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Abstract: Air pollution is monitored mainly in urban or industrial areas, even if it is known that in
rural ones, low emission can significantly worsen air quality. Hence, cheap and easily accessible
methods of monitoring are needed. Recently, spider webs biomonitoring is getting popular, however,
there is no information about its comparison with active methods. In this study, PTEs accumulated
on spider webs were compared with results from continuous particulate monitor (CPM). Generally,
higher potentially toxic elements concentrations were noted in spider web, with exception in the case
of Zn. Zn may be present rather in smaller fractions, hence it needs more time for accumulation on
spider web while it is easily collected by CPM. Higher concentrations of other elements on spider
webs may result from formation of aggregates which could not be reported in PM10 sampling (CPM).
What is more, the order of the most and the least accumulated elements were similar and the percentage
share of studied elements was coherent in most cases, proving that this new tool prospers to become
commonly used in biomonitoring. Additionally, to identify possible sources of pollution air backward
trajectories and trajectory frequencies for Kotórz were prepared based on the HYSPLIT model.

Keywords: biomonitoring; potentially toxic elements; spider web; PM; continuous particulate monitor

1. Introduction

Particulate matter (PM) is a mixture of solid and liquid particles, suspended in the air,
originating from both natural and anthropogenic sources [1,2]. In Europe, PM is considered
one of the major air pollutants [3] and according to WHO, it is responsible for causing
respiratory diseases often leading to premature deaths [4]. Considering the hazardous
impact of PM, the monitoring of the particles in the air is essential issue nowadays, espe-
cially in urbanized areas, where people are exposed to higher PM levels, which are of great
focus [5–7]. For instance, in Poland, the annual air quality assessment in terms of PM10 and
PM2.5 concentrations is carried out mainly in big cities or areas where industries suspected
of emitting hazardous pollution are located. However, the air quality in the nearby, usually
rural, areas, situated on the leeward side, are often not considered in the monitoring but
might be contaminated as well.

Another thing is that usually, to obtain very accurate information about air quality, the
specific instrumentation is used, i.e., active samplers. However, in some cases where their
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use is impossible due to financial issues or limitations in the study area, bioindicators can
be applied. In bioindication, the assessment of environmental pollution can be conducted
with the use of living organisms, like lichens [8], mosses [9,10], tree leaves [11] or their
products, e.g., spider web [12]. The use of spider webs in biomonitoring is quite a new
idea, but it has been already proved that this tool can give good results in the case of
potentially toxic elements (PTEs) accumulation. Spiders build their webs in various places
(both natural and polluted). With this feature, spider webs can be used regardless of air
pollution and hence the way to obtain them is easy and cheap. There is also a possibility to
determine the exact time of exposition by destroying the old web and observing the moment
of new construction. Another idea is to use the clean web, obtained from laboratory-
bred spiders, which facilitates the determination of exposure time. Additionally, the
method is noninvasive and can be considered no waste. The possibility of the use of
spider webs in assessing air quality has been performed before, and satisfying results were
obtained [13–17]. The webs have already proved to be a good passive sampler in the case of
potentially toxic elements [13,16,18,19] or polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) [20,21].

The papers mentioned above prove that spider webs are nowadays a subject of interest
for many scientists. The results from spider webs were once compared with lichens [15]
and once with mosses [22] proving that the element mass fractions are significantly higher
for spider web which might suggest that webs could be used in all cases where the results
for lichens or mosses are under the detection limit. There was also one intent aiming at
the comparison of two selected metals with different fractions of PM obtained by cascade
impactors of Harvard type. However, the comparison of the usefulness of spider webs has
never been checked regarding an active PM sampling by a continuous particulate monitor
(CPM) equipped with metal concentration in PMx online analyzer.

In the present study, the comparison of metal concentration obtained from spider
web monitoring using atomic absorption flame spectrometry (F-AAS) with the results of
PM10 elemental composition measured online using energy-dispersive X-ray fluorescence
(EDXRF) was conducted. Then the relations between results from both methods were
checked. Additionally, enrichment factor was calculated to indicate which element is
the most problematic in the study area and then backward trajectories and trajectory
frequencies were presented in order to verify from which areas the pollution could come
from. The major goal was a verification and validation of results from the bioindicator
(spider web) method with EDXRF data. The bioindicators are used widely but the question
about quantity and quality of environmental answers is still open. Therefore, in this
paper, the investigation on such comparison should yield new valuable and methodically
confirmed universal data, interesting for other international readers.

2. Study Area

Kotórz Mały is a small village (approx. 1000 inhabitants) in the Opolskie Voivodship,
southwestern Poland (Figure 1). According to the report from 2019 presented by Wo-
jewódzki Inspektorat Ochrony Środowiska—Regionalny Wydział Monitoringu Środowiska
(Province Inspectorate of Environmental Protection—Regional Department of Environ-
mental Monitoring) [23] the concentrations of given elements (Pb, As, Cd, Ni) in PM10
(particulate matter with a diameter of 10 microns or less) did not exceed the limits in the
area of Opolskie Voivodship. In terms of the concentration of PM10, the measurements
carried out in 2019 revealed that the annual average value remained below the permissible
level. However, the daily average values were exceeded, considering the criteria defined
for the protection of health (50 µg/m3), at five measuring stations [23]. We suppose that
in this area in winter the local pollution originating from house heating dominate, or
long-range transport can have a significant role in here, bringing the pollution from outside
the locality. According to Olszowski in Kotórz Mały we can distinguish two zones in terms
of dominating heating system [24]. In the first zone, predominated by rural buildings, 91%
of the households use coal for heating processes. The second one is the modern building
zone, where the production of heat energy is based on fuel gas (73%). Therefore, we can
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distinguish local sources of pollution, originating from the area of the village, i.e., coal
burning for home heating purposes but also railway tracks, polish industry pollution
sources (Figure 1A–I), and cross-border sources of pollution.
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As presented on Figure 1, in the nearby voivodships many power stations are located
i.e., Turów, Jaworzno, Bełchatów, and Opole. About 220 km west from Kotórz Mały lies
Turów power plant which is known to be the second most polluting industry in Poland [25]
and it is responsible for 40% of the dust pollution in the whole voivodship [26]. Other
power stations are located in Jaworzno (100 km, southeast), Bełchatów (115 km, northeast),
and Opole, only about 10 km southwest from Kotórz. What is more, heat and power
stations in Wrocław (80 km, northeast) and Czechnica in Siechnice (70 km, northwest)
are located nearby. As Opole and Jaworzno power stations and Wrocław and Czechnica
heat and power stations are coal-fired, produced emissions are strictly connected with the
process of coal burning. Coals from the Upper Silesian Coal Basin are known to contain
Cr, Ni, Pb, and Zn [27], which by the combustion process are accumulated in the bottom
and fly ash and then can be released to the atmosphere [28,29]. On the other hand, power
stations Turów and Bełchatów are based on the lignite-burning for power production [30].
The amounts of potentially toxic elements in the ashes from lignite combustion in Poland
are similar to the world-averages concentrations [31]. The ashes, produced in the process
of lignite burning, contain following elements, presented in descending order Sr, Ba, Cr, Zn,
Cu, Ni, As, Pb, Co [31]. Additionally, Cu smelters are situated in the area of Legnica and
Głogów 140 and 170 km away from Kotórz Mały, respectively. In this region atmospheric
aerosols can be characterized by the presence of Cu, Pb, Ni, Zn sulphides but also of
metallurgical alloys varying in composition (Cu-Zn, Pb, Pb-Cu) [32]. Additionally, recent
biomonitoring studies also provided the information about air contamination by Cu, Zn,
and Pb in both of these regions [15,17]. In addition, an iron smelter—Małapanew in Ozimek
can contribute to the air pollution by emitting the Fe particles to the atmosphere, however,
from what is known for authors, now the activities in this area are much limited than in
the past. Nowadays it deals mostly with the PM10 and PM2.5 exceeding [33]. Apart from
this, a few cross-border sources of pollution exist, located in the neighboring countries, i.e.,
Czech Republic (Ostravsko-karvinská Basin and North Bohemian Basin) or in Slovakia
(Košice). In Košice region coke and steel production and iron metallurgy are placed. A
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confirmation of their negative impact on air pollution, especially on Fe emission, is the fact
that high concentrations of studied elements (i.e., Fe, Mn, Cr, Pb, Zn) were found in the
proximity of the ironworks [34]. In eastern part of Czech Republic steel manufacturing
conurbation is located, which in known from emissions of high amounts of Fe, but also Zn,
Cr, Pb and Mn in smaller quantity [35]. On the other hand, North Bohemian Basin is a part
of Europe, known by the name of “black triangle”, where high amounts of pollution are
emitted [36]. This region is connected with electromechanical and metallurgical activities
and brown coal mines and power plants are located there [36]. From this region following
pollution may origin: e.g., Fe from industrial combustion of lignite, Pb connected with
chemical works and lignite combustion and also Cu, due to the activity of a non-ferrous
smelter in Príbram [37].

3. Meteorological/Environmental Parameters

The year 2019 was considered one of the warmest in comparison to previous years.
In general, the annual average temperature in Poland amounted to 10.2 ◦C. In terms of
precipitation, 2019 was classified as normal. Annual precipitation in Poland in this period
amounted to 556 mm while in Opole to only 469.5 mm. During the samples collection,
the average temperature in February amounted to 4 ◦C while in March about 6 ◦C [23].
The voivodship where Kotórz Mały is located the dominant winds blow from west and
south [38] as also presented on the Figure 1.

4. Methods
4.1. Monitoring with Continuous Particulate Monitor
Samples Collection

CPM with EDXRF (PX-375 Horiba analyzer, HORIBA ltd., Kyoto, Japan) was used in
this study to obtain the results concerning the elemental composition of PM10. The PX-375
analyzer provides rapid air pollution measurements by conducting online automatic PM
sampling characterized by excellent sensitivity and precise performance. The PM mass
is measured continuously utilizing beta ray attenuation and then using nondestructive
energy-dispersive X-ray fluorescence (EDXRF) spectroscopic analysis the quantitative and
qualitative elemental composition can be obtained already in the field. Uncertainty of
this method for given elements is as follows: ±1.1 ng/m3 for Mn, ±153.2 ng/m3 for Fe,
±4 ng/m3 for Cu, ±12.4 ng/m3 for Zn, ±5.2 ng/m3 for Pb, ±50.7 ng/m3 for Al.

In the process of PM collection, a two-layer nonwoven polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE)
fabric filter (HORIBA TFH-01 membrane), in the form of roll, was used as a filter tape.
The manufacturer ensures collection rate up to 99.97%. Each roll has a length of 21 m and
40 mm width. The filters are characterized by thickness of 140 µm and the pore size in the
filter was equal to 1 µm [39]. In general PTFE material is a fluoropolymer, characterized by
an excellent chemical inertness and thermal stability, hydrophobicity, low surface energy
and also low friction coefficient [40] after [41,42].

The air samples acquisition was characterized by the flow rate equal to 16.7 dm3·min−1.
Every sixty minutes beta ray attenuation analysis was conducted to assess the exact mass
quantity. This measurement is based on law which says that absorbed radiation is exponen-
tially dependent only on the mass of filtered material [43]. According to that at first beta
radiation was emitted at empty filter, then there was time for sample acquisition and the
particles were adsorbed on the filter tape. Considering the difference between these two
measurements the result, in the form of collected PM10, was given. After that the filter tape
is moved, the new measurement begins. The analysis was performed for 500 s, operated at
15 kV or 50 kV voltage (depending on the studied element). At the same time, continuously,
a subsequent sample was collected.

A standard reference material SRM 2738 (air particulate on filter media), certified by
NIST, was used to acquire a quality control for the machine and to define the elemental
quantification of X-ray spectra. To calibrate the machine, the blank tape was checked three
times and finally the mean value was taken. The calibration of the CPM was done two
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times by the qualified Horiba employees: at the beginning of the experiment and at the end,
however, a few times during the sampling DryCal Defender 530 was used to make sure
the flow did not change. The lowest detection limits (LDL) taken as a double the standard
deviation of the analyzed blank samples were as follows: Al (56.7 ng/m3), Cu (1.85 ng/m3),
Fe (7.00 ng/m3), Mn (1.45 ng/m3), Pb (1.05 ng/m3), and Zn (1.25 ng/m3). The repeatability
of the obtained results was within ±2% of the equivalent film value. Additionally, in
the information provided by the producer, it was shown that a strong correlation exists
between the metal results given by CPM EDXRF (Horiba, PX-375, HORIBA Ltd., Kyoto,
Japan) and conventional wet mineralization and measurement using ICP-MS.

CPM was placed in Kotórz Mały (Figure 1) and during about one month (7 February–
17 March 2020), the hourly measurements were carried out continuously. Then the daily
average values for this period were calculated.

4.2. Air-Mass Back Trajectory Analysis

To identify the possible sources of pollution, connected with long-range transport,
movements of air masses concerning 24-h backward trajectories for Kotórz were con-
structed based on NOAA HYSPLIT model [44,45]. In addition, the meteorological data
were acquired by the access to Gridded Meteorological Data Archives from National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA; www.ready.noaa.gov, accessed on
21 July 2021). Back trajectories of air masses were calculated for chosen days of spider
web sampling period (7 February–17 March 2020) where higher than normal episodes of
PM10 and selected metal concentrations were found (Figure 2). For each selected day, four
6-hourly trajectories at 500, 1000, and 1500 m.a.s.l. were calculated taking into account the
following ending times: 00:00, 06:00, 12:00, and 18:00 UTC + 1 h.

Additionally, for long-term analysis, the maps of trajectory frequencies were con-
structed. Different colors indicate different frequencies [%] of the air mass movement
crossing over a given geographical sampling point.

4.3. Enrichment Factor

Since the Horiba PX-375 was also analyzing the concentration of the aluminum in the
ambient air, we were able to calculate the enrichment factor EF of elements collected in the
air samples. The EF is defined [46]:

EF =

Cx,m
CAl,m

Cx
CAl

(1)

where Cx,m and CAl,m are concentrations of element x and aluminum in PM10 measured in
our experiment while Cx and CAl are concentrations in the upper crust according to [47].
According to [48] the EF values can be divided into 5 classes representing the level of
enrichment (Table 1).

Table 1. EF classes according to [48].

EF Value Level of Enrichment

EF ≤ 2 minimal
EF ∈ [2,5] moderate
EF ∈ [5,20] significant

EF ∈ [20,40] very high
EF > 40 extremely high

4.4. The Concentrations of Metals in PM10

The PX-375 was analyzing concentrations of selected metals x in PM10 fraction in
the atmospheric air Cx,V,i in ng

m3 , the concentration of PM10 CPM10,V,i and total mass of the
sample MPM10,i in 1 h intervals numbered by index i. The spider webs were collecting

www.ready.noaa.gov
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metals constantly, in the same total period as PX-375 so we had to find the total mass of
PM10 collected during the whole experiment and masses of metals. The mass of PM10
collected in the whole experiment was simply the sum of masses of all n samples.

MPM10 =
n

∑
i=1

MPM10,i (2)

The calculation of the masses of metals is more tricky since as a result, we obtain the
volumetric concentration Cx,V,i, firstly the volume of the analyzed air in sample number i
have to be found:

Vi =
MPM10,i

CPM10,V,i
(3)

And then the mass of the metal x in sample i can be expressed as:

Mx,i = Cx,V,i ·Vi (4)

It leads to the formula for the mass of the metal in the whole experiment:

Mx =
n

∑
i=1

Cx,V,i

CPM10,V,i
MPM10,i (5)

Therefore, we were able to calculate the content of these metals per mass of PM10.

Cx,m =
Mx

MPM10

(6)

We recalculated these values to determine the content of the selected metals in mg
of the metal per kg of particulate matter. The mass concentration of metal x denoted as
Cx,m was determined as the ratio of atmospheric air volumetric concentration Cx,V and
concentration of PM10 CPM10,V :

Cx,m =
Cx,V

CPM10,V
(7)

4.5. Biomonitoring with Spider Webs
Sampling Collection and Characteristic

Two species from the family Agelenidae, Tegenaria agrestis (WALCKENAER, 1802) and
Eratigena atrica (C.L. KOCH, 1843), have been chosen for studies. In previous studies [20],
we found that agelenids are the best choice for biomonitoring as they weave large and
dense webs known as funnel webs which are not sticky and stretch out horizontally like a
carpet with tubular retreat inside of spiders. In general, spider web is a silk material, which
is made up from protein named spidroin (spider fibroin). Spidroin is built of 100–400 amino
acids (mostly glycine 30.2% and alanine 24.3%). Glycine is responsible for elasticity of the
web while alanine gives it the strength. Other amino acids building the web are as follows:
serine, proline, glutamine, leucine, valine, tyrosine and arginine. The exact composition of
these proteins is dependent on e.g., species and diet [49]. The deposition of heavy metals
on webs has been studied in following researches [19,50]. Hose et al. [50] showed that
heavy metals (Pb, Zn) are deposited mainly on web surfaces in cribellate spiders (Badumna
socialis and Stiphidion facetum). The authors proved that washing webs with diluted acid
reduced metal concentrations up to 80%. Cribellate webs are not sticky and trap prey and
particulates in the dense network of silk fibers. The way of trapping air contaminants by
spider webs of another family of spiders (Agelenidae) has been studied by Rybak et al. [19].
The webs of Agelenidae are also not sticky. The authors compared unwashed webs with
washed once (shampoo and organic solvent acetone from MERCK) and noted a significant
decrease in the of heavy metals’ concentration (nearly up to 70%) which also suggests that
heavy metals are mainly deposited with dust particles on the web surface [19]. However,
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in both studies, some parts of studied metals were not removed by the washing which
could be attributed to internal contamination or other types of deposition mechanisms
might be possible.

The newly woven webs (after the removal of an old web) were often visited and
observed in the place of study, and therefore, after a defined exposure time for the creation
of the new construction, they were removed and preserved for further analyses. These
in situ samples of spider webs were collected from secluded locations which provided
them the protection from unfavorable weather conditions. Additionally, we used webs
derived from laboratory breeding of spiders. The already woven webs (from breeding
containers) were deployed on plastic Petri dishes and closed in order to protect them from
pre-exposure pollution. Spider webs of similar age, size and weight were used in this
study. Then the dishes with spider webs were fixed at sampling sites with hot glue. The
10 prepared samples were placed in the close proximity to Horiba apparatus, on about
1.5 m height. After the exposition to pollutants for a defined period of time (approx. one
month: 7 February–17 March 2020), the samples were collected with the use of glass, sterile
baguettes and placed in sterile glass vials until further analyses (methodology according
to [14,16,20,50]. Firstly, the webs were cleaned to remove accidental artefacts. Then they
were conditioned for 24 h at the temperature of 20 ± 2 ◦C and 40 ± 5% humidity and next
they were weighted three times using analytical balance Radwag AS 60/C/2 (minimum
weight 1 mg, readability 0.01 mg, repeatability 0.04 mg). The samples were weight at
a temperature of 23 ± 2 ◦C and relative humidity of 40 ± 5%). The average weight of
the spider web sample was equal to 9 mg. The preexposure control webs, obtained from
laboratory breeding, were previously analyzed in terms of chosen element concentration
and revealed negligible values. According to the fact that most of the webs were collected
from laboratory breeding spiders, we suppose that the concentration of selected by us
elements on clean webs (before exposition) was negligible.

4.6. Metal Concentration Analyses

The mineralization and analyses of mineralized spider web samples were performed
at the Institute of Environmental Engineering and Biotechnology, University of Opole
(Opole, Poland).

Concentrations of Mn, Fe, Ni, Cu, Zn, Cd and Pb were determined in spider webs.
After exposure, the research material was transported to the laboratory, homogenized,
and digested in Teflon vessels. The webs were mineralized in a mixture of 5 cm3 of nitric
acid HNO3 (65%, Merck) and 3 cm3 of H2O2 (30%, Merck) at 180 ◦C for 20 min using a
Speedwave Four closed microwave system from BERGHOF, DE. This process was carried
out at 220 ◦C for 20 min and was performed twice to ensure complete digestion of all dust
samples according to [51].

Samples were transferred quantitatively, after mineralization, into a 25 cm3 (class A)
volumetric flask with deionized water. Metals were determined using an atomic absorption
flame spectrometer (F-AAS) type iCE 3500 (series 3000) made by Thermo Scientific, USA.
The F-AAS method was used previously in analyses of potentially toxic elements collected
on spider web and satisfying results were obtained [15].

4.7. Quality Assurance and Control

In Table 2, the instrumental detection limits (IDL) and instrumental quantification
limits (IQL) for the spectrometer iCE 3500 are presented [52,53].

The values of the highest concentrations of the models used for calibration (2.0 mg/dm3

for Cd, 5 mg/dm3 for Ni, Cu, Zn, Pb, 7.5 mg/dm3 for Mn and 10 mg/dm3 for Fe) were
approved as linear limits to signal dependence on concentration. Calibration of the spec-
trometer was performed with an internal standard solution from ANALYTIKA Ltd. (CZ).
Additionally, in Table S3, concentrations of heavy metals in certified reference materials
BCR-482 lichen, produced at the Institute for Reference Materials and Measurements,
Belgium, were shown.
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Table 2. The instrumental detection limits (IDL) and instrumental quantification limits (IQL) for the
spectrometer iCE 3500 (mg/dm3) [52,53].

Metal IDL (mg/dm3) IQL (mg/dm3)

Mn 0.0016 0.020
Fe 0.0043 0.050
Ni 0.0043 0.050
Cu 0.0045 0.033
Zn 0.0033 0.010
Cd 0.0028 0.013
Pb 0.0130 0.070

5. Results
5.1. Spider Webs Monitoring

The monitoring with the use of spider webs revealed various concentrations of seven
selected PTEs (Fe, Pb, Zn, Cu, Mn, Cd, and Ni; Table S2). The concentrations of Cd and
Ni in the spider web were below the detection limit, hence their exact determination was
impossible and they were omitted in the later part of the paper. The most abundant element
on the spider web was Fe, which concentrations varied greatly with min. 1805 mg/kg
and max. 2.4191 mg/kg. The next one was Pb and its concentrations were about one
order of magnitude smaller than for Fe. In the case of Pb, the results differed from 173
to 2245 mg/kg. Two times smaller results were obtained for Mn, ranging from 168 to
1418 mg/kg. As the least abundant turned out to be Zn (min. 212 mg/kg, max. 687 mg/kg)
and Cu (min. 60 mg/kg, max. 136 mg/kg).

5.2. Continuous Particulate Monitor

To confront the information obtained by spider webs monitoring CPM was used. Air
quality monitoring with the use of CPM provided hourly results of PM10 concentrations
which were then averaged. The minimal value of daily average amounted to 10.47 µg/m3

while the maximum was 36.8 µg/m3. In the sampling period, the exceeding of the maxi-
mum daily level for PM10 (i.e., 50 µg/m3) was not observed during the whole period, and
the average value of PM10 collected by CPM during sampling amounted to 20.53 µg/m3.
However, in the collected PM10 the presence of potentially toxic elements such as: Fe, Mn,
Cu, Zn and Pb were noted.

5.3. Enrichment of Samples

The assessment of the enrichment in the studied elements was considered to be very
important as the study site was located in the inhabited area. The enrichment factor (EF)
shows a value enabling the quantitative determination of the anthropogenic influence on
element concentration in PM. We calculated this factor for the samples collected by Horiba
PX-375 and aluminum was used as the reference element. The reference concentrations in
the upper crust were taken from [47]. The results are presented in Table 3. According to
Table 1, the results for Zn and Pb indicated extremely high enrichment while EF for Cu is
very high. In the case of Fe, there is only minimal enrichment whereas Mn shows moderate
enrichment.

Table 3. EF for the elements in PM10.

Element Cu Zn Pb Mn Fe

EF 30.4 192 225 2.33 0.853

5.4. Backward Trajectories and Trajectory Frequencies

After indication of the possible problematic elements it was crucial to determine
their origin. The concentrations of PM10, Zn, Pb, and Fe were presented in Figure 2 and
daily variation of these concentrations was observed depending on the specific day of



Minerals 2021, 11, 812 9 of 20

the measurements. Such differentiation can occur when local air quality is influenced
by regional or long-range transport. However, during a few days noted concentrations
were much higher than in others. According to the most distinctive peaks, as can be seen
in Figure 2, six episodes (A—08.02, B—17.02, C—28.02, D—04.03, E—09.03, F—16.03)
were distinguished. Then, for each of these days, the maps of backward trajectories were
constructed and presented in Figure 2. Creating these graphs can help us to indicate the
potential source of pollution during each selected day.

In Episode A, noted concentration of Fe was the highest in the whole sampling period
and it was shown that Fe was the predominant air pollutant during this day. According
to air mass backward trajectories, this high Fe concentration might be enhanced by the
transport of air mass from the Małapanew iron smelter, the activity of which, related to
steel casting, classified the plant as very harmful to the environment in previous years [54].
Nowadays, however, the plant is known to work to a much lesser extent but possibly it is
still emitting pollution. Another thing is that part of the winds pass through Hungary and
could also bring the pollution from over there. According to [55] and the studies conducted
in the area of Budapest in the total measured trace element concentrations, Fe was the most
abundant (accounted for about 87%) and was followed by Zn, Pb, Cu and Mn. Additionally,
in general, the Fe presence can be also ascribed to rail-wheel-brake interactions [56] as the
railway tracks are located nearby.

High concentrations of PM, Fe, and Zn were noted in Scenario B and the air mass
back trajectories indicated that the pollution could be possibly brought from the parts of
Hungary, transporting the elements as listed above in Scenario A. However, according
to the fact that the pollution during this day was relatively not high when compared to
other episodes, hence, possibly the pollution may rather originate from local pollutants
like railway tracks (Fe) or car traffic (Zn).

Episode C was characterized by quite high concentrations of Zn, Pb, and PM. Con-
sidering the prevailing wind directions during this day, we can assume that the pollution
comes from the power station Turów (from west), which is lignite-fired and known to
contribute to pollution with Zn, Cu, and Pb [31]. The observed winds can also cross by
Wrocław heat and power station and Opole power station, which are coal-fired, leading to
production of Pb and Zn. What is more, Zn as well as Pb, generated in the coal combustion
processes, mostly accumulate in the fly ashes [29,57] which enhance their transport. Hence,
it is understandable that in the case of Episode C, where the winds coming through this
regions, relatively high values of Zn and Pb can be observed. Moreover, the high peak of
PM10 could be also connected with the transport of pollution from further regions (i.e., Ústí
nad Labem region, north-western Czech Republic) from where particles of Fe, Pb but also
Cu can be transported [37].

In Episode D, high concentrations of PM10, Fe, Zn and Pb were found. As we can
notice, the structure of the highest points in this episode is a little more complicated—at
first, high Fe and Zn concentrations are observed, while PM maximum point during this
episode is the next day just right after the maximum of Fe and Zn. The day in which
high Fe and Zn concentrations are found with relatively not high PM concentrations may
indicate the observation of Fe and Zn rich air mass inflow. Having a look at the map of
air masses backward trajectories, it can be seen that at first air masses could be brought
from the area of the eastern Czech Republic where steel manufacturing conurbation of
Ostrava is located, which is known for episodes of high pollutant concentrations [58]. In
this region, the problem of contaminated air pollution results from different sources, such
as steel and coke plants, low emission, coming from the burning of waste or coal powder,
and traffic [59]. It was also shown that raw iron production contributes to about 30% of
the coarse aerosol mass during the post-smog period [59]. In another study, the pollution
produced in this area was recognized to contain high amounts of Fe (stating about 75–87%
of the total sum of monitored potentially toxic elements). Other important elements were
as follows: Zn (7.1–11%), Cr (2.3–6.8%), Pb (0.3–5.8%), and Mn (1.4–2.4%) [35]. This infor-
mation confirms the hypothesis that elevated PTEs amounts can result from transboundary
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pollution. However, similarly to Scenario C, high concentration of Pb simultaneously with
high concentration of Zn can be also an indication of the pollution brought from Turów and
Opole power stations, coming from the west direction. Even though, it is supposed to be in
smaller quantities, according to the fact that in the second day of this episode dominating
wind direction change (south to west), a decrease of Fe, and, Pb concentration can be noted.

High PM and high Fe concentrations were found in the case of Episode E. Moreover,
a peak in the case of Zn concentration was observed and a small peak of Pb. In this case,
air masses could be brought mainly from the area of north western Czech Republic but
also from the region of Ostrava. Both of these regions can be suspected of Fe, Pb and
Zn pollution [35,37]. Some of the trajectories pass also through the region of polish Cu-
smelters (Legnica and Głogów), from which transport of PM bearing Cu, Zn, Pb can be
suspected [32]. In this episode, as well as C and D, the possibility of transport of pollution
from Turów occurs, where lignite-fired power station is located. Hence, emitted pollution
are supposed to be strictly connected with the process of lignite burning, which is proved
to introduce Pb and Zn to the atmosphere [31].

Episode F presents high Fe concentrations and slightly lower PM when compared
to other episodes. Considering that, we suppose that similarly to Episode A, collected
sample must correspond to air masses enriched in Fe particles. In this case, the map of air
masses backward trajectories indicates on emission originating from an industrial complex
(composed of coke and steel production and iron metallurgy), located in the area of Košice
(Slovakia). This region is known to be the dominant industrial source of air pollution,
characterized by exceeding of daily limits for PM10 [60]. Additionally, according to [34]
the maximum concentrations of all studied elements (especially Fe) were recorded at sites
localized in the proximity of the ironworks, indicating its impact on air quality. Hence, it
is supposed that in the case of favorable direction of wind, as in Episode F, the pollution
could be also brought from there to Poland. Additionally, some of the winds reach the
Hungary. Hence, it is supposed that pollution like Fe accounting for almost 90% of the
total measured trace element concentrations [55] but also Zn, Pb, Cu, and Mn could be
transported from over there.

What is more, the map of trajectory frequencies for this period presents that most of
the occurring winds come from the S/SW/SE parts, which is in accordance with the general
dominant wind directions in this region [38] also presented as wind rose in Figure 1. This
could enhance not only the transport of air masses from polish industry sources located in
the proximity of Kotórz Mały but also from the cross-border sources of pollution. These
wind directions are the main factor determining elemental composition of pollution on
spider web during this sampling period.



Minerals 2021, 11, 812 11 of 20

Minerals 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 20 

 

almost 90% of the total measured trace element concentrations [55] but also Zn, Pb, Cu, 
and Mn could be transported from over there. 

What is more, the map of trajectory frequencies for this period presents that most of 
the occurring winds come from the S/SW/SE parts, which is in accordance with the gen-
eral dominant wind directions in this region [38] also presented as wind rose in Figure 1. 
This could enhance not only the transport of air masses from polish industry sources lo-
cated in the proximity of Kotórz Mały but also from the cross-border sources of pollu-
tion. These wind directions are the main factor determining elemental composition of 
pollution on spider web during this sampling period. 

 
Figure 2. HYSPLIT trajectory frequencies and 24 h air backward trajectories in Kotórz calculated for given episodes (A, 
B, C, D, E, F). 

6. Comparison of Methods 
6.1. Concentration of PM-Bound Elements Obtained by Two Methods 

The PM was sampled with the use of 10 spider webs and PM10 was collected by 
Horiba PX-375 CPM then the results from both methods were compared. Here we pre-
sent the concentrations of selected elements in spider webs as violin plots (Figure 3). The 
horizontal coordinates of the violins are located at the positions corresponding to the 
concentrations measured with the Horiba PX-375. The values obtained by using CPM 
were intentionally recalculated to obtain the concentrations of given elements in PM10 
and expressed in mg·kg−1. By this, the comparison of these results with particles ad-
sorbed on spider webs was possible. 

Figure 2. HYSPLIT trajectory frequencies and 24 h air backward trajectories in Kotórz calculated for given episodes (A–F).

6. Comparison of Methods
6.1. Concentration of PM-Bound Elements Obtained by Two Methods

The PM was sampled with the use of 10 spider webs and PM10 was collected by
Horiba PX-375 CPM then the results from both methods were compared. Here we present
the concentrations of selected elements in spider webs as violin plots (Figure 3). The
horizontal coordinates of the violins are located at the positions corresponding to the
concentrations measured with the Horiba PX-375. The values obtained by using CPM
were intentionally recalculated to obtain the concentrations of given elements in PM10 and
expressed in mg·kg−1. By this, the comparison of these results with particles adsorbed on
spider webs was possible.

The amounts of accumulated PTEs in the case of both methods differed. Figure 3
shows that the most commonly accumulated element was Fe as well on spider web as in the
results from CPM, while the least abundant was Cu also for both methods. Concentrations
of Mn, Pb, and Zn revealed similar orders of magnitude for spider webs, but for Horiba
PX-375 these values differed. In general, the order of accumulated elements for webs was
as follows: Fe > Pb > Mn > Zn > Cu while for particulate monitor: Fe > Zn > Pb > Mn > Cu.
However, for all PTEs (except Zn), the results obtained for spider webs were higher than
for CPM. It needs to be remembered that the Horiba PX-375 CPM collected the selected
PM10 fraction, which contains particles smaller than 10 µm while on the spider web also
bigger particles are accumulated. There is also a possibility that fine particles bearing
some elements will not be able to accumulate on web threads according to the threads
arrangement (too big meshes).
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6.2. Percentage Contribution of Given Element

According to the fact that the exact number of concentrated elements for these two
methods of air pollution monitoring varies due to different mechanisms responsible for PM
collection, we wanted also to check the frequency of occurrence for selected metals in the
total amount of studied atmospheric aerosols. For this purpose, obtained results for spider
webs (expressed in µg/g; Table S2) and for CPM (in ng/m3; Table S1) were converted into
percentage contribution. As shown on the Figure 4, the view on the results in this manner
enables the information about agreement of both methods given in percentage of difference.
It can be noticed, that for Pb almost complete agreement was found, having about 10%
share in both methods. In the case on Mn and Cu, their contribution in total aerosols was
very small for both tools. There was about 30% difference in the answer between spider
web and CPM for Mn, showing bigger Mn input on spider web, while Cu contribution
differed in less than 50%, however its input in total metals is so small (about 1%) so that it is
very hard to give precise answer. For the most abundant element, which was Fe, the result
is satisfying, revealing about 25% difference between methods and bigger contribution
of this element on spider webs. The highest difference was observed for Zn which was
commonly found in the particles from CPM but its contribution on spider web was very
poor. It resulted in bigger than 50% difference between these methods.
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7. Discussion

In the study by Olszowski [61] it was shown that the average mass concentrations of
particulate matter were significantly higher in Kotórz Mały than in other rural regions in
Poland and Czech Republic which indicates that the problem of air quality in the study
area is relevant and current. Therefore, the dynamic situation in terms of air pollution in
Poland, also in small villages, requires cheap, easy, and simple tools to monitor air quality.
Considering that, we focused on validating the method of air pollution monitoring with
the use of spider webs and its comparison with CPM.

The spider web is easily accessible, low cost and not complicated in use material [18].
What is more, monitoring with this indicator can be considered non-invasive and zero-
waste as no extra waste is produced. Spider webs are supposed to collect total suspended
particulate matter (TSP) and the obtained results could indicate the specific elements
that seem to be problematic in the study area and give a simple overall and qualitative
information whether more specific, more precise monitoring is needed. In order to check
the reliability of the obtained results from spider web monitoring a comparison of our
results with other studies was conducted. For the purposes of this article, the most relevant
seems to be a comparison with the results obtained also in Poland and preferably with the
use of the web produced by the same spider family. Additionally, the values of element
concentrations were recalculated into a one-month exposition (Table 4), which allowed us
to easily compare the obtained results. The elemental composition and the concentrations
of specific elements varied depending on the study area. For instance, in the paper by
Rybak [13] a similar experiment was conducted, however, the concentration of Fe was
almost four times lower in there (7469 µg/g in this study, 2058 µg/g in paper by Rybak;
Table 4) which can indicate much higher emission of this element in the area of Kotórz
Mały due to close location of railway tracks and long-range transport (Figure 2). Moreover,
the concentrations of Pb and Mn were a few times higher than reported for Wrocław [13]
(Table 4). In the case of Zn, similar values were found in the present study and Stojanowska
et al. [15] or Bartz et al. [17], however, when comparing it with the results from Wrocław
we could notice an almost two times higher results for the study by Rybak [13] and nearly
ten times higher value in the paper by Rybak et al. [18] which is not that surprising as
three out of the five tested locations were located just right next to road with very intensive
road traffic [18]. In addition, this might be a case in the study by Rybak [13]. Both of
Rybak’s studies were conducted in a big polish city characterized by heavy motor traffic.
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On the other hand, the amount of collected Cu in the area of Kotórz is small, especially
when compared to areas where copper smelting dominates [15,17] but the influence of
Cu smelting in this region cannot be excluded. The observations of visibly higher Cu
concentrations in areas with the proximity of Cu smelters and the information listed above
prove that the spider web can be considered a good bioindicator. Hence, it can be concluded
that this comparison of PTEs content on webs with other researches indicated that the
results obtained in this study are reasonable. Additionally, elevated values for some
elements can be easily explained by the analysis of the dominating sources of pollution in
this area (Figure 2).

Table 4. Concentrations of average PTEs in this study and selected other researches (for easier comparison it was recalculated
to one month of exposition).

Parameter This Study Stojanowska et al. (2020) Rybak (2015) Rybak et al. (2015) Bartz et al. (2021)

Study area Kotórz Mały Smelter in Legnica Wrocław Wrocław Smelter in Głogów
Fe [µg/g] 7469 2058
Mn [µg/g] 494 146

Pb [µg/g] 797 307 87 738 (2011)
790 (2012) 357

Zn [µg/g] 357 500 738 3666 (2011)
1919(2012) 479

Cu [µg/g] 98 706 109 226

Exposition time 1 month
1 month

(recalculated from 2
months)

1 month
(recalculated from 2

months)
1 month 1 month (recalculated from

3 months)

Aware of the fact that results obtained with CPM are very accurate it has to be
remembered that it is rather an expensive device and its use is limited due to high costs.
On the contrary, spider web is non-expensive, easily accessible material. Hence, the webs
may seem in this case to be promising alternative for the air quality monitoring. Above
mentioned confrontation of results verified that identified elements concentrations on webs
are reasonable and could be suspected to comparison with CPM. As it is commonly known,
CPM provide very precise information about PTEs concentrations and hence, as it presents
the actual air pollution, it seems to be good point of reference for spider webs. It needs to
be mentioned that the spider web was exposed to the air pollution, the same time in which
CPM constantly worked. As presented on Figure 2, the results were recalculated to enable
the comparison between these two methods and given in the total amount of selected
elements in the whole sampling period. However, CPM collected only one selected fraction
(PM10), while on the spider web, also bigger particles were adsorbed and according to that
the correlations were not found. What is more, finer particles could possibly not be able to
accumulate on web threads as the threads arrangement is very specific (possibly too big
meshes for some particles).

As presented in our research, noticeable amounts of chosen PTEs were found in the
air samples, mostly revealing higher amounts for the particles collected on spider webs
(Figure 3) with an exception for Zn. Both methods (CPM and spider web) clearly indicated
that the most commonly found element was Fe, clearly distinguishable from the other
elements. However, for Fe particles collected by CPM, only minimal enrichment in this
element was found, hence its origin should be rather assigned to natural sources and
occasionally to anthropogenic activities (long range transport as hypothesized based on
Figure 2 or rail-wheel-brake interactions [12,56]). As a confirmation, in the paper by Mach
et al. [62] also a low EF value (2.5 average for the period) was found, indicating rather
natural sources of Fe in PM10 in this region. However, it needs to be remembered that
the EF value was calculated based on the CPM results (reporting only PM10). Observing
the comparison of the Fe values collected on spider web in this study (rural area) and the
other study conducted in urban area [13] it could be seen that the result here was much
higher (Table 4). This is surprising but might only indicate that in this rural area there are
some additional sources of Fe pollution as indicated by air backward trajectories (Figure 2).
Since EF, based on CPM results, showed small enrichment in anthropogenic Fe it can be
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supposed that it probably occurred in the form of aggregates, which easily settled on the
web threads but were not reported by CPM.

As mentioned above, Zn was the only element, which concentration was slightly
higher in CPM results than in webs. It can be supposed that Zn was present in a big part
in the fine fraction (similarly to the results from the study by Bartz et al. [17]) or even
ultrafine fraction [63] which could complicate the accumulation on web due to too big
meshes (specific threads arrangement) or the limitation of wet deposition. According
to [64] some of finer fractions might be favorably deposited by wet deposition rather than
that gravitational settling. Hence, as in this study the webs were protected from rain or
snow, the wet deposition could be limited. As the EF showed extremely high enrichment
in Zn, the impact of anthropopressure in this area is of much concern. The air masses with
Zn can be transported from abroad, originating from steel manufacturing conurbation of
Ostrava (Czech Republic) as it was shown by HYSPLIT trajectories (Figure 2). The emission
of Zn in this can be also connected with polish industry pollution sources e.g., Cu smelting
in Legnica and Głogów, from which Zn, co-appearing with Cu and Pb can be brought.
However, the influence of vehicle emissions cannot be omitted as, since the time that leaded
fuels were banned, it was chosen to be a new tracer of traffic emissions instead of Pb [65].
As additional sources of Zn, tailpipe emissions of motor oil [66] and tire wear [67] are
considered. The sampling point (Figure 1) was located within a few kilometers of two na-
tional roads: Road No. 46 (southeast from the sampling point, approx. 9500 vehicles/day)
and Road No. 45 (northwest from the sampling point, approx. 8000 vehicles/day) [68]
and what is more, A4 highway, connecting east and west parts of southern Poland, pass
through this region. Kotórz Mały lies about 80 km away from the most heavily loaded
part of the route, which is in Katowice (100,983 vehicles/day) [68] and it is known to be
a big source of Zn pollution [69]. Hence, the high value of EF for this element is not that
surprising and the differentiation from spider webs results can be understood.

In the case of Pb, its concentration on spider web was also higher than reported by
CPM. Even if the leaded fuel is not so commonly used anymore it seems that there is still a
problem with the contamination by this element. This situation was confirmed by elevated
EF value, indicating extremely high enrichment, and the fact that the results for spider
webs, obtained in our study, exceeded the values from other studies (Table 4). Pb presence
is often connected with high usage of motor vehicles in the urban area (i.e., lead wheel
weights dropped from car wheels can be then pulverized by intensive traffic [70]. What
is more, the origin of Pb particles in the air can be also connected with coal burning for
home heating purposes, and it can be found in varying quantities in low-rank coals and
high-rank coals and their corresponding ashes [71]. Combining this information with the
fact that more than 90% of the households in the village use coal for heating processes [24]
a big part of the identified pollution can be attributed to this sector. From the polish local
sources, as a contributor to Pb emission, we can also mention A4 highway [69] and regions
with Cu smelting (Legnica and Głogów) [32]. Another source of pollution with Pb in this
area can be long range transport bringing pollution from steel manufacturing conurbation
of Ostrava (Czech Republic) as shown in Figure 2.

Even if Cu was not that commonly found, comparing to other elements, neither on
spider web nor in case of CPM sampling, the EF shows that the enrichment was very high
(Table 3). This could be the result of bringing the pollution from the polish Cu smelting
regions or Czech non-ferrous smelter in Príbram [37], as showed by air mass backward
trajectories on Figure 2. Cu, as well as Zn, can be also a marker of brake lining wear [67,69]
which could be the case here according to the fact of proximity of national roads and
A4 highway. The presence of this element on spider webs shows similarity in term of
quantity to results from Wrocław but observed amount was visibly lower than those from
Cu smelting regions (Table 4). However, the impact of Cu smelters cannot be excluded, as
particles from over there could be also brought in here but in smaller amounts.

In the case of Mn, the EF value was low indicating lower anthropogenic impact, hence
the attention was focused on the other, more interesting, above-mentioned elements. As
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anthropogenic sources of Mn particles petrol combustion [72] and coal combustion in
power plants [73] can be considered. On the other hand, in the natural environment, it
also commonly occurs in most iron ores [74]. In this study, it was rather negligible and as
showed by EF its origin could be mainly connected with natural processes.

Consideration of this study in terms of various elements and their origin helped
us to explain the differences that could be noted while comparing the spider webs and
CPM monitoring. What is more, the observed variance can be possibly connected with
the different materials used in the case of spider web biomonitoring (natural product,
protein) and CPM with PTFE membrane (fluoropolymer). Despite different materials
in these two methods the similarity can be found in the structure as both of them are
characterized by irregular structure of threads arrangement which creates tortuous routes
through the material. As presented by Lindsley [75] these tortuous paths through which
particles have to pass through greatly increase the probability of particle deposition. The
observed differences may also result from different mechanisms responsible for particles
accumulation. While for PTFE filters the accumulation mechanisms are well known
(interception, impaction, diffusion, electrostatic attraction and sedimentation [75]) for
spider webs it is more complicated. As it is considered a passive method sedimentation
obviously occurs. It has been previously proposed that electrostatic forces could play an
important role in silk adhesion [76,77] however experimental evidence concerning cribellar
silk shows that it has non-electrostatic adhesive properties [78] after [79]. Then according
to Vollrath and Edmonds [80] it is the specific glue that coats orb spider’s webs which is
responsible for electrostatic properties causing enhanced collection of charged particles
(i.e., pollens, pollutants particles and flying insects). For instance, for orb webs the capture
effectiveness is attributed to mechanical, adhesive, hygroscopic features of the constituent
silk but also to architectural structure and the distortions of the entire structure induced by
wind [78]. Apart from the fact that Agelenidae webs are non-sticky (not covered with glue)
the rest of the mechanisms responsible for particles capture might be similar. According to
this unclear situation, it is very difficult to compare these two materials.

Considering the different mechanisms occurring in these two methods (active method
and biomonitoring-based passive method) it was expected that CPM could collect more
particles. However, due to the selective collection of particles, and the other reasons
mentioned above, the opposite situation was observed (generally higher PTEs in spider
webs). Additionally, the percentage contribution of selected elements in total atmospheric
particles, analyzed by us with the use of spider web and CPM, was presented (Figure 4).
It was shown that only input of Zn in total amount of metals revealed no agreement
between both methods (>50% difference). For the rest of elements, the difference between
methods varied, giving 0–40% of difference. The most accurate result was obtained for Pb
which showed almost complete agreement, indicating that even if the concentrations were
different the percentage share in total aerosols was the same.

8. Conclusions

To summarize, spider webs and CPM can give satisfying results, but their comparison
is not always clear due to different mechanisms of particles accumulation. It was shown
that most elements concentrations, except Zn, were higher for spider webs indicating
that some of the particles could occur in sizes bigger than PM10 due to formation of
aggregates. As CMP collected only PM10, these big aggregates were not reported and it
lead to the differentiation of results between both methods. However, the percentage share
of selected elements is very similar in both methods and the differences in the results are
somehow understandable and can be explained considering the origin of the particles and
the occurrence of given elements in different fractions. Additionally, we observed that
the order of occurrence of elements was similar (at least in the case of the most abundant
and the least abundant PTEs). In addition, obtained results are somehow comparable with
other biomonitoring studies based on the use of spider webs which confirms the reliability
of this results. This in turn, proves that this new bioindicator can be a good tool in air
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pollution monitoring. However, the issue needs to be studied in more details in the future
and the correlation between PTEs in other fractions (PM2.5 and especially TSP) obtained by
active sampling and accumulation of PTEs on spider webs should be checked.
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