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Abstract: This work presents two protocols for the green in situ synthesis of zinc oxide nanoparticles
(ZnO-NP) on cotton with the aim to develop sustainable cotton fabric with an ultraviolet protection
factor (UPF). The protocols differed in the order of immersing cotton fabric in reactive solutions
of three batches, i.e., precursor (0.1 M zinc acetate dihydrate), reducing agent (aqueous extract of
Japanese knotweed leaves) and alkali (wood ash waste). The scanning electron microscope (SEM)
results showed that ZnO-NP were successfully synthesised on cotton using both protocols; however,
only the protocol where cotton was first immersed in alkali, then in the precursor and, lastly, in the
reducing agent enabled very high UPF and higher amount of Zn present on the sample. Due to
the different order of cotton fabric immersion in the reactive solutions, dissimilar morphology of
the ZnO particles was observed, which resulted in different UV blocking abilities of the samples.
The antioxidant analysis (DPPH) showed that the natural reducing agent prepared from Japanese
knotweed leaves has very high antioxidant activity, which is attributed to phenolic compounds
present in the plant. The reflectance spectroscopy results confirmed that the colour yield and colour
of the samples did not influence the UPF value. This protocol is an example of green circular economy
where waste materials of invasive alien plant species and pellet heating was used as a natural
source of phytochemicals, for the direct synthesis of ZnO-NP to develop cotton fabric with UV-
protective properties.

Keywords: Japanese knotweed leaves; zinc oxide nanoparticles; in situ; green synthesis; cotton

1. Introduction

Zinc oxide (ZnO) exhibits exceptional photocatalytic and broad UV range-absorbing
properties, stability under UV radiation and increased temperature [1,2], which is why, in
the past years, it has been increasingly studied for textile applications. Researchers have
already applied chemically synthesised zinc oxide nanoparticles (ZnO-NP) on different
textile substrates and obtained textiles with photocatalytic self-cleaning, antimicrobial, UV
blocking and other properties [3–5]. While ZnO is typically synthesised chemically and
applied on textiles in a separate step (ex situ) [4,6], direct (in situ) synthesis has been widely
researched in the past decade. It is a one-step process in which the synthesis and the depo-
sition of nanoparticles on the surface of the substrate is carried out simultaneously [7–9].
By reducing the processing steps, energy, time and costs are saved. However, if the in situ
synthesis process is fully performed in the presence of a textile substrate (e.g., cellulose),
such process has to be carried out carefully, i.e., the synthesis temperatures cannot exceed
150 ◦C and cannot be performed at a low pH, as the cellulose textile would decompose.
There are several hypotheses about the mechanism of ZnO synthesis. Generally, the reduc-
tion from zinc salt to ZnO takes place under alkaline conditions, for which NaOH or KOH
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are most commonly used [10–12]. The hydroxyl ions (OH–) contribute to the formation of
the intermediate molecule zinc hydroxide (Zn(OH)2), and with increasing the temperature,
ZnO particles are formed via dehydration [9,11,13–16]. While there is a lot of published
research regarding the green synthesis of ZnO, we noticed that the majority of them are
performed in the presence of classical reducing agents or include the preparation of extracts
in organic solvents [10,11] and thus cannot be stated as truly green syntheses. Furthermore,
many papers were found where a procedure was named “in situ”, but from the content of
the papers, it was discovered that the synthesis was actually not executed directly on the
cotton fabric [11,17,18]. In the literature review, we found out that there have been only two
studies published on the in situ synthesis of ZnO on textiles without using any standard
chemicals [19,20].

In this paper, we present a green in situ synthesis of ZnO-NP on cotton fabric, using
Japanese knotweed leaves aqueous extract as the reducing agent. Japanese knotweed is a
highly invasive plant that has migrated from Eastern and South-eastern Asia [21] and is
recognised as one of the worst invasive alien species globally [22]. Studies have shown that
different parts of the plant are comprised of over 100 different compounds [23]. The leaves
mainly contain stilbenes, flavonoids, phenolic acids, cartenoids, chlorophylls and triterpenic
acid [21,24–26]. Due to the broad diversity of chemical compounds present in the Japanese
knotweed leaves extract, it is an excellent candidate to be used as a sustainable, cost-effective
and an environmentally friendly source of phytochemicals for the functional finishing of
textiles. The rhizomes of Japanese knotweed have already been successfully used as source
of dyes for textile dyeing [27], pigments for the screen printing of paper and textiles [28] and
as a reducing agent for silver nanoparticle formation [29], and the stems of the plant have
been successfully used to produce paper [30,31]. However, the potential use of the leaves
of Japanese knotweed has not yet been documented. In our research, two protocols using
Japanese knotweed leaves as the reducing agent for in situ ZnO synthesis were compared
and investigated to determine the most suitable one. The difference between them was the
order of the reactive compounds in which cotton fabric was immersed. The formation of
ZnO on cotton fabric and its properties were evaluated by analysing the morphology of the
samples with a scanning electron microscope (SEM), analysing the chemical composition
of the samples with energy-dispersive spectroscopy (EDS), determining the UV protection
properties of the fabric with a UV/Vis spectrophotometer and determining the antioxidant
activity of the extract and samples with a DPPH assay and the colour measurements with a
reflectance spectrophotometer.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

Plain-weaved, chemically bleached and mercerised cotton (weight: 110 g/m2, number
of warp threads: 60 threads/cm, number of weft threads: 32 threads/cm), (Tekstina d.d.,
Ajdovščina, Slovenia) and 0.1 M zinc acetate dihydrate (Honeywell, Charlotte, NC, USA)
were used in this study.

2.2. Preparation of Natural Extracts

The reducing agent used in the research was prepared as an aqueous extract of
Japanese knotweed leaves. The leaves were harvested, cleaned, airdried and ground
into powder with a kitchen blender. The extracts were prepared according to procedure
described by Verbič et al. 2021 [20] with a slight variation, such as a half-lower concentration
of plant material for extract preparation, i.e., 50 g/L. The water extracts were prepared by
immersing the ground powder of Japanese knotweed leaves into bidistilled water, heating
the mixture until the boiling point and keeping it boiling for 5 min. The mixture was left
to cool for two hours and then centrifuged at approx. 4000 rpm for 1 min. Lastly, the
supernatant was vacuum-filtered to obtain a pure liquid extract.

The alkali source for the in situ synthesis of ZnO was prepared as an aqueous extract of
wood ash waste, as described in Reference [20]. Ash of burnt commercial wood pellets from
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a household heating system was collected and used without any additional modification or
purification. The wood ash extract was prepared by immersing the ash in bidistilled water
at a 10 g/L concentration, left aside for 10 min and vacuum-filtered.

2.3. In Situ Synthesis

Two different protocols of in situ synthesis were used, which differed in the order of
immersing the cotton fabric into the synthesis solutions. The first protocol “Ash + Extr +
0.1 ZnAc” (Figure 1) included the immersion of the cotton sample in the wood ash extract,
followed by Japanese knotweed leaves extract and, finally, 0.1 M zinc acetate dihydrate.
The second protocol “Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr” (Figure 2) included the immersion of cotton
fabric in the wood ash extract, followed by 0.1 M zinc acetate dihydrate and, lastly, Japanese
knotweed leaves extract. All cotton samples were immersed in each synthesis solution
for 1 min and, afterwards, dried in a continuous dryer at 100 ◦C. Finally, all samples were
dried in a laboratory oven at 100 ◦C for 30 min and cured at 150 ◦C for 5 min.
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ZnO-NP on cotton.

2.4. UV Protection Factor Measurements

The ultraviolet protection factor (UPF) of the untreated and functionalized cotton
samples was determined according to the AATCC TM 183 standard. Measurements were
performed using a Varian CARY 1E UV/Vis spectrophotometer (Varian, Melbourne, VIC,
Australia). The transmissions of ultraviolet radiation through the samples were measured
in a spectral range between 280 and 400 nm, and the UPF was calculated according to the
following equation:

UPF =
∑400

λ=280 ·Eλ·Sλ·∆λ

∑400
λ=280 ·Eλ·Sλ·Tλ·∆λ

(1)

where Eλ is the relative eurythermal spectral effectiveness, Sλ is the solar spectral irradiance,
Tλ is the spectral transmittance of the specimen and ∆λ is the measured wavelength interval
in nm. The UPF rating was calculated from six obtained measurements of UV transmission
of each sample, and the UVR protection categories were determined from the calculated
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UPF values according to the Australian/New Zealand Standard: Sun protective clothing—
Evaluation and classification [32].

2.5. Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM)

The morphology of the untreated and functionalized cotton samples was observed
using a JSM-6060 LV (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) scanning electron microscope. Prior to the SEM
analysis, the samples were coated with a layer of gold with a Jeol JFC-1300 auto fine coater
for 60 s at 30 mA. The thickness of the gold coating was 19.3 nm.

2.6. Energy-Dispersive Spectroscopy (EDS)

EDS was performed with an environmental SEM Quanta 650 operated in low-vacuum
mode at 70 Pa; therefore, no coating was needed. It has a tungsten filament, excellent
analytical current of up to 2000 nA and the latest state-of-the-art Oxford Live EDS Ultim
max 40 mm2 SDD detector.

2.7. Colour Measurements

A reflectance spectrophotometer Spectraflash 600 PLUS-CT (Datacolor, Lawrenceville,
NJ, USA) was used for measuring the CIE L*a*b* values of the samples. The colour strength
(K/S values) from the reflectance measurement was calculated based on Equation (2):

K
S
=

(1–R)2

2R
(2)

where R represents the reflectance, K means the absorbance and S represents the scattering
of the sample.

2.8. Antioxidant Activity (DPPH Assay)

The antioxidant activity of cotton samples was analysed with the 1,1-diphenyl-2-
picrylhyrazyl (DPPH) free radical scavenging method [33–35], as described by Verbič et al.
2021 [20]. The antioxidant activity was calculated according to the Equation (3) below:

Antioxidant activity (%) =

(
Ac − As

Ac

)
× 100 (3)

where Ac is the absorbance of the blank DPPH solution and As is the absorbance of the
DPPH solution in contact with the functionalised cotton fabric or extract [33].

3. Results and Discussion

To enable protection against UV radiation the functionalisation of cotton was per-
formed using completely green in situ synthesis of a ZnO protocol with the use of plant
waste materials. Two protocols differing in the order of immersing the cotton fabric in
synthesis solutions were compared. The first protocol (Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc) consisted
of the immersion of fabric in wood ash extract, then immersion in the plant extract and,
lastly, in the zinc precursor. The second protocol (Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr) consisted of the
immersion of fabric in wood ash extract, then in the zinc precursor and, lastly, in the plant
extract. The morphology of the fibres and formation of ZnO was firstly analysed by SEM
(Figure 3) to examine if the sequence of synthesis solutions influenced the morphology of
the synthesised particles. In Figure 3a, the SEM image of untreated cotton is presented.
Protocol Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc produced visibly smaller amounts of ZnO particles on the
cotton fibres surface (Figure 3b) than protocol Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr (Figure 3c). Addi-
tionally, the ZnO particles produced with the protocol Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc formed an
uneven coating due to the particle agglomeration and formation of separate clusters. When
the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol was used, the cotton fibres became completely and
uniformly coated with ZnO-NP. Larger layers of ZnO were also visible between the fibres.
The coating consisted of evenly distributed small particles, and no large agglomerates
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were noticed. Additionally, the EDS analysis was performed to evaluate the elemental
composition and weight percentage of untreated cotton and cotton samples functionalised
with protocols Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc and Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr. The results are presented
in Figure 4. The presence of Zn was confirmed for samples where the in situ synthesis of
ZnO was performed, with higher amounts on the sample Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr (8.4%)
than on Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc (3.2%).
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The UV blocking ability of the functionalised samples was analysed further. For that
purpose, UV/Vis spectroscopy was used, and the ultraviolet protection factor (UPF) was
determined according to the AS/NZ 4399:2017 standard [32]. The standard classified the
UV protective effectiveness of textiles into three categories. The values were in the range
of 15–50, and the higher the value, the better the UV protection. UPF values from 15 to
30 were classified as the minimum, from 30 to 50 as good and above 50 as excellent UV
protection. In Table 1, the UPF values of the untreated and functionalised samples are
shown. The determined UPF of untreated cotton fabric was very low (value 3.9), which is
insufficient UV protection according to the AS/NZ 4399:2017 standard. The UPF increased
for both functionalised cotton samples. When protocol Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc was used, the
cotton samples exhibited only minimal UV protection with a UPF value of 18.33. Protocol
Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr resulted in a significantly increased UPF value (UPF = 46.57), which
is very good UV protection. The results are in accordance with the SEM images and EDS
results above, where we observed that the sequence of the synthesis solutions influenced
the amount and morphology of the synthesised particles. The sample prepared using the
Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol resulted in a higher content of zinc present on the cotton
sample and a consequently higher UPF value. Using the Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc protocol,
the particles were clustered and agglomerated, which influenced the UV blocking ability
significantly. The functional properties of cotton fabric depend on the size of the ZnO
particles [36]. ZnO particles of smaller sizes offer a greater protection against harmful UV
radiation than larger or agglomerated particles [37]. Using the protocol where immersion
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in the wood ash extract was followed by the Japanese knotweed extract and, lastly, zinc
precursor resulted in agglomerated ZnO particles and a consequently low UV protective
ability. With the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol, the particles were smaller and more evenly
distributed all over the fibre’s surface; therefore, the fabric had very good UV protection.

Table 1. Ultraviolet protection factor (UPF), transmission of UVA and UVB radiation (T(UVA) and
T(UVB)), UVA and UVB blocking and the protection category of the cotton samples.

Sample UPF T (UVA)
(%)

T (UVB)
(%)

UVA Blocking
(%)

UVB Blocking
(%)

Protection
Category

Untreated cotton 3.9 28.9 24.8 71.1 75.2 Insufficient
Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc 18.33 6.08 5.54 93.92 94.46 Minimal
Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr 46.57 2.94 2.14 97.06 97.86 Very good

Since we used an aqueous extract of natural origin (plant), which also yielded colour
and dyed the cotton fabric during the synthesis process, we analysed if there was a corre-
lation between the UPF and colour. It is known that dyeing textiles also influences their
ability to block UV radiation [38]. Wong et al. [39] researched the influence of fabric colour
on UV protective properties and found that it depends on the dye structure that is used
to functionalise fabric. Additionally, UV protection is affected by fabric construction [40].
Although we used the same fabric and natural extracts in both in situ synthesis protocols,
we analysed the colour yield (K/S) and colour (CIE L*a*b*) to see if there was any corre-
lation to the UV protective properties of the samples or if the samples in fact possessed
a UV blocking ability due to the presence of ZnO-NP. In Figure 5, the K/S values of the
functionalised samples are shown. The K/S value of the sample where ZnO-NP were
synthesised using the Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc protocol was 2.46, and the K/S value of the
sample where ZnO-NP were synthesised using the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol was
2.17. Comparing the UPF values and K/S values, it is evident that the values were not
correlated, since the higher K/S value was calculated for the sample with the lower UPF.
The K/S value presents the colour strength of the sample, and a high value means that the
sample contains the highest amount of the colourant [27]. Our results showed that, while
the colour strength of the two samples was almost the same, there was a big difference in
the UV protection factor of the samples. From the results, we can conclude that the high
UPF value was really due to the synthesised ZnO-NP particles and not due to the colour
from the natural extract.
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To additionally confirm that the colour of the sample did not influence the UPF value,
the CIE L*a*b* values were also determined (Figure 6). Comparing the two protocols, the
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lightness of both samples was very similar (L* = 82.36 and 81.94), while there was only
a difference observed in the values of the green–red and blue–yellow colour coordinates,
meaning the hue of the samples was different. When the cotton sample was functionalised
using the Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc protocol, the sample was greener (a* = −7.33) and bluer
(b* = 45.63). When the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol was used, the values of the a* and
b* coordinates were still on the green and blue side of the axis, but the values were lower
(a* = −1.16, b* = 25.24). This means that, whereas the lightness of the sample was almost the
same, using the Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc protocol resulted in a more pronounced green and
blue hue of the sample than using the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol. This is in accordance
with K/S results described before, as the colour yield of this sample was also higher and
again confirmed that the UV blocking ability of the sample was due to the synthesised
ZnO-NP and not from the colour of the sample.
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There have been many studies published regarding the green synthesis of ZnO and
other metal nanoparticles, which describe the importance of phenolic compounds in natural
extracts and their reducing ability [41–45]. Phenolic compounds have high antioxidant ac-
tivity, and since antioxidants are great reducers of metal ions, it has already been discussed
that a high phenolic content is essential for the reduction process [46].

In a literature review, we found that a Japanese knotweed extract exhibit high values
of phenolic compounds [24–26,47], and hence, a DPPH analysis was performed to examine
the antioxidant activity of our samples (Table 2). The analysis was performed on the
liquid Japanese knotweed leaves extract, and the results showed very high antioxidant
activity (81.36%). While the untreated cotton sample had almost no antioxidant activity
(0.31%), the activity increased for both functionalised cotton samples. When protocol
Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc was used, the value increased to 21.14%, while, for the Ash + 0.1
ZnAc + Extr protocol, the value increased to 25.08%. However, the values were lower
than the extract alone. The decrease occurred because the phenolic compounds were
consumed in the synthesis process for the formation of ZnO and adsorption on cotton
fabric, which has already been observed in research synthesising ZnO-NP alone [48] and
on cotton [20]. While, according to the UPF and SEM results, it would be expected that the
sample prepared using the Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocol would have a lower antioxidant
ability due to the more consumed phenolic compounds in the synthesis process, more
synthesised ZnO-NP and, consequently, higher UV blocking ability, there was only a slight
difference between the two samples. This could be due to the fact that similar amounts of
phenolics were, in fact, consumed in both protocols, but the first protocol (Ash + Extr +
0.1 ZnAc) produced more agglomerated particles, and that was why the fabric exhibited a
lower UV blocking ability. The SEM, EDS and UPF results were also in accordance with the
colour measurements discussed before, as the functionalised cotton samples had similar
K/S values, and therefore, a similar amount of extract was adsorbed on cotton. From
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the results, we can conclude that the second protocol (Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr) was more
appropriate for the synthesis of ZnO directly on cotton fabric, since, regardless of the same
amount of extract adsorbed and similar values of antioxidant activity, the second protocol
(Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr) still produced smaller and more evenly distributed ZnO, which
results in cotton fabric with a higher UV blocking ability.

Table 2. Average antioxidant activity (%) of the untreated cotton sample, Japanese knotweed extract
and cotton samples functionalised using Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc and Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr protocols.

Sample Antioxidant Activity (%)

Untreated cotton 0.31
Japanese knotweed leaves extract 81.36

Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnAc 21.14
Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr 25.08

4. Conclusions

In this study, ZnO-NP were synthesised directly on cotton fabric using a green and
circular economy approach using 0.1 M zinc acetate dihydrate as a zinc precursor, Japanese
knotweed leaves aqueous extract as a reducing agent and wood ash waste aqueous extract
as the source of alkali. Two different in situ synthesis processes were compared to determine
the more appropriate one. The results showed that the synthesis protocol where the
immersion of cotton fabric in wood ash extract was followed by immersion in the zinc
precursor and, finally, immersion in the natural extract resulted in uniformly coated fibres
with a higher amount of ZnO-NP, which enabled great protection against UV radiation
(UPF = 46.57). The colour measurements showed that the synthesis protocol influenced
the hue of the samples, while the lightness of the samples did not change. With both
protocols, similar K/S values were obtained, which means that both samples adsorbed
similar amounts of the natural extract, which was also confirmed with the DPPH assay.
However, the UPF value of the sample prepared with the Ash + Extr + 0.1 ZnO protocol was
much lower than in the case of the sample Ash + 0.1 ZnAc + Extr. These results showed that
the high UPF value was not due to the colour of the samples or presence of phytochemicals
on the samples but from the successful formation of evenly distributed ZnO-NP on the
fibres, as also confirmed by EDS. This green in situ synthesis simultaneously addressed
multiple problems: besides using the biowaste of Japanese knotweed, which is typically
burned to decrease the plant overpopulation, and using ashes of burned wooden pellets
that are usually discarded, the process was performed at room temperature and with short
treatment times, being cost- and energy-efficient. Furthermore, the chemical reducing
and stabilising agents that are typically used in the synthesis process were replaced with
natural extracts.
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