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Abstract: The effect of modification of δ-FeOOH with niobium, applied to 
dehydration reaction of xylose, was evaluated by experimental and theoretical 
methods. The experimental data confirmed, namely the characteristic peaks in 
the X-ray diffractometer analysis, that the materials were obtained. Inductively 
coupled plasma mass spectrometry analysis defined the percentage of Nb as 0 
for pure δ-FeOOH and 9.5 wt. % (δ-FeOOH/Nb) for doped. In relation to 
obtaining furfural, the doped material presents a conversion improvement of 
290 % when compared to pure catalyst. Theoretical calculations were useful in 
understanding the preferential route of the mechanisms proposed by the 
obtained potential energy values. To understand the preferred routes, the most 
favorable position of xylose in relation to δ-FeOOH was initially calculated. 
From this, the conditions favoring furfural formation were calculated based on 
the routes of the proposed mechanisms and the energy values indicated that the 
furfural formation is more likely to happen on the doped material. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The fossil raw materials dependency can be problematic in the long term, 

because of scarcity perspective.1 In this context, the study of renewable raw 
materials may solve the scarcity issues, also decreases the environmental impacts 
as the emission of greenhouse gases and the contamination of effluents.2,3 

Herewith, the vegetable residues generated from agriculture are considered 
as a renewable material; however, they are used as energy source, through com-
bustion. Nowadays, new forms to increase the added values of these products are 
being studied using lignin, pentoses and hexoses in the material.4,5 For example, 
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furfural is produced from pentoses processing, to be more specific, from xylose. 
This compound owns numerous applications, as a fungicide, an extracting agent 
of aromatic compounds for lubricating oils and as diesel.6 Besides that, furfural 
would be the basis to produce important compounds as furfuryl alcohol, furan, 
furoic acid, levulinic acid and tetrahydrofuran.7 

Currently, homogeneous catalysts are mostly used for the furfural production 
since these materials own corrosive and dangerous characteristics that damage 
the production reactors. Associate with this, there is a difficulty of reuse and need 
for extra steps to catalyst separation, making the process more expensive.8,9 

Herewith, the study and research of heterogeneous catalysts to the reaction 
are encouraged. The iron oxides and oxyhydroxides are of great interest since 
they have natural abundance, chemical stability, corrosion resistance, own attract-
ive physicochemical properties, are easy to obtain and low cost.10 

Among the iron oxides and oxyhydroxides, feroxyhyte (δ-FeOOH) stands 
out due to important catalyst characteristics as: ease of obtaining, high surface 
area, large amount of hydroxyl groups on its surface, and bifunctional catalytic 
activity. In fact, the superficial groups Fe–OH and its conjugated base Fe–O– act 
as Brønsted acid and base, respectively,11 however, the δ-FeOOH has low acid 
character. Thus, the catalyst modification with other metals may be an alternative 
to improve these properties. 

The modifications of ferric catalyst with niobium are substantially present in 
the literature, evidencing the modification effectiveness and thus, the study of 
δ-FeOOH modified with Nb becomes relevant.12–14 The catalyst modification 
may increase the catalytic efficiency and material stability. Understanding behavior 
of these materials as a catalyst is crucial to keep the reaction yield to desirable 
levels. 

The purpose of this work was to evaluate pure and Nb modified δ-FeOOH, 
as a catalyst, applied to xylose dehydration reaction to furfural employing theo-
retical and experimental methods. 

EXPERIMENTAL 
General procedure for synthesis of pure and doped material. δ-FeOOH nanoparticles 

were obtained according to the modified procedure described in the literature.15,16 The method 
consists mainly of precipitation of an alcoholic solution of Fe2+ with NaOH followed by an 
oxidation with H2O2, leading directly to the product. The sample was set as Nb 0 wt. %. The 
Nb doped δ-FeOOH nanoparticles were similarly obtained, however an alcoholic solution of 
NbCl5 was added before the precipitation step with NaOH, so the final material would have 
10 % in Nb mass. The sample was set as Nb 10 wt. %. 

The present iron and niobium in the material were determined by the inductively coupled 
plasma mass spectrometry technique (ICP-MS) monitoring the 57Fe and 93Nb isotopes. An 
ELAN DRC II (Perkin Elmer Life and Analytical Sciences, USA) equipment was used. The 
spectrometry was conducted using platinum sampled and Skimmer cones, both from Perkin 
Elmer, and argon 99.999 % (White Martins, São Paulo, Brazil). The surface areas were deter-
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mined by Brunauer, Emmett and Taller (BET) technique by N2 adsorption/desorption proce-
dure of 22 points in a gas sorption analyzer AUTOSORB Quantachrome. Crystalline phases 
were got using a X-ray diffractometer (XRD), Rigaku Geigerflex model, equipped with a gra-
phite diffracted bean monochromator. Silicon was used as external standard; the scan was 
made in the interval 10–80° (2θ) with CuKα |radiation (α = 0.154056 nm). 

The xylose dehydration reaction to furfural was investigated using a stainless-steel tub-
ular reactor of 15 mL keeping the temperature controlled at 140 °C in a glycerol bath thermo-
stat (Marconi model MA159/30Glic). 10 mg of catalyst and 10 mL of xylose 20 g L-1 solution 
were added to the reactor. After the pre-stipulated reaction intervals of 15, 30 and 60 min, the 
process was immediately interrupted by cooling the reactor in an ice bath. Then, the reaction 
medium was subjected to centrifugation (FANEM excels II model) by 15 min (250 rpm) and 
the catalyst was recovered by the supernatant collection.  

The quantification of xylose and furfural in the liquid phase, after the reaction was 
carried out, was performed by HPLC (Agilent, model 1260 infinity II). The chromatography 
system was equipped with an Aminex HPX-87H column (300×7.8 mm2, Bio-Rad) maintained 
at 55 °C by an oven with forced air circulation, a refractive index detector for detection of 
xylose, and an ultraviolet–visible (UV–Vis) detector set at 274 nm for detection of 2-furfural-
dehyde. An aqueous sulfuric acid (5 mmol L-1) solution was used as the eluent at a constant 
flow rate of 0.6 mL min-1. 

The conversion and formation of products from xylose were quantified, using an external 
calibration curve acquired by the injection of the pure product with known concentrations. 
Xylose conversion (Xc) was calculated as: 

 c
Final xylose content, mol100
Initial xylose content, mol

X =  (1) 

In order to better understand the role of δ-FeOOH pure and Nb doped applied to the 
xylose conversion, a theorical study was made, evaluating the adsorption sites of xylose and 
the different mechanism reactions. 

All calculations are made in Gaussian09 software.17 The system total energy was calcul-
ated using the hybrid method of our own n-layered integrated molecular orbital and molecular 
mechanics (ONIOM).18,19 The region treated as high level was calculated by the density func-
tional theory (DFT) using 6-31G basis set for carbon, oxygen and hydrogen atoms20–23 and for 
iron24 and niobium atoms,25 the LanL2DZ basis set was chosen. Generalized gradient approx-
imation Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof (GGA-PBE)26 was chosen to describe the exchange and 
correlation term as a function of spin density. The region treated as low level was calculated 
by molecular mechanical using universal force field (UFF). 

For our calculations, we have used a cluster model based on structure previously built 
and optimized by Lacerda et al.,27 in which, the Nb 0 wt. % was done as described by Drits et 
al.,28 using DFT under periodic boundary conditions, the functional for the exchange and cor-
relation term was the GGA-PBE,26 and the projector augmented-wave method, PAW29, was 
used with a cutting energy equal to 500 eV. The Nb 10 wt. % structure was made at the same 
conditions, but due to the similarity in the size of the Fe and Nb atoms, the doping was per-
formed by substitute Fe atoms by Nb atoms of the upper layer of the surface, to produce the 
material with approximately 10 wt. % (δ-FeOOH/Nb). The substitutions were made in order 
to leave the dopants equally distributed in surface. 

The surface model for both catalysts was generated using a 3×3×2 super cell on the (001) 
plane, totalizing 288 atoms, in which 72 are iron atoms (6 atoms of Fe were replaced by Nb 
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atoms in Nb 10 wt. %). The size of surfaces cluster models is sufficient to see the interactions 
between xylose and δ-FeOOH in QM/MM methods.30,31 

The xylose has three reaction sites that possibly lead to furfural32 (marked red in Fig. 1), 
and, considering these sites, three arbitrary positions for each reaction site were elaborated, 
totalizing nine different spatial positions. For the input files, VESTA software was used, as it 
is presented in the Supplementary material to this paper. 

Fig. 1. Xylose reaction sites to furfural. 

To evaluate the materials as catalysts, initially we made an adsorption study, combining 
the different xylose spatial positions and surfaces of Nb 0 and 10 wt. %. For this, the distances 
between xylose and surfaces ranged from 0.17 to 0.35 nm, with intervals of 0.01 nm, and then 
we evaluated the most stable combinations of xylose/surfaces. For thermodynamic study the 
positions and distances, with the minimum energy for each reaction site, were considered. 

The xylose dehydration reaction to furfural was thermodynamically studied, optimizing 
the reaction intermediaries in the presence of Nb 0 and 10 wt. %. The reaction mechanisms 
used have been proposed in the previous experimental work.32 The adsorbed/released energy 
of each step was obtained by applying the equation. 
 ΔE(n) = (EONIOM/intermediary(n) – mEONIOM/H2O) – EONIOM/xylose (2) 

In which ΔE(n) is the relative energy to the intermediary formation, n is the identification 
of the associated intermediary, m is the number of free water molecules present in the system, 
EONIOM/H2O is the energy of free water molecule and EONIOM/xylose is the xylose potential 
energy on the catalyst. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

ICP–MS technique was used to quantify niobium as the catalyst. Thus, it 
was determined that the materials Nb 0 and 10 wt. % have 0.00 and 9.50 wt. % of 
Nb, respectively. On the other hand, the amount of iron present decreased from 
63.4 in Nb 0 to 55.1 % in Nb 10 wt. %, respectively. The adsorption N2 
isotherms for both catalysts are IV type, showing interparticle mesoporosity. The 
total pore volume of Nb 0 and 10 wt. % was 0.27 and 0.16 cm3 g–1, respectively. 
The estimated specific surface area of Nb 0 and 10 wt. % were 99 and 73 m2 g–1, 
respectively, according to the literature (20–300 m2 g–1).33  

The X-ray patterns of synthesized compounds are presented in Fig. 2. In 
both diffractograms feroxyhyte were identified, based on its own characteristics 
reflection planes, according to the Joint Committee on Powder Diffraction Stan-
dards – JCPDS card 13-87. The planes are (100), (101), (102) and (110). In the 
interval from 2θ 25 to 35°, some shoulders can be observed, and they are 
assigned to ultrafine iron oxides present in all δ-FeOOH phases.34 The amor-
phous contribution rises the Nb incorporation to the material, as seen on Nb 10 
wt. % diffractogram. 
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Fig. 2. XRD diffratograms for Nb 0 and 10 wt. %. 

To the reflection plane (001), the ratio of relative area from amorphous/  
/reflection contribution of δ-FeOOH was estimated at 0.93 and 1.81 for Nb 0 and 
10 wt. %, respectively. This fact suggests that the increase from amorphous 
contribution might be related to a small amount of Nb5+ oxyhydroxides formed 
during the synthesis (JCPDS No 31-928). Both catalysts had particles formed in 
size 15 nm. 

The pure and Nb doped feroxyhyte performances as catalysts were evaluated 
using the xylose dehydration reaction to furfural as most likely reaction. After 
one hour of reaction conversion results were obtained as presented in Fig. 3. For 
Nb 0 wt. % catalyst the conversion rate was about 2.0 %, while for Nb 10 wt. % 
the conversion was about 7.8 %. Although the conversion rates were relatively 
low, the catalyst Nb modification presents a conversion improvement of 290 % 
when compared to pure catalyst. Niobium and its oxides possess Brønsted and 
Lewis acidity so their higher acidity, when compared to iron oxides, favor hetero-
geneous catalytic reactions.13 However, for a superior investigation of the stu-
died material as a catalyst to this reaction, a theoretical approach may contribute 
to its comprehension. 
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Fig. 3. Xylose conversion kinetic at 140 
°C using water as solvent. 
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In order to understand the reaction mechanism, the ONIOM approach 
(DFT/UFF) was chosen. With this is possible to see the local structure and better 
evaluate the regions of interest at low computational demand. Similar structures 
have shown satisfactory results with this approach.12,35 

Regarding the computational analysis, Nb 0 and 10 wt. % models were built 
for a more detailed investigation of xylose dehydration reaction to furfural. To 
inquire δ-FeOOH catalytic properties the plane (001) was chosen, Fig. 4, corres-
ponding to the one of the most stable catalyst geometry, according to Lacerda.27  

 
Fig. 4. Nb 0 wt. % system model. The Fe, O and H atoms are pointed out. 

The Nb isomorphic substitution in feroxyhyte crystal is due to the similarity 
in the size of the Fe and Nb atoms. Furthermore, Silva et al.,36 evidenced that the 
presence of Nb stabilizes the iron oxides structure. There is also the remote pos-
sibility of niobium oxide formation on the catalyst surface,14 but for comput-
ational studies only the atoms substitution was considered in super cell building, 
as shown in Fig. 5. 

 
Fig. 5. Nb 10 wt. % system model. The Fe, Nb, O and H atoms are pointed out and Nb atoms 

are marked black. 

The first step to a better understanding dehydration reaction is to know how 
the catalyst surface interacts with xylose by adsorption tests. Xylose has 3 pos-
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sible reaction sites that lead to furfural conversion, Fig. 6, each site leads to a 
different route reaction, namely routes 1, 2 and 3. 

 
Fig. 6. Possible xylose reaction sites for dehydration reaction to furfural. 

Three arbitrary positions for each reaction site were elaborated for adsorp-
tion tests (as seen in supplementary material), namely position I, II or III for 
routes 1, 2 or 3. Combining the possibilities, in total there are 9 different systems 
for each catalyst. 

Fig. 7 shows the best positions and distances chosen after the study of differ-
ent spatial positions and distances between the catalyst and the sugar. For a sup-
erior presentation of the results, potential energy values for distances less than 
0.25 nm were omitted, once they were too high. Comparing the results among 
pure and doped catalyst the resemblance on preference of xylose above feroxy-
hyte is remarkable. Besides that, the distances are the same or minimally distinct. 
Fig. 8 shows the most stable positions of xylose on the catalyst for routes 1; 2 
and 3, respectively. Table I summarizes all these results. 

 
Fig. 7. Calculated potential energy curve for xylose adsorption favoring route: a) 1, b) 2 and 

c) 3 at different positions. P and D refer to Nb 0 and 10 wt. %, respectively. 

The three mechanisms for xylose dehydration to furfural, supported by exp-
erimental evidence,32 are proposed as an acyclic mechanism by the ring opening 
and two cyclic mechanisms. The difference between them is in the oxygen atom 
that will be protonated: the ring oxygen (O-pyranose), the hydroxyl oxygen in 
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position 1 (1-OH) or the hydroxyl oxygen in position 2 (2-OH) respectively to 
the routes 1, 2 and 3, Fig. 8.  

 

 
Fig. 8. a), b) and c) refer to routes 1, 2 and 3, respectively. The pointed atom refers to the 

oxygen belonging to the ring. 

TABLE I. Summary of selected positions and distances 

Parameter 
Route 1 Route 2 Route 3 

Nb content, wt. % 
0 10 0 10 0 10 

Position III III II II III III 
Distance, nm 0.27  0.27  0.28  0.28  0.32  0.30  

Route 1, Fig. 9a, would occur with the xylose carbonic chain opening result-
ing in the intermediates reaction formation. 

The process finishes with furfural production and three water molecules loss. 
Routes 2 and 3, Fig. 9b and c, respectively, would occur without breaking of the 
xylose carbonic chain. The reaction would happen upon three water molecules 
loss until the furfural formation.37 

To thermodynamic analysis, reactants, reaction intermediaries and products 
from xylose dehydration to furfural were optimized, respecting the preferred pos-
itions previously determined, for the respective reaction routes described. Fig. 
10a shows the relative results of the reaction mechanism thermodynamic analysis 
in the presence of Nb 0 wt. % catalyst. 

The theoretical results do not show the favoring of furfural formation using 
the pure catalyst, agreeing with experimental results. To xylose protonation in all 
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routes, an average energy about 77.82 kJ/mol is necessary. By the reaction mech-
anism to the three routes, is possible to observe that only in the 2C intermediary 
formation an expressive decrease on the system energy occurs, equivalent to 
ΔE = –355.14 kJ/mol, but shortly thereafter there is the energy of adsorption in 
the other reaction steps. 

 

 

 
Fig. 9. a) Acyclic reaction mechanism from the O-pyranose protonation, route 1; b) cyclic 

reaction mechanism from the 1-OH protonation, route 2; c) cyclic reaction mechanism from 
the 2-OH protonation, route 3. 
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Fig. 10. Relative energy values between reaction steps by: a) Nb 0 and b) 10 wt. % catalyst. 

Analyzing the furfural formation in the last step of each route, there is no 
significant energy difference compared to the other steps, showing that the form-
ation of the product is unlikely. However, the results for Nb 10 wt. % presented 
in Fig. 10b demonstrate the favoring of furfural production, especially the route 
3. For xylose protonation to occur, a 25.10 kJ/mol energy difference is required. 
Considering B formation, all routes correspond to an exothermic reaction and 
observing the values to routes 1, 2 and 3 of ΔE –25.15, –321.46 and –248.32 
kJ/mol, respectively, the last two values being high.  

Routes 1 and 2 have the furfural production ΔE of –322.80 kJ/mol, although 
route 2 is the least likely to happen since between the intermediaries B and D 
there is a difference of 351.92 kJ/mol. In energetic terms, route 3 is the one ther-
modynamically favorable, because after xylose protonation the reaction runs an 
exothermic path until a minimal energetic level through a release of 418.40 
kJ/mol. 

It is important to keep in mind that iron oxyhydroxides exist in equilibrium 
with its conjugated basis, but the low acid character of iron compounds limits its 
use as a catalyst for dehydration reaction:38 

 FeOOH(s) + H2O(l)  FeOO–(aq) + H+(aq) (3) 
The modification of iron oxides with niobium might rise the catalytic act-

ivity and stability as related by Oliveira and collaborators12 using computational 
and experimental studies for iron oxide α phase. Studies conducted by Lacerda27 
had shown that the bond distance between hydrogen and oxygen on feroxyhyte 
surface to pure and doped systems is slightly distinct. In case of pure catalyst the 
distance is of 0.097 nm, but for the doped is 0.098 nm and this favor the H+ 
release, implying the Brønsted acidity rise. 

According to Pholjaroen,39 there is evidence that the xylose dehydration 
reaction to furfural, using a heterogeneous catalyst, may be favored by one active 
site, especially the cyclic routes. The Lewis acid sites favor the first conversion 
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step from xylose to xylulose by isomerization, whereas the Brønsted active sites 
favor the following dehydration steps.40 Fig. 11 presents a scheme.  

 
Fig. 11. Xylose Isomerization and dehydratation to furfural. 

Niobium and its oxides feature Brønsted and Lewis acidity,13,14,41 that jus-
tifies the superior conversion rate of xylose to furfural for the experimental 
results and a greater thermodynamic stability presented by the calculations. 

CONCLUSION 

Synthesis and characterization of pure δ-FeOOH (Nb 0 wt. %) and doped 
(Nb 10 wt. %) nanoparticles had proved satisfactory. The doping went close to 
theoretical value (Nb 9.50 wt. %) and the surface areas are in the literature range. 

By conversion rate results, the Nb doped material proved to be more effici-
ent than the pure catalyst, showing a xylose conversion rise of 290 %. 

Furthermore, the computational studies indicated that thermodynamic favor 
use of Nb doped catalyst, related to the pure, when applied to the xylose dehyd-
ration reaction to furfural. Hence, route 3 is the most likely reaction route. 

The Nb atoms incorporation to δ-FeOOH raises the –OOH groups Brønsted 
acidity, because it facilitates the H+ release, and the Lewis acid sites formation. 
Thus, the use of Nb doped materials δ-FeOOH based may be promising in the 
heterogeneous catalysis field. This paper has supplementary material. 
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И З В О Д  
ДОБИЈАЊЕ ФУРФУРАЛА ДЕХИДРАТАЦИЈОМ КСИЛОЗЕ У ПРИСУСТВУ 

КАТАЛИЗАТОРА δ-FeOOH ДОПИРАНОГ НИОБИЈУМОМ 

PAULO TADASHI BANNAI CAMPOS1, MARIANA DE REZENDE BONESIO1, ANDRÉ LUIZ DIAS LIMA2,  

ADILSON CÂNDIDO DA SILVA2, DAIANA TEIXEIRA MANCINI1 и TEODORICO CASTRO RAMALHO1 

1Department of Chemistry, Federal University of Lavras 37200-900, Lavras – MG, Brazil и ²Department of 
Chemistry, Federal University of Ouro Preto, 35400-000, Ouro Preto – MG, Brazil 

Ефекат модификације δ-FeOOH ниобијумом, примењен на реакцију дехидратације 
ксилозе, испитиван је експерименталним и теоријским методама. Експериментално је 
потврђено да су материјали добијени на основу карактеристичних рефлексија при-
меном дифракције X-зрачења на праху. Mасеном спектрометријом са индуктивно спрег-
нутом плазмом је одређен садржај Nb и то 0 за чист δ-FeOOH и 9,5 мас. % (δ-FeOOH/  
/Nb) за допиран. Када се прати добијање фурфурала, допирани материјал показује по-
бољшање конверзије од 290 % у поређењу са чистим катализатором. Теоријски прора-
чуни су омогућили разумевање најповољнијег реакционог пута за механизме предло-
жене на основу вредности потенцијалне енергије. Да би се објаснили најповољнији реак-
циони путеви, најпре је израчуната најповољнија позиција ксилозе у односу на δ-FeOOH. 
Затим је на основу реакционих путева предложених механизама израчунато када је 
фаворизовано формирање фурфурала и добијене енергетске вредности указаују на то да 
је већа вероватноћа формирања фурфурала на допираном материјалу. 

(Примљено 16. марта, ревидирано 22. новембра, прихваћено 9. децембра 2022) 
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