigate the conditions at the electrode surface further,
scanningelectronmicrographs (SEMs)were obtained. Fig. 2A shows the
microcrystalline Fe(BTC) powder sample with typical crystal sizes of
0.2 μm. After immobilisation at the platinum electrode surface the
adhered microcrystalline material is clearly observed (see Fig. 2B).

The mechanism for the Fe–BTC reduction can be expressed (very
over-simplified) as a reductive dissolution (see Eqs.(1) and (2)).

FeðIIIÞðBTCÞðsolidÞ þ 3H
þðaqÞ→Fe

3þðaqÞ þ H3BTCðaqÞ ð1Þ

Fe
3þðaqÞ þ e

−→Fe
2þðaqÞ ð2Þ

There are several possible intermediate species with BTC or
chloride bound to the free Fe(III) species. The location for the process

Fig. 1. (A) Cyclic voltammograms (scan rate 0.05 V s−1) for the reduction of Fe(BTC)
immobilised at the surface of a 1.6 mm diameter platinum disk electrode and immersed
in aqueous (i) 0.1 M, (ii) 0.2 M, and (iii) 0.5 M HCl. (B) As above, but for a 4.9 mm basal
plane pyrolytic graphite electrode (i) without and (ii) with Fe(BTC) immobilised and
immersed in aqueous 2 M HCl. (C) Cyclic voltammograms (scan rate 0.05 V s−1, 1st,
5th, 10th, and 20th potential cycles shown) for the reduction of Fe(BTC) immobilised at
the surface of a 1.6 mm diameter platinum disk electrode and immersed in aqueous
0.5 M HCl. (D) As above with scan rates (i) 0.01 (ii) 0.02 (iii) 0.03 (iv) 0.04 (v) 0.05 (vi)
0.10 and (vii) 0.15 V s−1. (E) As above (potential cycles 1 to 5 shown in (i) to (v)) but
immersed in aqueous 2 M HCl.
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