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Abstract
Chromium is one of the most widely used metals in industry. Hexavalent form [Cr(VI)], which is found in industrial dis-
charges, is very toxic and very soluble in water. From soil taken from an abandoned lead and iron mine, a bacterial strain 
capable of reducing Cr(VI) was isolated and identified as Brachybacterium paraconglomeratum ER41. Objective of this 
work was to evaluate the power of this bacterium to reduce Cr(VI). Results obtained showed that this bacterium is capable 
of eliminating 100 mg/L of Cr(VI) after 48 h (pH 8 and temperature 30 °C). For modeling biosorption kinetics, pseudo-
first-order and intraparticle diffusion models gave a better fit. Furthermore, the adsorption mechanism conformed well to 
Langmuir’s isothermal model indicating monolayer type sorption. Biomass analysis of this bacterium before and after contact 
with chromium by scanning electron microscopy–energy-dispersive X-ray and by Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy 
showed that the surface ligands of bacterial wall are probably responsible for biosorption and bioreduction process. These 
results suggest a potential application of B. paraconglomeratum ER41 in bioremediation of polluted discharges.

Keywords Metal contamination · Chromium hexavalent · Bioremediation · Resistant bacteria · Brachybacterium 
paraconglomeratum

Introduction

Majority of the heavy metals are released from various 
anthropogenic activities, including mining, ore processing, 
leather tanning, fossil fuel burning, and electroplating, as 
well as from various products, including paints and pig-
ments, preservatives, fertilizers, and chemicals (Kumar et al. 
2017; Bharagava and Mishra 2018; Hanfi et al. 2020). These 
activities and products involve high amounts of toxic heavy 
metals, representing major sources of heavy metal contami-
nation of the environment (Wu et al. 2016; Arora et al. 2017; 
Wang et al. 2021). The uncontrolled release of heavy metals 

into soil and water bodies results in severe adverse effects 
on human health through bioaccumulation in the food chain 
(Hou et al. 2020; Adimalla 2020; Shi et al. 2020). The accu-
mulation of high concentrations of such toxic heavy met-
als into water bodies and soil is harmful to the aquatic and 
terrestrial flora and fauna, and these toxic metals can also 
negatively affect soil fertility and crop productivity (Mishra 
and Bharagava 2016; Rai et al. 2019). Toxic heavy metals 
can enter the human body through contaminated water, dust, 
and food, leading to severe health hazards and developmen-
tal abnormalities by disrupting metabolic activities (Ahmad 
2011; Arora et al. 2017; Ali et al. 2019). Concentrations of 
heavy metals that exceed the limit values imposed for dis-
charges can be a major source of soil contamination and be 
hazardous to the ecological balance (Ali et al. 2019; Zhang 
et al. 2021). They can cause several life-threatening compli-
cations in humans, such as cancer, neural disorders, geno-
toxic abnormalities, vital organ damage, developmental and 
reproductive disorders, pulmonary diseases, and biological 
system dysfunction (Ayangbenro and Babalola 2017; Mishra 
et al. 2019, 2020).

Owing to their low degradability, chemical complexity, 
and toxicity, heavy metal pollutants are difficult to degrade 
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and can only be converted from their highly toxic forms to 
the less toxic ones or be removed via chemical or biological 
processes (Mishra and Bharagava 2016; Mishra et al. 2019; 
Dhaliwal et al. 2020). Various physicochemical approaches, 
such as adsorption (He et al. 2017), chemical precipitation 
(Chen et al. 2018), nanomaterial-based removal (Yu et al. 
2021), reverse osmosis (Li 2017), ion exchange (Pan and An 
2019), and membrane filtration (Peng and Guo 2020), have 
conventionally been employed for the decontamination and 
recovery of heavy metal-polluted environments.

Conventional methods have drawbacks, including the 
need for high-energy equipment, monitoring systems costly, 
incomplete removal of metals and consequently generation 
of secondary waste (Gu et al. 2015; Pepi et al. 2016). From 
where the obligation to move towards alternative processes, 
less expensive, effective, easy to be applied, profitable and 
most important eco-friendly, speaks about the process of 
biosorption conveyed via a microbial and particularly bacte-
rial treatment (Javanbakht et al. 2014).

Biological removal including biosorption and bioaccumu-
lation has been regarded as a cost-effective technique for the 
treatment of wastewaters containing heavy metals (Volesky 
2007; Saxena et al. 2016). Biosorption is an adsorption 
process that involves the use of biomasses as adsorbents. 
They are called biosorbents, which have the advantage of 
not generating solid residues and do not produce toxic sub-
stances during the process (Costa et al. 2016). Biosorption 
performance of live biomass depends on nutrient, toxicity 
tolerance of microorganism and cell age, whereas use of 
dead biomass can eliminate these problems in addition to 
their ease of use, storage, easy regeneration and reusability 
(Yan and Viraraghavan 2000; Gadd 1992).

Hexavalent chromium [Cr(VI)] is one of the hazardous 
heavy metals, a most toxic form, which poses a real threat to 
the environment due to the improper disposal of industrial 
effluents loaded with chromium-based compounds, and the 
industrial processes particularly concerned are leather tan-
nery, textiles, dye production, electroplating and steelmak-
ing (Lai et al. 2016; Lyu et al. 2017). In contrast, trivalent 
form is 100 times and 1000 times less toxic and mutagenic, 
respectively, compared to the hexavalent form. Moreover, 
Cr(III) is an essential element playing an important role in 
the maintenance of human metabolism and homeostasis 
(Chojnacka 2010; Thatoi et al. 2014; Fernández et al. 2018). 
Therefore, the biosorption of Cr(VI) and its reduction to 
Cr(III) before releasing it into water bodies is an effective 
and necessary strategy for the remediation of chromium.

The potential of microbial Cr(VI) reduction has been 
envisaged by several authors for a long time, however, 
biosorption and bioaccumulation of Cr(VI) has gained 
attention during the recent past only (Gadd and White 
1993; Sharma and Forster 1993; Fude et al. 1994). Nowa-
days, a large number of bacteria with high Cr(VI)-removal 

potential have been reported including Enterobacter and 
Pseudomonas (Ma et  al. 2018), Penibacillus sp. (Wani 
et al. 2017), Exiguobacterium sp. (Batool et al. 2014), and 
Mesorhizobium sp. (Wani et al. 2009). Plasmids contain-
ing bacterial strains are able to degrade the toxic chemicals 
from contaminated soil and water (Martini et al. 2015). Plas-
mid-mediated heavy metal resistance is widely studied in 
order to understand the molecular genetics and functions of 
metal-resistance systems (Guo et al. 2018). In recent years, 
a large number of bacterial plasmids have been identified 
that encode specific resistance for various toxic heavy metal 
ions such as  Cd2+,  Co2+,  CrO4

2−,  Cu2+,  Hg2+,  AsO2
−,  Zn2+, 

and  Ni2+ (Monchy et al. 2007; Bukowski et al. 2019). For a 
given microorganism, the efficiency of bioremoval by tar-
geted microbial activity depends on factors such as culture 
age, cell form, pH, contact time, and initial metal concentra-
tions in solution (Wang and Chen 2006).

In this study, we isolated a metal-resistant bacterium from 
an extreme Moroccan biotope; the soil of abandoned lead 
and iron mines; identified as Brachybacterium paraconglom-
eratum. According to the literature, this bacterium has not 
been studied before in bioremediation of polluted discharges 
by Cr(VI). In this research, this bacteria was studied for their 
resistance to chromium and other metals [Co(II), Cu(II), 
Ni(II), Zn(II), Hg(II), Pb(II), Cd(II), Fe(II)] and for ability 
to reduce Cr(VI). Specific objectives were: (i) optimizing the 
conditions for Cr(VI) biosorption and bioreduction, (ii) clar-
ifying its mechanism and modeling the reactions developed 
in the process, and (iii) characterizing the bacteria biomass 
before and after Cr(VI) removal.

Materials and methods

Chemicals and reagents

The chemicals and reagents used in the present study were of 
analytical grade and were purchased from Sigma and Merck. 
The stock solution of hexavalent chromium was prepared in 
sterile distilled water and successive dilutions were made 
for individual working concentrations. The initial pH of 
the medium was adjusted using hydrochloric acid (10%) or 
sodium hydroxide (10%).

Isolation of chromium hexavalent‑tolerant bacteria

The bacterium was isolated from the soil of an abandoned 
lead and iron mine in the region of Taza, located in North-
eastern Morocco (34°05′55.6″ N and 4°01′52.1″ W). For 
bacterial isolation, about 5 g of the soil sample was trans-
ferred to an Erlenmeyer flask containing 45 mL of ster-
ile physiological saline (0.9%). Then, a tenfold dilution 
series was performed using the homogenized soil samples. 
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Aliquots of 100 μL were spread uniformly over the Luria 
Bertani (LB) agar medium (peptone 10 g/L, NaCl 10 g/L, 
yeast extract 5 g/L, agar 17 g/L), and the culture plates were 
incubated at 30 °C for 48 h, then bacterial isolates were 
purified by continuous streaking on LB agar medium. Iso-
lated bacterial colonies of different morphologies were col-
lected and seeded in LB agar plates containing increasing 
concentrations of Cr(VI) (100–1000 mg/L). The plates were 
incubated for 48 h at 30 °C, and growth was evaluated until 
the isolate was unable to produce colonies on the medium 
(Holt et al. 1994).

Evaluation of multi‑metal resistant

The bacterial isolate showing a high tolerance to Cr(VI) on 
LB agar was subjected to the minimum inhibitory concentra-
tion (MIC) test against Cr(VI) and other toxic metals (Hg, 
Cd, Pb, Cu, Co, Ni, Zn and Fe) in LB broth using the micro-
dilution technique as described by Güllüce et al. (2007), with 
some modifications. The initial metal concentration varies 
from 5 to 2000 mg/L, and after 24 h of incubation at 30 °C, 
the minimum concentration of metal which inhibits com-
plete growth was taken as MIC.

Molecular identification of Cr(VI)‑resistant bacteria

To identify the bacterial isolate, a molecular approach based 
on the amplification by polymerase chain reaction (PCR) and 
sequencing of the 16 S rRNA gene was used. PCR ampli-
fication was performed using the primer pair fD1 (5′-AGA 
GTT TGA TCC TGG CTC AG-3′) and rP2 (5′-TAC GGC TAC 
CTT GTT ACG ACTT-3′) which allow to amplify a DNA 
fragment of approximately 1.5 kbp (Weisburg et al. 1991). 
A final volume of 20 μL containing: buffer (1×), 1.5 mM 
 MgCl2, 200 μM of each dNTP, 0.5 μM of each primer, 0.2 
units of Taq polymerase and 2 μL of the DNA sample. The 
mixture was first denatured at 94 °C for 5 min. Then, 35 
cycles of PCR were performed by denaturation at 94 °C for 
30 s, annealing at 55 °C for 30 s, and extension at 72 °C 
for 1 min 30 s. At the end of the last cycle, the mixture 
was incubated at 72 °C for 10 min. The fragments obtained 
were sequenced at City of Innovation of Sidi Mohamed Ben 
Abdellah University, Fez, Morocco. These sequences were 
compared with database sequences. The program used was 
BLAST NR 2.9.0 + through the National Center for Biotech-
nology Information (NCBI).

Biosorption experiments

Optimization of Cr(VI) biosorption process

The Cr(VI) biosorption experiments were carried out 
in 200 mL of Erlenmeyer containing 50 mL of LB broth 

supplemented with initial concentration of Cr(VI) 
(50–300 mg/L) and seeded with a bacterial biomass of 
0.4 g/L, with 150 rpm stirring. The pH and temperature 
conditions of the metal biosorption experiment were also 
optimized (Das et al. 2014). Elimination of Cr(VI) by bac-
terial adsorption was determined at different time inter-
vals by measuring the concentration of chromium ions in 
a fixed volume of supernatant obtained after centrifugation 
at 7000 rpm for 10 min. Chromium reducing activity was 
estimated as the decrease in chromium concentration over 
time using 0.25% (w/v) of the hexavalent chromium-specific 
colorimetric S-diphenylcarbazide (DPC) reagent prepared in 
acetone to minimize deterioration, as described by Green-
berg et al. (1992). The removal rate of Cr(VI) was calculated 
using the equation (Shafiq et al. 2021) described as follows:

where Q is the elimination rate, Ci (mg/L) is the initial con-
centration of Cr(VI), and Cf (mg/L) is the final concentration 
of Cr(VI).

Biosorption kinetic and equilibrium isotherm models

In order to study the rate and type of liquid–solid interac-
tions (physisorption or chemisorption), the pseudo-first-
order (PFO) and second-order (PSO) models were widely 
used, whereas the intraparticle diffusion model was applied 
to describe the internal diffusion of the metal in the bacte-
rial wall. To investigate the efficiency of biosorption and the 
equilibrium relationship between sorbate and sorbent, the 
isothermal models of Langmuir and Freundlich were applied 
(Febrianto et al. 2009). The linear equations of biosorption 
kinetic and isothermal models used in this study were pro-
duced and described in Table 1.

Characterization of biomass

The characterization of B. paraconglomeratum ER41 bio-
mass was carried out by SEM-EDX and Fourier transform 
infrared (FTIR) analysis.

Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy analysis 
(FTIR)

To identify the functional groups, present on the surface 
of the bacterial isolate, as well as their role in the Cr(VI) 
biosorption, the Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy 
(FTIR-VERTEX 70-BRUKER) was used. The cells cultured 
in LB broth supplemented with Cr(VI) (100 mg/L) and with-
out Cr(VI) were sedimented by centrifugation at 7000 rpm 
for 15 min at 4 °C, the pellet was washed twice with sterile 

(1)Q (%) =
(Ci − Cf )

Ci

× 100
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phosphate buffer, then spread on a glass slide and dried over-
night at 50 °C. Infrared spectra of biomass were collected in 
the wave number range from 4000 to 400  cm−1 at a resolu-
tion of 4  cm−1.

Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) 
and energy‑dispersive X‑ray analysis (EDX)

To understand the mechanism of metal–bacteria interactions, 
it is important to visualize on the one hand, the morphology 
of cells by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), and on 
the other hand, to detect the metal adsorbed on the bacterial 
surface by an energy-dispersive X-ray analysis (EDX). For 
this, the overnight bacterial culture was carried out in Luria 
broth with Cr(VI) (100 mg/L) and without Cr(VI), centri-
fuged at 7000 rpm for 15 min at 4 °C, and the bacterial pellet 
was washed twice with sterile solution of potassium nitrate. 
After, the samples were deposited on conductive adhesive 
strips of stainless steel and coated with gold for SEM-EDX 
analysis (JSM-IT500HR).

Statistical analysis

All experiments were performed in triplicate and the results 
were subjected to statistical analysis. The mean and stand-
ard error were calculated, and Fisher’s least significant dif-
ference (LSD) (with a confidence level of 95.0%) was per-
formed with XLSTAT Version 2016.02.28451.

Results and discussion

Evaluation of multi‑metal resistant

A bacterial collection composed of two hundred and one iso-
lates were subjected to MIC screening to check their resist-
ance against high concentration of Cr(VI) ranges from 100 
to 1000 mg/L. Among these 201 Cr(VI)-resistant bacteria 
isolates, an isolate exhibited on LB agar medium the high-
est Cr(VI) tolerance at 900 mg/L. Then, it was tested for its 

resistance to chromium on LB broth medium to determine 
its MIC. Based on the results obtained, our isolate was found 
to have a high MIC of 700 mg/L to Cr(VI). The compara-
ble difference in metal tolerance of the isolate on LB agar 
medium and on LB broth medium is explained by the for-
mation of a complex between the agar and the metal, which 
will not expose the bacteria to high metal concentrations, 
whereas in broth, bacteria are directly exposed to metal tox-
icity. Similar results were found by Wani et al. (2019). In 
comparison with the results obtained by Sandhya, our isolate 
shows a higher resistance to Cr(VI) (900 mg/L) on LB agar 
medium compared to Microbacterium paraoxydans (SCRB 
19) which tolerates 500 mg/L (Sandhya et al. 2021).

Due to the multiple heavy metals’ pollution of industrial 
wastewater, the isolate was also evaluated for its multi-
resistance (Table 2) to other metals and it showed remark-
able MICs such as Fe(III) 1700 mg/L, Pb(II) 1600 mg/L, 
Cu(II)=Ni(II) 500 mg/L, Zn(II)=Co(II) 300 mg/L, Cd(II) 
and Hg(II) 25 and 20 mg/L, respectively. Our bacterial iso-
late showed significantly higher resistance to Cr(VI) than 
previously reported bacteria resistant to this metal such 
as Pseudomonas sp. MH458856 and Rhizobium strain 
ND2 with a MIC of 450 mg/L (Wani et al. 2019; Karthik 
et al. 2017a). For Bacillus sp. CRB-B1 isolated by Tan 
et  al. (2020) tolerate only 420  mg/L of Cr(VI), while, 

Table 1  Linear equations of 
kinetic and isotherm models

Model Linear equation Representation plot

Kinetic
 Pseudo-first-order (PFO) Log

(

qe − qt
)

= Log
(

qe
)

−

(

K1

2.303

)

t Log
(

qe − qt
)

vs t

 Pseudo-second-order (PSO)
(

t

qt

)

=

(

k
2

k
2
q2
e

)

+

(

t

qe

)

t

qt
vs t

 Intra-particle diffusion (ID)
qt = kidt

1
2 + C qt vs t

1
2

Isotherm
 Langmuir Ce

qe
=

Ce

qm
+

1

KLqm

Ce

qe
vs Ce

 Freundlich Log qe = Log KF +
1

n
Log C Log qe vs Log Ce

Table 2  Minimum inhibitory 
concentration (MIC) of B. 
paraconglomeratum ER41 on 
LB broth medium (mg/L)

Heavy metals MIC of B. para-
conglomeratum

Chromium 700
Lead 1600
Zinc 300
Copper 500
Cobalt 300
Nickel 500
Iron 1700
Cadmium 25
Mercury 20
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Cellulosimicrobium funkei strain AR6 showed a strong 
resistance to Cr(VI) which arrives to 1200 mg/L (Karthik 
et al. 2017b).

Molecular identification of Cr(VI)‑resistant bacteria

The bacteria isolated were Gram positive, cocci, circular, 
whole, smooth, and yellow colored. Based on 16S rRNA 
gene sequencing investigation, the bacterium was recognized 
as Brachybacterium paraconglomeratum ER41. The nucleo-
tide sequence encoding the 16S rRNA gene of B. paracon-
glomeratum ER41 has been deposited in to the GenBank 
database under accession number OL989236.

Optimization of Cr(VI) biosorption process

A large number of microorganisms have been reported 
including Pseudomonas, Enterococcus, Bacillus, and 
Escherichia that resist and reduce Cr(VI) by developing 
metal-resistance mechanisms of periplasmic biosorption, 
intracellular bioaccumulation, DNA methylation, metal-
resistant plasmids and biotransformation to Cr(III) all the 
way through enzymatic reaction or in some way by making 
complex metabolites (Megharaj et al. 2003).

Effect of pH

The choice of pH is one of the key factors that influence 
the mechanism of metal ion biosorption by bacteria through 

interacting with functional groups on the cell surface, more-
over it has been reported that pH ranging from 6 to 8 is an 
effective pH for Cr(VI) bioreduction (Karthik et al. 2017b; 
Wani et  al. 2017; El-Moselhy et  al. 2013). Removal of 
100 mg/L Cr(VI) by B. paraconglomeratum ER41 was stud-
ied and shown in Fig. 1a. From the results, it was revealed 
that maximum sorption (100%) of Cr(VI) was obtained at 
pH 8 after 48 h of growth. Bacterial strain showed an elimi-
nation rate of 79% and 69% at pH 9 and 7, respectively, 
after 48 h of treatment. In contrast, at pH 5 and 6 did not 
absorb a considerable amount of chromium ions which were 
27 and 41%, respectively, thus suggesting that B. paracon-
glomeratum to be best suited for alkaline and slightly acidic 
conditions. From this study, it was observed that the bind-
ing affinity of cationic chromium ions to negatively charged 
cell surface functional groups depended on the pH of the 
medium. Moreover, the acidity of the solution affects the 
ionization of the functional groups present on the bacterial 
wall as they are strongly associated with protons and limited 
the binding of chromium ions (Wu et al. 2019; Mohapatra 
et al. 2016; Ren et al. 2015; Wierzba and Latała 2010).

Effect of temperature

A significant correlation exists between Cr(VI) removal and 
temperature, as illustrated in Fig. 1b. Based on the results 
obtained, it was revealed that 30 °C is the optimum tempera-
ture for chromium biosorption and bioreduction by B. para-
conglomeratum. However, a temperature below and above 

Fig. 1  Effect of pH (a) and temperature (b) on the biosorption and 
the bioreduction of Cr(VI) and on the growth of B. paraconglom-
eratum ER41 in Luria broth medium supplemented with 100  mg/L 

Cr(VI), after 48 h incubation. Means with different letters are signifi-
cantly different (at 5%, LSD-Fisher)
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30 °C caused a slowdown in bacterial growth and conse-
quently a decrease in the sorption of Cr(VI). These data can 
probably be explained by the damage on the structure of the 
bacterial membrane, the inactivation of certain enzymatic 
activities or the synthesis of intervening proteins (Das et al. 
2014; Kathiravan et al. 2011). This behavior was also well 
observed previously in the study by Zhu et al. (2019) on the 
mechanisms of Cr(VI) reduction by Bacillus sp. CRB-1, in 
which maximum removal was accomplished at the optimum 
temperature of 42 °C within 24 h.

Effect of initial Cr(VI) concentration

Effect of varying initial chromium concentration (50, 100, 
200 and 300 mg/L) on bacterial growth, on biosorption 
and bioreduction capacity of 0.4 g/L biomass of B. para-
conglomeratum at optimum parametric conditions (pH 8, 
30 °C temperature and 150 rpm shaking speed) were studied 
and presented in Fig. 2. Complete removal of metal was 
achieved at initial concentrations of 50, 100 and 200 mg/L 
after 24, 48 and 120 h, respectively, while the highest initial 

concentration of 300 mg/L was reduced to 90.1 ± 2.82% 
under 148 h. On the other hand, maximum bacterial growth 
was observed during treatments with low concentrations of 
Cr(VI) (50 and 100 mg/L). While a higher concentration 
of metal, a significant toxicity, considerably lengthened the 
adaptation and growth time of the bacteria and consequently 
increased the removal time of chromium ions. Shekhar et al. 
also studied the bacterial growth kinetics of Pseudomonas 
sp. strain V3 at increasing Cr(VI) concentration from 20 to 
200 mg/L. This study indicated that the maximum bacterial 
cell growth was achieved at initial lower concentration of 
20 mg/L, whereas bacterial growth was drastically reduced 
at higher Cr(VI) concentration of 200 mg/L. Moreover, 
increasing Cr(VI) concentration results in prolonged lag 
phase of bacterial growth. This extended lag period could be 
because of the adaptation of bacterial cells with the higher 
Cr(VI) concentration in the medium (Shekhar et al. 2014).

The results clearly confirmed that the time required for 
complete Cr(VI) biosorption and bioreduction by the strain 
gradually increased with increasing initial metal concentra-
tion. Ma et al. (2019) also attributed the decrease in the 

Fig. 2  Effect of initial chromium concentration 50 mg/L (a), 100 mg/L (b), 200 mg/L (c) and 300 mg/L (d) in Luria broth medium at pH 8 and 
at 30 °C on the biosorption and the bioreduction of Cr(VI) and on the growth of B. paraconglomeratum ER41
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removal rate to the reduction in the number of cells and 
the lowering in biological activities caused by high con-
centration of Cr(VI), and a similar finding was reported by 
Wu et al. (2019) during the Cr(VI) removal by Bacillus sp. 
CRB-7. The viability of the cells at high Cr(VI) concentra-
tion was most likely associated with the alteration of genetic 
property or morphology of bacteria and altered metabolic 
reactions in bacteria. The evaluation of Cr(VI) toxicity on 
bacterial growth was also influenced by nutrient rich media. 
The nutrient rich media with higher peptides, amino acids 
and vitamins support good bacterial growth at higher con-
centration (Banerjee et al. 2019).

Biosorption kinetics

The results of experimental Cr(VI) removal capacity by B. 
paraconglomeratum ER41, shown in Fig. 3a, showed that 
the absorption process is largely dependent on time, during 
which the greatest amount of absorbed metal ions occurs. 
In the first 48 h of contact time, the involvement in addition 
to the active sorption process of a passive process such as 
physical adsorption or ion exchange interaction at the cell 
surface (Daneshvar et al. 2019). Over time, Cr(VI) biosorp-
tion and bioreduction continue to increase for longer periods 

with a slower rate, suggesting saturation of active function 
groups present on the bacterial surface. To simulate the data 
of the adsorption kinetics of chromium, the pseudo-first-
order, pseudo-second-order and intraparticle diffusion mod-
els were used, and the fitted parameters as well as the values 
of the coefficient of determination are provided in Table 3. 
The pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order kinetic 

Fig. 3  Kinetics of Cr(VI) (a), pseudo-first-order kinetics (b), pseudo-second-order kinetics (c) and intraparticle diffusion kinetics (d) for Cr(VI) 
biosorption by biomass of B. paraconglomeratum ER41

Table 3  Kinetic parameters of Cr(VI) biosorption on B. paracon-
glomeratum ER41 biomass

Kinetic model Parameter Linearized form 
Cr(VI) 300 
(mg/L)

Pseudo-first-order qe exp (mg/g) 33.814
K1 2.67 ×  10−2

qe cal (mg/g) 40.142
R2 0.9705

Pseudo-second-order K2 9.17 ×  10−4

qe cal (mg/g) 38.911
R2 0.917

Intra-particle diffusion Ki 2.937
Xi 0.165
R2 0.983
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regression values established that for the Cr(VI) biosorption 
by B. paraconglomeratum, the PFO kinetics provided a bet-
ter fit, since the coefficient of determination was the higher 
R2 = 0.97 as illustrated in Fig. 3b, suggesting that the rate of 
metal sorption by our strain was proportional to the concen-
tration. This, therefore, confirms that B. paraconglomeratum 
had rapid adsorption kinetics. Similarly, to this work, chro-
mium biosorption using mixed bacterial consortium showed 
that pseudo-first-order model was a better kinetic expression 
(Ma et al. 2019). In addition to the adsorption of metal ions 
on the bacterial wall of the biomass, there can be diffusion of 
the ion through the cell membrane to the intracellular part. 
The experiments were well described by the intraparticle dif-
fusion model (Fig. 3d) and the results gave a high coefficient 
of determination R2 = 0.98, proving the importance of the 
internal surface for the biosorption properties. These find-
ings suggest that ID was the main factor in the limited rate of 
Cr(VI) sorption. Same results were obtained by Mohapatra 
et al. (2019) during the biosorption study of Pb(II) using 
the biomass of Bacillus xiamenensis PbRPSD202, justify-
ing that the biosorption of the metal by bacteria may be due 
to the active transport of metal ions via the intervention of 
enzymatic and metabolic activities.

Equilibrium isotherm models

To determine the mechanism involved in the chromium ions 
biosorption through the surface of bacterial biomass, the 
surface properties, as well as the affinity of the adsorbent in 
a liquid medium, two isotherm models such as Langmuir and 
Freundlich are used (Ren et al. 2015; Aly et al. 2014; Bueno 
et al. 2008). Langmuir’s model predicts that biosorption is 
based on the attachment of a monolayer with homogeneous 

forces and that there is equal energy for all sites and once 
these sites are fully saturated, no further adsorption can take 
place (Daneshvar et al. 2019; Behera et al. 2017); whereas 
the Freundlich model was developed for the heterogeneous 
adsorption process, explaining the biosorption of the mul-
tilayer metal on the sorbent surface or at surface support 
sites of different affinities (Batool et al. 2018; Bulgariu et al. 
2013). From the graphical representations of the two mod-
els (Fig. 4), their constants and coefficients of determina-
tion listed in Table 4. It turned out that the Langmuir model 
describes an appropriate adjustment of the Cr(VI) biosorp-
tion by B. paraconglomeratum ER41 due to the high value 
of R2 (0.99) compared to the Freundlich model. Therefore, 
we can conclude that the adsorption followed monolayer 
biosorption mechanism. Studies in this context support-
ing the Langmuir isotherm model are well confirmed by 
several observations in which the biomass of strains such 
as Aeromonas caviae (Loukidou et al. 2004) and Rhizopus 
sp. (Espinoza-Sánchez et al. 2019) have been able to suc-
cessfully remove Cr(VI) following a homogeneous surface 
adsorption mechanism.

Fig. 4  Langmuir (a) and Freundlich (b) isothermal models during Cr(VI) biosorption by B. paraconglomeratum ER41

Table 4  Isotherm parameters of Cr(VI) biosorption on B. paracon-
glomeratum ER41

Isotherm model Parameter Linearized form

Langmuir qm (mg/g) 12.82
KL 0.977
R2 0.997

Freundlich 1/n 0.128
KF 6.942
R2 0.916
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Characterization of biomass

FTIR analysis

Peptidoglycan component of bacterial cell wall constituted 
to be potent binder of Cr(III) complexes. Binding of such 
reduced Cr(III) is mainly dependent of the distribution of 
reactive functional groups present on the cell surface. FTIR 

analysis was performed to identify these functional groups. 
The FTIR spectra obtained before and after treatment of B. 
paraconglomeratum by chromium are shown in Fig. 5. The 
FTIR spectrum of the control cells shows bands correspond-
ing to hydroxyl (–OH), alkynes (C≡C), ketones (C=O), and 
alkanes  (CH3) groups which are from 3250 to 3450, 2100, 
1600 and 1400  cm−1, respectively. While the Cr(VI)-treated 
cells showed the same peaks with slight changes such as 

Fig. 5  FTIR spectra of untreated (a) and Cr(VI) 100 mg/L treated (b) cells of B. paraconglomeratum ER41
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disruption of (C≡C) 2100  cm−1 shifted to 1550  cm−1 aro-
matic cycles (C=C) and the appearance of primary alcohol 
(–OH) 1050  cm−1. It is worth noting that hydroxyl, alkane 
and ketones groups play a role in the binding of chromium 
to the cell wall. Similar results were found by Karthik et al. 
(2017b) in the study of the biosorption and biotransforma-
tion of Cr(VI) by Cellulosimicrobium funkei strain AR6. In 
conclusion, the variation of the spectra following the adsorp-
tion of chromium ions on the bacterial wall may be due to 
mechanisms of expression or suppression of the functional 
groups, in order to ensure tolerance to the toxicity of the 
metal (Arivalagan et al. 2014; Kamnev 2008).

SEM‑EDX analysis

In order to better understand the mechanism of Cr(VI) 
biosorption and bioreduction and to visually analyze the 
morphology of B. paraconglomeratum ER41 under metal-
lic stress, scanning electron microscopy analysis was used 

and the results are illustrated in Fig. 6. In the absence of the 
metal, cells exhibited a regular cocci shape with a smooth 
surface (Fig. 6a). However, the bacterial cells exposed to the 
metal presented an irregular, rough and fissured morphology 
with some perforations (Fig. 6b).

The EDX analysis results are shown in Fig. 7. Cr(VI) 
did not detect in untreated cells (Fig. 7a). However, EDX 
analysis of chromium-treated cells showed prominent peak 
of chromium at binding energy of 5.4 keV, which attributed 
to chromium for the intracellular absorption to the bacterial 
strain those treated with Cr(VI) (Fig. 7b).

Therefore, the EDX analysis of Cr-treated cells confirms 
the presence of Cr on bacterial cell surface, whereas non-
treated cells confirms the absence of Cr. The similar results 
of SEM-EDX analysis were also demonstrated by Elahi 
et al. 2019 who investigated the interaction of Cr(VI) on the 
surface of Microbacterium testaceum B-SH2 and its intra-
cellular accumulation during the bioremediation process 
by the EDX and SEM analysis. Therefore, these changes 

Fig. 6  Scanning electron microscopy analysis (SEM) of untreated (a) and Cr(VI) 100 mg/L treated (b) cells of B. paraconglomeratum ER41

Fig. 7  Elemental composition analysis of untreated (a) and Cr(VI) 100 mg/L treated cells (b) of B. paraconglomeratum ER41 with EDX probe
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in the surface of bacteria are strictly related to the adsorp-
tion and reduction of Cr(VI). The results obtained can be 
explained by the reduced mechanical force under the effect 
of the interaction between the surfactant functional groups 
and the chromium ions (Huang et al. 2013). Identical results 
were found during the treatment of Bacillus sp. CRB-B1 
(Tan et al. 2020) and Bacillus sp. CRB-7 (Wu et al. 2019) 
with Cr(VI), where cell deformations were probably caused 
by the metal toxicity.

Conclusion

Extreme environments are very attractive biotopes for 
screening microorganisms of biotechnological interest. This 
research work focused on isolation and screening of met-
allo-resistant bacteria from the soil of abandoned lead and 
iron mines in the Taza region of Morocco. This is the first 
study to show the power of B. paraconglomeratum ER41 to 
reduce hexavalent chromium. It showed high resistance to 
Cr(VI) (700 mg/L) and could grow and completely biosorb 
and bioreduce 100 mg/L of Cr(VI) in 48 h at pH 8 and 
30 °C. The process of Cr(VI) reduction is highly dependent 
on pH, temperature, chromium concentration and contact 
time. Moreover, the modeling of the biosorption kinetics 
followed both the pseudo-first-order model as well as the 
intraparticle diffusion model, with monolayer adsorption 
of chromium ions on homogeneous sites on the bacterial 
surface, indicating that the Langmuir model describes 
a suitable adjustment of chromium ion biosorption by B. 
paraconglomeratum. In addition, the characterization of the 
bacterial biomass before and after contact with Cr(VI), by 
SEM-EDX and FTIR, indicated that the biosorption and the 
biotransformation of Cr(VI) were attributed to the presence 
of various active groups at the surface of the cell wall. Thus, 
the obtained results explored that B. paraconglomeratum 
ER41 with significant Cr(VI) reduction potential and can 
be a promising bio-agent for eco-friendly clean up strate-
gies of toxic Cr(VI). This study explores the new sources of 
bioremediation of toxic chromium contaminated environ-
ment. Hence, further more detailed studies on the molecular 
characterization in this bacterium could be a vital step to 
exploit the key insights the reduction mechanism of Cr(VI) 
by B. paraconglomeratum ER41.
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