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Abstract: The agricultural use of organophosphorus pesticides is a widespread practice with signifi-
cant advantages in crop health and product yield. An undesirable consequence is the contamination
of soil and groundwater by these neurotoxins resulting from over application and run-off. Here,
we design and synthesize the mononuclear zinc(II) complexes, namely, [Zn(AMB)2Cl](ClO4) 1 and
[Zn(AMB)2(OH)](ClO4) 2 (AMB = 2-aminomethylbenzimidazole), as artificial catalysts inspired by
phosphotriesterase (PTE) for the hydrolysis of organophosphorus compounds (OPs) and simultane-
ously detect the organophosphate pesticides such as fenitrothion and parathion. Spectral and DFT
(B3LYP/Lanl2DZ) calculations revealed that complexes 1 and 2 have a square-pyramidal environ-
ment around zinc(II) centers with coordination chromophores of ZnN4Cl and ZnN4O, respectively.
Both 1 and 2 were used as a modifier in the construction of a biomimetic sensor for the determination
of toxic OPs, fenitrothion and parathion, in phosphate buffer by square wave voltammetry. The hy-
drolysis of OPs using 1 or 2 generates p-nitrophenol, which is subsequently oxidized at the surface of
the modified carbon past electrode. The catalytic activity of 2 was higher than 1, which is attributed
to the higher electronegativity of the former. The oxidation peak potentials of p-nitrophenol were
obtained at +0.97 V (vs. Ag/AgCl) using cyclic voltammetry (CV) and +0.88 V (vs. Ag/AgCl) using
square wave voltammetry. Several parameters were investigated to evaluate the performance of the
biomimetic sensor obtained after the incorporation of zinc(II) complex 1 and 2 on a carbon paste
electrode (CPE). The calibration curve showed a linear response ranging between 1.0 µM (0.29 ppm)
and 5.5 µM (1.6 ppm) for fenitrothion and 1.0 µM (0.28 ppm) and 0.1 µM (0.028 ppm) for parathion
with a limit of detection (LOD) of 0.08 µM (0.022 ppm) and 0.51 µM (0.149 ppm) for fenitrothion and
parathion, respectively. The obtained results clearly demonstrated that the CPE modified by 1 and 2
has a remarkable electrocatalytic activity towards the hydrolysis of OPs under optimal conditions.

Keywords: benzimidazole containing Zn(II) ligand; biomimetic; organophosphate hydrolysis; carbon
paste electrode; electrochemical detection; fenitrothion; parathion

1. Introduction

The development of zinc(II) complexes as biomimetic systems for metallophosphatase
enzymes as well as potential catalysts for the detoxification of organophosphate (OPs)
esters is of a fundamental interest since these compounds appear from day-to-day applica-
tions such as pesticides [1–4]. The harmful effects of OPs are related to their inhibition of
mammalian acetylcholinesterase, an enzyme responsible for regulating the in vivo concentra-
tion of the neuro-transmitter acetylcholine [5]. Therefore, the fast decomposition of toxic
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OPs compounds to non-toxic molecules is useful from the view of environmental protection.
In addition, determination of the OPs hydrolysis by-products such as p-nitrophenolate in
these environmental samples is very important due to its higher toxicity.

Enzyme-based biosensors are widely used for OPs quantification [6–8]. However,
enzyme stability, specific activity and significant inhibition of the immobilized enzyme
caused by the reaction products can influence the response of such type of biosensors.
Additionally, biosensors are not robust and their lifetimes are limited by denaturation of
biological materials present on the electrode surface [9]. To overcome these disadvantages, a
new alternative method is based on mimicking the active site of hydrolytic enzymes [10–12].
For example, the reduction approach was used to model the essential features of the active
site [13]. Although these primitive synthetic models are far different from enzymes, they
can contribute in gaining insight into the enzyme mechanism and its important structural
features [14,15]. Furthermore, such mechanistic insight can lead to development of new
catalysts for various transformations [16]. The use of benzimidazole-containing ligands
was successfully utilized for the preparation and isolation of different structural zinc(II)
enzyme model complexes [17,18] and was also suitable for the synthesis of biomimetic
coordination compounds having carbonic anhydrase and phosphatase activity [18,19]. These
ligands were designed to coordinate to the zinc(II) ion while leaving zinc(II) coordinatively
unsaturated, enabling the coordination of a water molecule. The aqua zinc complexes
[(L)Zn(OH2)]2+ formed can then generate [(L)Zn(OH)]+ species at the catalytic site during
the hydrolytic action of zinc enzyme model complexes [1–3].

Many analytical methods have been developed for the highly sensitive, selective, rapid
and reliable detection of OPs compounds. These methods include high-performance liquid
chromatography with diode-array detection [20], liquid chromatography–mass spectrome-
try [21], gas chromatography and liquid chromatography [22]. However, these methods
are time-consuming and require expensive equipment. On the other hand, electroanalytical
methods offer several advantages such as low cost, speed of analysis, higher selectivity
and sensitivity as well as easy operation and lower detection limit [23,24]. Electrochemical
techniques through modifying electrodes with active catalysts have been employed for
the determination of organophosphate [25–28]. For example, electrodes modified with
different nanocomposite such as CuO-TiO2 [29], Ag/graphene [30], Au/MWCNT [31],
ZrO2/Au [32], ZnO/GO [33], Zr(IV)/Au [34] and MnO2 [35] have been used for the detec-
tion of organophosphate compounds. However, to the best of our knowledge, there is no
data reported for metal complexes modified carbon-based electrodes for both hydrolysis
and sensing applications.

In this work, a biomimetic sensor was prepared through modification of a carbon paste
electrode with zinc(II) complex [Zn(AMB)2Cl](ClO4) 1, and [Zn(AMB)2(OH)](ClO4) 2, de-
rived from the bidentate ligand 2-aminomethylbenzimidazole dihydrochloride (AMB·2HCl)
as a structural and functional mimic for the active site of hydrolase enzyme. The electrochem-
ical behavior of the prepared biomimetic sensor was assessed using cyclic voltammetry
(CV) and electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) techniques. The electrochemical
behaviors of fenitrothion and parathion on the obtained biomimetic sensor were studied
by cyclic and square wave voltammetric techniques. The effects of different experimen-
tal parameters such as supporting electrolyte, pH, deposition potential, accumulation
time and different square wave voltammetric parameters on the peak height have also
been investigated.

2. Experimental
2.1. Materials and Instrumentations

The ligand 2-aminomethylbenzimidazole dihydrochloride (AMB·2HCl), graphite pow-
der, paraffin wax, fenitrothion and parathion were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich. Zinc(II)
complex 1 was previously obtained [36]. Infrared spectral measurements of the free ligand
and its zinc complexes 1 and 2 were recorded using Alpha-Attenuated FT-IR Spectropho-
tometer, Bruker, in the range of 400–4000 cm−1. Raman spectra were recorded on a Bruker
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FT-Raman at room temperature with a germanium detector, maintained at liquid nitrogen
temperature using 1064.0 nm radiation, generated by a Nd–YAG laser with a resolution
of 2 cm−1. 1H NMR spectra were obtained using Varian 400-NMR spectrophotometer
employing TMS as a reference and DMSO-d6 as a solvent at ambient temperature. The
specific conductance of the complexes was measured using freshly prepared (10−3 M)
solutions in water at ambient temperature, using YSI Model 32 conductance meter. Cyclic
voltammetry (CV) and square wave voltammetry were performed using an Autolab po-
tentiostat PGSTAT 302 (Eco Chemie, Utrecht, The Netherlands) driven by the General
Purpose Electrochemical Systems data processing software (GPES, software version 4.9,
Eco Chemie). Electrochemical cell with three electrodes was used; unmodified carbon paste
electrode or carbon paste electrode modified zinc(II) complex 1 was used as a working
electrode, Ag/AgCl was used as a reference electrode, while platinum wire was used as
a counter electrode. The pH values were measured using a Metrohom pH-meter with a
combined glass electrode. The pH values were adjusted using 1 M NaOH aqueous solution.

2.2. Synthesis of Zinc(II) Complex [(AMB)2Zn-OH]ClO4 2

A solution of zinc(II) complex 1 (0.494 g, 1.0 mM) in methanol (5 mL) was treated
with a solution of NaOH (40 mg, 1.0 mM) in methanol (5 mL). The resulting solution was
stirred for additional 2 h. The solution was concentrated to 5 mL. Colorless crystals were
obtained after several days, separated through filtration and dried in vacuum. Anal. Calcd.
for C16H19ClN6O5Zn (476.2): C, 40.36; H, 4.02; N, 17.65; Cl, 7.45; Zn, 13.73%. Found: C,
39.98; H, 3.79; N, 17.87; Cl, 7.67; Zn, 13.55%. 1H NMR (400 MHz; CD3OD:D2O): 4.03 (4H, s,
–CH2–), 7.11, (4H, Hb) and 7.13 (4H, Ha).

2.3. Preparation of CPE and Modified CPE by Zinc(II) Complex 1 and 2

Unmodified CPE was prepared by hand mixing graphite powder 65% with hot paraffin
wax 35% to produce a homogeneous paste. The obtained carbon paste was packed into
the end of a syringe (2 mm). An external electrical contact was established by forcing a
copper wire down the syringe. Modified CPE by Zn(II) complex 1 and 2 were prepared by
mixing 60% of graphite powder and 30% of paraffin wax with 10% of zinc(II) complex 1 or
complex 2. The surface of the electrode was polished with a piece of weighing paper and
then rinsed with distilled water.

2.4. DFT Calculations

Theoretical calculations were performed using Gaussian09 program [37]. All molec-
ular complexes were optimized at B3LYP/6-311G+(d,p) level of theory for H, C, N and
Cl, and B3LYP/Lanl2DZ for Zn atom. Analytical frequency calculations were done in
order to verify the stationary points on the potential energy surface. Time-dependent
density functional theory (TD−DFT) was conducted at the optimized structures in order to
calculate the HUMO and LUMO orbital energies.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Structure Optimization and Characterization of Complexes 1 and 2

The reaction of Zn(ClO4)2·H2O with two molar amounts of the ligand,
2-aminomethylbenzimidazole dihydrochloride (AMB·2HCl), treated with NaOH in
methanol leads to the formation of the ionic compound [Zn(AMB)2Cl]ClO4 1. Subse-
quent addition of an equimolar amount of NaOH to zinc(II) complex 1 in methanol yields
the hydroxo complex [Zn(AMB)2(OH)]ClO4 2. Although complex 2 was stable in the
solution, attempts to obtain the single crystal failed. The molecular structure of complex
1 with 50% probability thermal ellipsoids is depicted in Figure 1a [36]. The complex
consists of one discrete pseudo-square pyramidal [Zn(AMB)2Cl]+ cation and one ClO4

−

anion. DFT optimized structure at B3LYP/Lanl2DZ level of 1 shows an agreement
for both the bond length and bond angles, taking into account effect of solvent and
counter ion. The 2D structure of complex 1 shows an endless network stabilized by
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strong hydrogen bonding (HB) (Figure 1c). Strong HB was formed between the bonded
Cl atom and H (d = 2.51 Å and C-Cl . . . H = 127◦). The HB bond length and bond
angles are in accordance with similar strong HB [36]. The uncoordinated oxygen atom
of perchlorate ion accepts the protons from the ligand to connect the network in the
a-direction. Figure 1b shows the optimized structure (B3LYP/Lanl2DZ) of the analogue
complex 2. The Zn1 . . . O-H bond was 1.93 Å, which is lower than the corresponding
Zn1 . . . Cl bond, which is attributed to the more electronegativity of O atom and similar
to literature values [38]. Similar to complex 1, the bond length of the Zn1 . . . N(1,4)
primary amine was longer than the Zn1 . . . N(2,5) in heterocyclic system.
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The investigated compounds behave as a 1:2 electrolyte with molar conductance
values of 120 and 126 Ω−1cm2mole−1 for complexes 1 and 2, respectively. This suggests
that, in solution, the perchlorate ion is outside the coordination sphere. Further, the
structure of zinc(II) complex 1 was also determined by using the X-ray fluorescence, in
which the Zn characteristic lines (Zn-Kα at 8.632 keV and Zn-Kβ at 9.572 keV) as well as
the escape peak of Zn-Kα at 6.892 keV were measured. The obtained spectrum showed
that the percentage of Zn in the complex was 15.13 ± 0.21%, consistent with the elemental
analysis result.

3.1.1. IR and Raman Analysis

The observed FT-IR frequencies and band assignments of the ligand AMB 2HCl and
its zinc complexes 1 and 2 in the solid state are listed in Table 1. The IR spectrum of complex
1 exhibited one peak at 3326 cm−1 and another one at 1227 cm−1 assigned to hydrogen
bond stretching and bending, respectively. The peak at 3388 cm−1 was absent in the case
of the hydroxo complex 2 (Figure 2), whereas at 1227 cm−1, it showed two peaks most
likely due to the intramolecular hydrogen bonding in complex 1 between the hydrogen
atoms of the benzene rings and coordinated chloride ligand. In complex 2, the coordinated
oxygen is blocked by hydrogen atom, which makes it not possible to form a hydrogen
bond. This confirms that, in complex 1, the extra peaks are from hydrogen bond stretching
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and bending. In the solution, these extra peaks are absent. The effect of zinc(II) binding
on the ring vibration of C–C–N–C in the benzimidazole ring of the ligand system was
investigated. The observed bands at 1452 and 621 cm−1 for complex 1 were assigned as
ring stretching and ring bending, respectively. These bands were shifted respectively by 18
and 25 cm−1 to high frequencies upon complexation with zinc(II) ions [39]. The spectra
showed other bands assigned to ν(C-H) stretching, ν(C=N) and δ(C-H) bending [40].

Table 1. IR assignments of the ligand AMB·2HCl and its zinc(II) complexes 1 and 2.

AMB·2HCl Complex 1 Complex 2 Assignments

- - 3588 O-H st.
3385 3326 3336 N-H/hydrogen bond st.

3230-2507 br 3259 3243 C-H/hydrogen bond st.
3039 3068 3065 C-H Benzene st.
2913 2920 2920 C1-H st.

1624, 1593 1624 1628 C=C st.
1540 1537 1538 N-H def.

1487, 1457 1494, 1475 1495, 1475 C=N st.
1442 1452 1452 C-H def.

1377, 1351 1368, 1345 1388, 1347 H-C-H ben.
1309, 1270 1315, 1279 1316, 1279 N-H Def.

1217, 1200 1227, 1213 1227, 1217 N-H roching/hydrogen bond
ben.

1150, 1139 1150, 1144 1150, 1140 =C-H ben
1064 1086 ClO4

−

1031 1048 1048 C-N=C ben.
1018 1004 1005 C-C benzene

752 743 ClO4
−

621 621 626 N-H Obp.
407 408 Zn-Cl st.
409 412 Zn-N st.
406 411 Zn-O st.

Additionally, the FTIR spectra of both complexes displayed weak bands at 428, 486
and 452 cm−1, which suggested the existence of M–N bond. The FTIR spectrum also shows
very intense absorption bands at 1064, 752 cm−1 and 1086, 743 cm−1 for zinc(II) complexes
1 and 2, respectively. This indicates the ionic character of ClO4

− in both complexes [41]. In
the OH stretching region, a broad absorption band extending from about 3537 to 3588 cm−1

is detected for the coordinated hydroxide ion in complex 2.
Information about the low frequency Zn(II)–N/O vibrations can be obtained by using

Raman spectroscopy. Typical Raman spectra recorded for the ligand AMB and its Zn(II)
complexes 1 and 2 are shown in Figure 3. The spectra comprised a prominent new band at
3450 cm−1, resulting from the formation of Zn(II)–OH bond.
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3.1.2. H NMR Spectra

The stoichiometry of zinc(II) complex 1 was determined by recording the chemical
shifts of the pyridine and methylene protons of the produced zinc(II) complex 1 at different
ratios of solutions of the zinc salt and the ligand AMB: R([Zn2+]0/[AMB]0) = 0, 1.0, and
2.0 in CD3OD:D2O (3:1). In 1H NMR spectra (Figure 4), the methylene resonances are
displaced toward lower frequencies (4 = 0.42) with respect to the AMB·2HCl, which
demonstrates that H2N→Zn coordination is present in solution. Figure 4 also showed that
with increasing the concentration of zinc(II) ions, there are broadening and downfield shifts
of the pyridine and methylene protons of the produced zinc(II) complex species between
0 < R < 2. This finding can be attributed to the exchange interaction between the complex
at the molar ratio 2:1 and the free ligand. Further increments of zinc(II) ions do not change
the chemical shift, that is why the formation of zinc complexes with 2:1 stoichiometry is
thought and the composition is [Zn(AMB)2Cl]+ 1, mononuclear model complex. The 1H
NMR spectrum of the hydroxo complex [Zn(AMB)2(OH)]+ 2 showed that the methylene
and pyridine nitrogen of the benzimidazole ring were upfield shifted in comparison to the
chemical shift of zinc(II) complex in [Zn(AMB)2Cl]+ 1 (Figure 4) [21–24]. The 0.4–0.6 ppm
downfield shift for zinc-bound OH compared with the chemical shift of free water resulted
from the decrease in electron density due to the coordination to zinc(II) ion. This is mainly
attributed to the effect of the Lewis acidity of zinc.
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3.2. Cyclic Voltammetry

The electrochemical behavior of a bare carbon paste electrode (CPE), CPE modi-
fied by the AMB ligand and its Zn(II) complex 1 and 2 were studied using 5.0 mM
K3[Fe(CN)6]/K4[Fe(CN)6] [42] in the potential range from +1.5 to −1.5 V (vs. Ag/AgCl)
at a scan rate potential of 50 mVs−1. Figure 5a showed the cyclic voltammograms for
a bare carbon paste electrode where no peaks were observed in the studied range. The
CV of 5.0 mM of K3[Fe(CN)6]/K4[Fe(CN)6] recorded on a CPE modified by AMB ligand
(Figure 5b) displayed one quasi-reversible system. The oxidation peak (Epa) appeared
at +0.68 V and the cathodic peak (Epc) appeared at −0.4 V. The separation of the anodic
and cathodic peak potentials (∆E) was found to be <1080 mV, which is corresponding to
Fe(II)/Fe(III) couple. The formal potential, E1/2 (+0.14 V), was taken as the average of both
Epc and Epa.
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Figure 5. Cyclic voltammetric response for: (a) bare carbon paste electrode, (b) carbon paste electrode
modified with AMB ligand, (c) carbon paste electrode modified with complex 1 and (d) carbon paste
electrode modified with complex 2. These used 5.0 mM K3[Fe(CN)6]/K4[Fe(CN)6], a potential scan
rate of 50 mV s−1 and a potential range from +1.5 to −1.5 V (vs. Ag/AgCl).

The CV of the CPE modified by zinc(II) complex 1 showed a well-defined quasi-
reversible system (Figure 5c). The oxidation peak (Epa) appeared at +0.53 V and the cathodic
peak (Epc) appeared at −0.38 V. The separation of the anodic and cathodic peak potentials
(∆E) was determined to be <910 mV. The formal potential E1/2 was found to be +0.075 V.
The higher peak current with zinc(II) complex 1 (Figure 5c), which is accompanied by the
decrease in the peak potentials difference (∆Ep), may be due to enhanced electrocatalytic
activity of the modified electrode towards the oxidation-reduction of Fe(II)/Fe(III) ions.

Figure 5d shows the carbon paste electrode modified with Zn complex 2. A well-
defined one quasi-reversible system, the oxidation peak (Epa1) appeared at +0.53 V and
the cathodic peak (Epc1) appeared at −0.38 V. The separation of the anodic and cathodic
peak potentials (∆E) was found to be <910 mV, corresponding to the Fe(II)/Fe(III) couple.
The formal potential E1/2 was taken as the average of Epc1 and Epa1, and is +0.075 V.

As shown in Figure 5, the peak currents obtained at a carbon paste electrode modified
with complex 1 and 2 were much larger than that for a bare carbon paste electrode modified
by AMB ligand. Additionally, the peak current at a carbon paste electrode modified with
complex 2 was much larger than that for a bare carbon paste electrode modified by complex
1. This may be due to that the catalytic activity was increased by the addition of complex
1 and 2. This was observed from the large increase in the peak current especially in case
carbon paste modified by complex 2 and the decrease in the difference between peak
potentials (∆Ep). This may be due to that the catalytic activity of 2 was higher than 1, which
is attributed to the higher electronegativity of 2 due to the hydroxyl group. So, carbon
paste modified by complex 2 was selected for further work.
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3.3. Electrochemical Impedance Spectroscopic Study

To obtain detailed information about the electrode/solution interface, the electrical
equivalent circuit from the CPE modified by zinc(II) complex 1 and 2 in the absence and
presence of [Fe(CN)6]3−/4− as an electrochemical redox system compatible is shown in
Figure 6a. This system comprises a solution/electrolyte resistance (Rs), a constant phase
element (Q), corresponding to the double layer capacitance, and a charge transfer resistance
(Rct) associated with the oxidation of low valence mediator species. Figure 6b represents
the Nyquist diagrams of the bare CPE and the CPE modified with the AMB ligand and
Zn(II) complex 1 and 2 in a solution containing 5.0 mM of [Fe(CN)6]3−/4− and 1.0 M
of KCl. The Nyquist plot is a semicircle domain with Rct of ~312.735, 19.725, 14.65 and
12.540 KΩ cm2 for the bare CPE, CPE modified with ligand AMB, zinc(II) complex 1
and complex 2, respectively. This result showed that, upon addition of the ligand AMB,
zinc(II) complex 1 and 2 to CPE, the shape of Nyquist plot is decreased in comparison
to bare CPE. The polarization resistance for the three electrodes was increased in the
sequence of bare CPE > CPE modified by the ligand AMB > CPE modified by the zinc(II)
complex 1 > complex 2. The lower value of Rct at the surface of CPE modified by Zn(II)
complex 2 indicates that Zn(II) complex 2 can promote the electron transfer and accordingly
accelerates the diffusion of ferricyanide towards the electrode surface, which improves the
conductivity. In addition, complex 2 showed a lower Rct value than 1, which indicates that
the former is more active. So, the conductivity was improved by the modification of CPE
by Zn (II) complex 2.
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Figure 6. Equivalent circuit (A) and Nyquist plots (B) of bare CPE (a), CPE modified by AMB (b),
CPE modified by Zn complex 1 (c) and CPE modified by Zn complex 2 (d) in a solution containing
1 mM [Fe(CN)6]3−/4− and 5 M KCl.
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3.4. Amperometric Determination of Organophosphorus Compounds

The amperometric determination of OPs compounds by the anodic oxidation of the
enzymatically produced p-nitrophenol is reported [43–47]. Figure 7 exhibits the cyclic
voltammograms of 1.0 mM p-nitrophenol on CPE modified with Zn(II) complex 2 in
phosphate buffer at different pH values ranging from 7.0 to 10.0. The results showed that
the p-nitrophenol has an anodic oxidation peak over the range from +1.0 V to 0.97 V (vs.
Ag/AgCl) at all the different pH values studied, except at pH = 8.0, where an additional
oxidation peak appeared at +0.2 V. The peak current height increased by increasing pH
value from 7.0 to 8.0; after that, the oxidation peak current decreased (Figure 6). So,
phosphate buffer (pH 8) was selected for the detection of the produced p-nitrophenol form
the decomposition of OPs.
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2 at different pH values: (a) 7, (b) 8, (c) 9 and (d) 10; scan rate = 50 mV/s.

The electrochemical behavior of the toxic OPs, fenitrothion and parathion (1× 10−3 M),
was examined on CPE modified by Zn(II) complex 2 in the presence of CTAB (1 × 10−3 M)
in the potential range from −1.0 to +1.5 V (vs. SCE). The results showed that parathion
gave only one oxidation peak at +0.8 V and no reduction peaks appeared in the reverse
scan (Figure 8), whereas fenitrothion exhibited an irreversible oxidation peak at ~0.88 V
(vs. Ag/AgCl) (Figure 8b).
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Figure 8. Electrochemical behavior of 1 × 10−3 M (a) parathion and (b) fenitrothion in a phosphate
buffer (pH = 8.0) using cyclic voltammetry.

The above-mentioned electrochemical behaviors of parathion and fenitrothion at CPE
modified by Zn(II) complex 2 showed one anodic oxidation peak at ~0.88 V (vs. Ag/AgCl).
This peak was also observed at the same position for the oxidation of p-nitrophenol [48].
This indicates that the CPE modified by Zn(II) complex 2 acts as a biomimetic hydrolase
enzyme sensor for the determination of OPs, in which fenitrothion and parathion hydrolyze
to generate p-nitrophenol (Scheme 1), which is oxidized at the surface of CPE.
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3.5. Stability of Carbon Paste Modified Electrode Modified by Complex 2

To examine the stability of the prepared biomimetic sensor, ten repetitive cyclic voltam-
mograms of both parathion and fenitrothion (1 × 10−3 M) in phosphate buffer (pH 8) in
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presence of CTAB (1 × 10−3 M) were recorded. The peak current of fenitrothion decreased
by repeating the cyclic voltammograms from cycle 1 to 10 (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. The repetitive cyclic voltammograms for 1 × 10−3 M fenitrothion in phosphate buffer
(pH 8) in presence of CTAB (1 × 10−3 M).

3.6. Effect of Scan Rate

The effect of scan rate on the peak current of fenitrothion was studied in phosphate
buffer (pH 8) in presence of CTAB (1 × 10−3 M) from 10 mV/s to 100 mV/s. By increasing
scan rate values, the anodic and cathodic peak current increased (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Effect of scan rate (from 10 to 100 mV/s) on the cyclic voltammograms for 1 × 10−3 M
fenitrothion in phosphate borate buffer pH 8 in presence of CTAB with 50 mV/s scan rate.

3.7. Square Wave Voltammetric Determination of Fenitrothion and Parathion

The obtained square wave voltammograms of parathion and fenitrothion at a CPE
modified by Zn(II) complex 2 using phosphate buffer (pH = 8.0) in presence of CTAB
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(1.0 × 10−3 M) revealed a well-defined oxidation peak current at +0.89 V (vs. Ag/AgCl).
Upon increasing parathion and fenitrothion concentration, the peak current signal in-
creased. The effect of different concentrations of fenitrothion 0.1 µM (0.29 ppm) to 5.5 µM
(0.1.6 ppm) on the peak current was examined (Figure 11a). The obtained calibration
curve (Figure 11b) showed a linear behavior with a correlation coefficient of 0.996 and
a relative standard deviation (RSD) of 2.253 × 10−7. In addition, the effect of different
concentrations of parathion 0.1 µM (0.028 ppm) to 1.0 µM (0.28 ppm) on the peak current
was investigated (Figure 11c). A straight line was obtained with a correlation coefficient
of 0.997 and a relative standard deviation (RSD) of 2.58 × 10−7. The lower detection
limits of 0.51 µM (0.149 ppm) and 0.08 µM (0.022 ppm) were calculated for parathion and
fenitrothion, respectively, based on the formula LOD = 3(SD/m).
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Figure 11. Effect of different concentration in the square wave voltammetric voltammograms on the
peak current signal for fenitrothion (a), calibration plot for fenitrothion (b) and calibration plot for
parathion (c) in a phosphate buffer (pH = 8.0) using cyclic voltammetry.

The above-mentioned analytical results showed that the modification of CPE by Zn(II)
complex 1 improved its electrocatalytic activity, while complex 2 considerably increased
the activity more than complex 1. This may be ascribed to the higher electronegativity
of hydroxyl group in 2 than Cl in 1. These obtained artificial biomimetic sensor for the
hydrolysis and detection of OPs.

On the basis of the electrochemical properties of both 1 and 2 towards the hydrolysis
of OPs (fenitrothion and parathion) and the DFT calculations, we proposed a mechanism
for the hydrolysis of fenitrothion and parathion (Scheme 1). Complex 1 has a dominant
structure at lower pH values with the Cl atom coordinated to the the Zn atom, while at
high pH, Cl was replaced by hydroxyl group (complex 2). Then, the zinc center delivers the
coordinated hydroxyl, which can nucleophilically attack the parathion molecule. TD-DFT
calculation of 2 reveals that the HOMO orbitals (electron density) (Scheme 1a) are situated
on the Zn-OH center, which is the active center, while the LUMO center of the substrate
(parathion) (Scheme 1b) is situated on the p-nitrophenolate, which is active to receive
the electron from 2. The process initiated by the hydrogen bond formation between the
hydroxyl group and the O atom at the p-nitrophenolate moiety is presented in Scheme 1c.

Simultaneously, the zinc ion withdraws electron density away from the phosphorus
atom, forming a penta-coordinated intermediate (Scheme 2). Finally, the p-nitrophenolate
is released and the zinc(II)-bound diethyl thiophosphate, which could be isolated from the
solvent and replaced by water to form again the starting catalyst aqua zinc(II) complex,
which is ready to start another catalytic cycle.
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4. Conclusions

A chlorobis(2-aminomethylbenzimidazole)zinc(II) perchlorate complex [Zn(AMB)2Cl]
(ClO4) 1 and its hydroxo species [Zn(AMB)2(OH)](ClO4) 2 as a functional mimic for the
active site of organophosphorus hydrolase enzyme were used for the construction of a
biomimetic sensor for the determination of the toxic organophosphorus OPs fenitrothion
and parathion by square wave voltammetry. The electrochemical behavior of these toxic
OPs was studied at the bare CPE and at the surface of CPE modified by Zn(II) complex
1 and 2. Modification of CPE by Zn(II) complex 1 increased the electrocatalytic activ-
ity of this electrode, while the addition of complex 2 significantly increases the activity,
which attributed to the higher electronegativity of hydroxyl group than Cl. The prepared
biomimetic sensor provides a microenvironment for the simultaneous hydrolysis and
detection of OPs.
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