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Abstract Humic acids were divided into several fractions
using buffer solutions as extraction agents with different pH
values. Two methods of fractionation were used. The first one
was subsequent dissolution of bulk humic acids in buffers
adjusted to different pH. The second one was sequential dis-
solution in buffers with increasing pH values. Experimental
data were compared with hypothesis of partial solubility of
humic acids in aqueous solutions. Behaviour of humic frac-
tions obtained by sequential dissolution, original bulk sample
and residual fractions obtained by subsequent dissolution at
pH 10 and 12 agrees with the hypothesis. Results demonstrat-
ed that regardless the common mechanism, solubility and dis-
sociation degree of various humic fractions may be very dif-
ferent and can be estimated using parameters of the model
based on the proposed mechanism. Presented results suggest
that dissolving of solid humic acids in water environment is
more complex than conventional solubility behaviour of spar-
ingly soluble solids.
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Introduction

Humic acids are composed of natural polydispersed polyelec-
trolyte bio-colloids occurring in water as dissolved organic
matter or in sediments and soil (Bratskaya et al. 2008;
Davies et al. 2001; Koopal et al. 2001; Michalowski and
Asuero 2012; Steelink 2002). A major fraction of organic
matter in natural ecosystems is in fact formed by humic acids,
which are characterized by the presence of several functional
groups with labile protons such as carboxylic acids, phenols
and amines. These moieties are able to bind protons and metal
ions that not only affect the geochemistry of natural systems,
but also regulate the buffer capacity of waters, soils and sed-
iments, and metal speciation and transport (Fernandes et al.
2009; Masini et al. 1998; Ritchie and Perdue 2003).
Complexation of toxic metal ions by humic acids plays a
major role in maintaining them in a bioavailable state in envi-
ronmental waters. It also plays a prominent role in controlling
metal speciation and influences the mobility of metal ions in
soil and aqueous environments and hence plays a vital func-
tion in the environmental fate, bioavailability, toxicity and
mobility of heavy metals in the biosphere (Dumat et al.
2000; Michalowski and Asuero 2012; Pinheiro et al. 2000).

Humic acids participate in both nutrient and contaminant
transport, and they support the soil structure and its pH.
Transport of the contaminants due to ground- and fresh-water
dynamics is directly related to the risks associated with contam-
inants. The solubility, mobility and complexation ability of
humic acids are related to their interactions with soil mineral
particles and depend on pH and other environmental condi-
tions. Since the humic substance is not a single well-defined
molecule but a mixture of various heterogeneous particles or
aggregates containing a variety of functional groups resulting
in polyelectrolyte and polyfunctional properties, it cannot be
treated as an ordinary complex-forming ligand in the
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interaction with ions. They have a colloidal character whose
size and negative charge are strictly dependent on surface func-
tional groups (Angelico et al. 2014; Fernandes et al. 2009;
Kirishima et al. 2010; Koopal et al. 2001; Tan et al. 2011).

The acid–base chemistry of humic acids is an important
component of metal speciation models in natural systems.
The acidic functional groups of humic acids (mainly carbox-
ylic and phenolic) determine their binding characteristics for
protons and other major ions (Atalay et al. 2009; Tipping
2002). The commonly encountered ionizable functional
groups include carboxylic acids, phenols, alcohols, ammoni-
um ions and thiols and to a lesser extent, sulfonic acids and
Bactivemethylene^ compounds (with CO–CH2–CO structural
moiety) are also encountered. The major binding sites of these
functional groups are attributed to the oxygen-containing
groups. These are carboxylic and phenolic groups, which con-
tribute to the total acidity of humic substances. Phenolic
groups are usually assumed to be the only weak acidic groups,
while the contribution of alcoholic groups in carbohydrate
entities and enols is usually neglected (Badr et al. 2012;
Perdue 1985).

Interaction between humic acids and metals ions is of great
importance for nutritional, transport and sedimentary process-
es. However, the understanding of physical-chemical process-
es associated with chelation reactions still remains a chal-
lenge, fundamentally due to the dynamic nature and complex-
ity of organic matter (Fernandes et al. 2009). Since the anionic
charge of humic substances plays a major role in their inter-
actions with other components, pH and ionic strength are the
most important variables controlling metal complexation (Liu
and Gonzalez 2000; Michalowski and Asuero 2012; Tan et al.
2011; Yonebayashi and Hattori 1990), many authors hope that
fractionation of humic matter by extractions at different pH
values would be useful in reducing their complexity and detail
understanding of the interactions of natural organic matter
with other components. Baalousha et al. (2006) studied the
influence of pH on size, molecular weight, conformation and
aggregation of humic acids as important aspects to control
their physicochemical reactions in aquatic systems. Curtis
et al. (1981) fractionated humic acids using a pH gradient
method (universal buffer mixed with sodium hydroxide) as a
fingerprint technique for humic acids and as a means for
fractionating these materials prior to further characterization.
Fujitake et al. (1998, 1999, 2003) isolated soil humic acids by
the sequential extraction with pyrophosphate solutions at dif-
ferent pH values. Their analysis suggested that the proportion
of components with a larger particle size increased gradually
and regularly with the increase of the pH value (Fujitake et al.
1998). The H/C ratios increased gradually with increasing pH
values, while the O/C and O/H ratios decreased. The results
suggested that decarboxylated humic acids were extracted at
the higher pH values and the humic acids with a higher con-
tent of unsaturated bonds and a higher degree of oxidation

were extracted at the lower pH values within the range from
5 to 13 (Fujitake et al. 1999). As the pH values of extractant
increased the absorption strength of the bands in FT-IR spectra
attributed to aliphatic and amide groups increased and those to
carboxylic groups decreased. The 1H-NMR spectra confirmed
that the proportion of aromatic structures decreased with the
increase of the pH values (Fujitake et al. 2003). Yonebayashi
and Hattori (1990) reported that humic acids soluble in uni-
versal buffer adjusted to pH 7 consist of a few structural sub-
units assumed to be condensed aromatic rings with short ali-
phatic substituents and many carboxyl groups, while fraction
soluble at pH 11 was characterized by phenolic groups. Dai
et al. (2006) used the sequential extraction with pH buffers for
fractionation and characterization of humic and fulvic acids
from paddy soils. They showed that fulvic acids (in contrast to
humic acids) contained an easily dissociable fraction in acidic
solution. You et al. (2006) extracted humic substances from
soil organic matter using base with subsequent pH lowering
and sequential pH extraction. They obtained a significant
correlation between the ratio of organic carbon associated
with humic acids and fulvic acids and the NaOH extractable
organic carbon content of soils. Between pH 5 and 7, which is
a typical soil solution pH, a significant amount of humic acids
associated organic carbon was soluble. Kipton et al. (1992)
fractionated humic acids by dissolution in several media as a
function of pH and ionic strength. The solubility of humic
acids and the proportion of large molecules in solution
increased with increase in pH and decreased with increase in
ionic strength. Bakina and Orlova (2012) studied the regular-
ities of extracting humic acids from soils of different types
with solutions of sodium pyrophosphate at the equilibrium
pH values of 5–13. The increase in the humic acids yield with
the increasing alkalinity of the solution applied was directly
related to the capability of acid functional groups (carboxyl
and phenol hydroxyl) for dissociation at definite pH values.
Recent work of Jovanovic et al. (2013) is focused on aggre-
gation of humic acids in the 2–11 pH range. They concluded
that humic acids behave as macromolecular aggregates or su-
pramolecular structures, formed from small individual moie-
ties (sizes<10 nm) at higher pH values. The dependence of
zeta potential on pH revealed the minimum in the 5–7 pH
range, caused most likely by dissociation of acidic functional
groups prevailing at lower pH values and deaggregation
predominating over dissociation at higher pH values.
Leenheer et al. (2003) showed that only a small fraction of
carboxylic functional groups in humic substances are excep-
tionally acidic with pKa values as low as 0.5. Their average
structural model of the most acidic fraction derived from the
characterization data indicated a high density of carboxyl
groups clustered on oxygen-heterocycle alicyclic rings.
Intramolecular H-bonding between adjacent carboxyl groups
in these ring structures enhanced stabilization of the carbox-
ylate anion which results in low pKa values.
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The solubility and dissociation of humic acids in water and
aqueous solutions play a crucial role in their interactions and
function in natural systems in general.

The complex structure of humic acids with the great
diversity of functional groups makes an exact under-
standing of mechanisms of their behaviour almost im-
possible. Schnitzer and Monreal (2011) stated that de-
spite utilizing different chemical and physicochemical
techniques, even after more than two centuries of sub-
stantial research, the basic chemical nature and reactiv-
ity of humic substances and soil organic matter are still
poorly understood. This complex nature of humic acids
makes it difficult to obtain precise information on its
chemical structure and properties. One of the ways of
overcoming these difficulties is to separate humic acids
into several fractions which reduces their heterogeneity.
This work is focused on solubility and dissociation be-
haviour of humic acids in buffer solution adjusted to
different pH values and basic chemical and physico-
chemical properties of obtained fractions.

Our previous works on the solubility of humic acids in
aqueous environments (Klucakova and Kolajova 2014;
Klucakova and Pekar 2005, 2008) demonstrated that their
solubility is substantially different from the common solubil-
ity of sparingly soluble substances (salts) and is inseparably
connected with their dissociation. The following model of
dissolving and dissociation behaviour of humic acids was de-
veloped on the basis of experimental data:

According to scheme (1) the solid humic acid is in water or
aqueous solution either dissolved without dissociation (step 1)
or dissociates releasing the proton into the water while the
anion remains in the solid state (step 3). The dissolved humic
molecule can undergo usual dissociation (step 2). In this work,
the hypothesis of mechanism (1) is further tested for the bulk
humic sample and their fractions obtained using the both ways
of extraction of humic acids by buffer solutions at the pH
region 4–12.

In our previous works (Klucakova and Kolajova 2014;
Klucakova and Pekar 2005, 2008) we introduced an assump-
tion that only a specific fraction of complex humic mixture is
soluble (under given conditions) and if this fraction is re-
moved, residual humic sample remains practically insoluble.

Assumption of only partial solubility of humic acids can be
expressed as:

HA aqð Þ
� �þ A−

aqð Þ
h i

¼ kbm ð2Þ

where [HA(aq)] + [A
−
(aq)] is the total molar concentration of

dissolved humic acids, kb is the proportionality constant and
m is the total weight of humic acids in 1 dm3 of dispersion.
Constant kb is product of the dimensionless fraction of soluble
humic acids κ and the amount of functional groups able to
eliminate H+ ion in a mass unit of humic acids, which is
represented by the total acidity α divided by the standard
concentration cst (1 mol⋅dm−3 in this case). Parameter ψ in is
the proportionality coefficient, transforming units from
[g.dm−3] to dimensionless relative concentration.

kb ¼ α
cst

κ ¼ ψκ ð3Þ

Using balance from Table 1, the equilibrium of step 1 in
scheme (1) is expressed as

K1 ¼
HA aqð Þ
� �

HA sð Þ
� � ¼ kbm−x

ψ−kbð Þm ð4Þ

The equilibrium constant of step 2 in scheme (1) can be
written as follows:

K2 ¼
Hþ

aqð Þ
h i

A−
aqð Þ

h i

HA aqð Þ
� � ¼ wt þ xð Þx

kbm−x
ð5Þ

Supposing wt<< x (acidity in system is caused mainly by
H+ ions formed during dissociation of dissolved HAs), Eq. (4)
can be simplified to:

K2 ¼ x2

kbm − x
ð6Þ

and linearized as:

x ¼ kbK2
m

x
−K2 ð7Þ

Following an additional condition resulting from the bal-
ance given in Table 1 was derived as:

ψ−kb > 0⇔ψ > kb ð8Þ

Used symbols are summarized in the material balance of
system humic acids - water in Table 1 (relative concentrations
for the standard state cst = 1 mol⋅dm−3 are used). The activity
of H+ ions formed by dissociation of water (w0 or wt) is in-
cluded in this balance, but we suppose that the amount of H+

ions formed by dissociation of water is insignificant. Another
assumption is that x>> y (cf. Table 1) and therefore the acidity
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in the system is caused mainly by the H+ ions formed during
dissociation of dissolved HAs, i.e. by x.

The equilibrium of step 3 in scheme (1) can be described by
the equilibrium constant K3:

K3 ¼
Hþ

aqð Þ
h i

A−
sð Þ

h i

HA sð Þ
� � ¼ xþ yþ wtð Þy

m ψ−kbð Þ−y ð9Þ

Substituting x+ y+wt = 10
− pH=h, we can write:

K3 ¼ h y

m ψ−kbð Þ −y
ð10Þ

Comparing the material balance in Table 1 with Eq. (9) we
see that the denominator should be the expression (ψ− kb)
m− y. But values of y cannot be experimentally determined
and we assume that they are much lower than the value of x.
Because values of (ψ− kb)m are much higher than x, the value
of y was disregarded also in this case. Calculating the value of
K3 is therefore very difficult because y cannot be directly
measured and its value is much lower than that of h or x
(Klucakova and Kolajova 2014; Klucakova and Pekar 2005,
2008). The material balance in system humic acids–water is
summarized in Table 1.

Experimental

Preparation of humic samples

Humic acids, studied in this work, were isolated by means
of alkaline extraction from South-Moravian lignite. The
procedure represents our own modification of a method
published by Piccolo et al. (1999) and has been previously
utilized in our other experimental works (Klucakova and
Kolajova 2014; Klucakova 2010; Klucakova and Pekar
2008, 2009). More details on the chemical structure of
both the original lignite matrix and the isolated humic
sample can be found in previously published papers
(Barancikova et al. 2003; Klucakova 2010; Klucakova
and Pekar 2002, 2003a, b, 2004, 2005).

Universal buffer solutions composed of NaOH, H3PO4,
CH3COOH and H3BO3 adjusted to different pH values (from
4 to 12) were used for the preparation of fractionated humic

acids. Two ways of fractionation (the pH sequential extraction
and the subsequent dissolution in buffers adjusted to different
pH values) described below were used.

Sequential extraction in buffers with increasing pH values
(procedure A)

The finely ground humic sample was mixed with the buffer
solution at the lowest pH value (pH= 4) in the ratio 2 g/
100 cm3 and stirred for 24 h. The dissolved fraction was pre-
cipitated from the filtrate by the concentrated HCl solution to
pH=1. The clot was washed by deionized water and dried
(50 °C). The humic fractions obtained using the procedure A
were denoted as A-HA-X, where X is the pH value of used
buffer solution. The insoluble residue was (partially) dissolved
in the buffer solution with the higher pH value and the whole
procedure was repeated. The residue insoluble in the buffer
solution with the highest pH value (pH=12) was denoted as
A-HA-R.

Subsequent dissolution in buffers adjusted to different pH
values (procedure B)

The bulk humic sample was individually dissolved in the
buffer solutions adjusted to different pH values in the same
ratio as in the case of Procedure A. The dissolved humic
fraction was precipitated from the filtrate by the concentrated
HCl solution to pH=1. The clot was washed by deionized
water and dried (50 °C). The humic fractions obtained using
the procedure B were denoted as B-HA-X, where X is the pH
value of used buffer solution. The insoluble residues were
denoted as B-HA-R-X, where X is the pH value of used buffer
solution.

Characterization of humic samples

The obtained humic fractions as well as the bulk humic sam-
ple were characterized by the elemental analysis (CHNSO
Micro-analyzer Flash 1112, Carlo Erba), and the content of
carboxylic groups. Carboxylic acidity was determined using
standard acetate method (Klucakova and Pekar 2005, 2008;
Schnitzer and Khan 1972; Stevenson 1994).

The dissociation behaviour of prepared samples in water
was investigated according to our previous works (Klucakova
and Pekar 2005, 2008). Samples of bulk humic acids or their
fraction were suspended (and partially dissolved) in deionized
water in the ratios 0.4–4 g/100 cm3 and stirred. The pH values
(pH-meter Sentron Titan) and the UV/VIS spectra (Hitachi
U-3300) of solution above the solid (undissolved) humic par-
ticles were measured in the equilibrium (after 24 h).

Table 1 Material
balance in system humic
acids–water

τ = 0 τ>0

[HA(s)] ψ m m (ψ− kb)− y z

[HA(aq)] 0 kb m− x

[H+
(aq)] w0 x+ y+wt

[A−
(aq)] 0 x

[A−
(s)] 0 y
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Results and discussion

Results of basic characterization of obtained fractions and the
bulk humic sample are summarized in Table 2.We can see that
the fractions prepared by both procedures and the bulk sample
differ in elemental composition as well as in content of COOH
groups. The N content in bulk humic acids is higher than this
content in any other A-fraction. However, it does not mean
that the total N content decreased. If we calculate the N con-
tents in individual A-fractions and take account of different
yields at different pH values (see Fig. 2a), we obtained the
same total N content in A-fractions (sum of N contents in A-
fractions) as in the bulk humic sample. In case of COOH
contents, the reason is similar. If we use the buffer solution
with a low pH value, we are able to extract only the fractions
very rich in strong carboxylic groups therefore the yield of
extraction is low but the COOH content in the extracted frac-
tion is high and the COOH content in the residual fraction is
only little lower in comparison with the bulk humic sample. If
the pH value of used buffer solutions increased we are able to
extract higher amounts of humic acids but with lower COOH
contents and lower COOH contents have also residual frac-
tions because the extraction yields are higher. The total COOH
content expressed as the sum of soluble and residual B-
fractions are constant (considering different extraction yields).
Comparing the carboxylic acidity with the O/C ratio we ob-
tained a relatively good linear dependence (R2 >0.95) for all
studied samples (Fig. 1a). Similar dependence was determined
for the O/H ratio (Fig. 1b). The first hypothesis could be that
the strong correlation is probably related to the increasing
solubility with increasing initial pH values of used buffers,

because the content of COOH groups decreases with increas-
ing initial pH values in all cases. The good linear correlation
between the COOH content and O/C ratio is probably caused
by the fact that this radio changes mainly as a result of extrac-
tion of some humic fractions rich in COOH content. This
linear correlation is therefore caused mainly by Bquality^ of
extracted humic fractions and less by the extraction efficiency
because a maximum for yield at pH=8 was detected and no
maximum for this dependence was observed. The good linear
correlation for O/H ratio and O/C ratio has the similar reason.
The extraction of humic fraction rich in COOH groups causes
changes in C, O, and H contents which are to a certain extent
interdependent. As we can see, yields obtained for the sequen-
tial extraction (Procedure A) showed a maximum at pH=8
(Fig. 2a). As estimated, the equilibrated pH values are much
lower for the Procedure B which corresponds with the obtain-
ed contents of dissolved humic fractions. Comparing the dis-
solved contents obtained for the sequential extraction with
those of the subsequent dissolution we can state that the se-
quential extraction gives lower amounts of narrower fractions
but the cumulative yields are higher. The results obtained for
the buffer solutions with the pH value equal to 4 are identical
for both used procedures because the initial step of Procedure
A is the same as that of Procedure B. Another interesting result
is that if we use the subsequent dissolution (Procedure B)
buffer solutions with alkaline pH values (≥8), their equilibri-
um leachates are neutral with pH near 7 (Fig. 2b). Results of
both used procedures indicate that the solubility and dissoci-
ation behaviour of humic acids are more complex and it is not
determined only by their carboxylic acidity but also by
strength of the functional groups participating on their

Table 2 The elemental
composition and the COOH
content (both normalized on dry
ash-free samples) of bulk
humic sample (HA) and
their fractions

Sample C (at. %) H (at. %) N (at. %) S (at. %) O (at. %) COOH (mmol/g)

HA 40.09 41.22 1.53 0.39 16.77 4.74

A-HA-4 41.07 33.52 1.00 0.29 24.12 9.23

A-HA-6 39.06 34.20 0.94 0.41 25.39 8.69

A-HA-8 39.87 36.96 0.94 0.38 21.85 7.64

A-HA-10 40.20 37.48 1.01 0.51 20.80 6.96

A-HA-12 40.61 37.88 0.94 0.54 20.03 6.60

A-HA-R 37.45 44.83 0.88 0.63 16.21 0.23

B-HA-4 41.07 33.52 1.00 0.29 24.12 9.23

B-HA-6 39.60 42.61 0.21 0.52 17.07 7.92

B-HA-8 41.43 37.90 0.78 0.30 20.85 7.47

B-HA-10 39.89 37.22 0.44 0.54 21.91 6.27

B-HA-12 39.15 39.14 0.56 0.31 20.85 5.31

B-HA-R-4 40.06 41.41 1.54 0.39 16.58 4.22

B-HA-R-6 40.11 41.16 1.58 0.38 16.76 3.62

B-HA-R-8 39.95 41.57 1.61 0.40 16.48 3.48

B-HA-R-10 40.14 42.32 1.83 0.35 15.36 3.15

B-HA-R-12 41.30 43.89 2.77 0.49 11.54 1.97
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behaviour in aqueous solutions (pKa). Humic acids are not a
chemical individual but the mixture of many different sub-
stances. Every substance of this mixture has a different solu-
bility, a different strength of its functional groups and different
dissociation ability. In water and aqueous solutions, humic
acids are soluble only partially, thus equilibrium between solid
undissolved particles, protonated dissolved particles and dis-
sociated ones are established. It is generally accepted that the
solubility of humic acids in aqueous solutions is supported
mainly by the dissociation of carboxylic functional groups.
Although, their typical average values for humic acids are
between 3 and 5, some fractions can have the pKa values very
low, which enable them to dissociate in relatively acidic solu-
tions (Dai et al. 2006; Kipton et al. 1992; You et al. 2006). On
the other hand, Campitelli et al. (2006) determined five types

of carboxylic groups in structure of humic acids with pKa

values for between 3 and 7.
In order to study dissociation mechanism of prepared hu-

mic fractions they were equilibrated with water in various
ratios. Measured pH values of the aqueous leachates were
used for the data fitting according the mathematical model
described in previous paragraphs. Results obtained on the ba-
sis of the model are listed in Table 3. As we can see in Fig. 3,
the model cannot be universally applied on the behaviour of
obtained humic fractions in water. Although measured pH
values of solutions above solid particles in prepared suspen-
sions are strongly dependent on humic content, the depen-
dence agrees with Eq. 6 only in several cases. The applicabil-
ity of the model on bulk humic acids were expected
(Klucakova and Pekar 2005, 2008) and confirmed

Fig. 2 Yield of fractionation (a) and equilibrium pH value (b) in dependence of initial pH value of used buffer solutions (dashed lines are guides to the
eyes)

Fig. 1 COOH content (a) and O/H ratio (b) of obtained fractions in dependence on their O/C ratio
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experimentally for the sample used in this work. A good
agreement between the model and data obtained for the frac-
tions prepared using procedure A (A-HA-X) was found and
parameters of the mathematical model (except K3 value) were
calculated (Table 3). Small amount of A-HA-4 fraction does
not allow carrying out dissociation experiments with this
sample.

As we can see the values of the equilibrium constants K1

andK2 of A-HA-X humic fractions are higher than those of the
bulk sample. While the values of dissociation constant K2 of
dissolved humic fractions increase with increasing pH values
of buffer solutions used for fractionation, the equilibrium

constant K1 shows a maximum for pH=8. It corresponds also
with the highest value of dimensionless soluble fraction κ
indicating relatively high solubility. This confirms that the
solubility of humic fractions is not dependent only on the
content of carboxylic groups but also on their dissociation
ability and the presence of other structural units. It corre-
sponds with the fact that the dissociation ability of the bulk
humic sample is much lower than the ability of A-HA-12
fraction (see Fig. 4a) contrary to the practically the same value
of the equilibrium constant K1. The difference in the dissoci-
ation behaviour of these two samples is thus caused mainly by
the values of dissociation constant K2. On the other hand, the

Table 3 Results of dissociation
model (1) for bulk humic sample
(HA) and their fractions

sample K1 K2 K1 ×K2 kb (dm
3 g−1) ψ (dm3 g−1) κ

HA 1.13 × 10−2 6.62× 10−3 7.48× 10−5 1.23× 10−4 3.31 × 10−3 3.73× 10−2

A-HA-4 nd nd nd nd nd nd

A-HA-6 6.98 × 10−2 7.78× 10−3 5.43× 10−4 7.25× 10−4 6.51 × 10−3 1.11 × 10−1

A-HA-8 1.74 × 10−1 1.17× 10−2 2.02× 10−3 1.28× 10−3 5.55 × 10−3 2.30× 10−1

A-HA-10 9.84 × 10−2 1.19× 10−2 1.17× 10−3 8.58× 10−4 5.37 × 10−3 1.60× 10−1

A-HA-12 1.17 × 10−1 1.27× 10−2 1.49× 10−3 9.17× 10−4 4.96 × 10−3 1.85× 10−1

A-HA-R nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-4 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-6 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-8 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-10 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-12 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-R-4 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-R-6 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-R-8 nd nd nd nd nd nd

B-HA-R-10 1.17 × 10−1 1.29× 10−2 1.51× 10−3 4.72× 10−4 2.09 × 10−3 2.25× 10−1

B-HA-R-12 7.10 × 10−5 5.72× 10−7 4.06× 10−11 1.43× 10−7 1.40 × 10−3 1.02× 10−4

nd not determined

Fig. 3 Experimental data obtained for B-HA-R-X fractions in water fitted using Eq. (6) (dashed lines are guides to the eyes)
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significance of content of carboxylic groups cannot be
underestimated, because their content decreases with increas-
ing initial pH values of buffer solution used in both fraction-
ation procedures. The decreasing content of carboxylic groups
which was extracted with the increasing pH value of used
buffer solution caused the decrease of the strength of function-
al groups in extracted fractions. Humic acids contain function-
al groups with wide scale of their pKa and the amount of
functional groups of given strength is limited. Therefore the
change of extraction efficiency and extraction yield is neces-
sarily connected with the change of the dissociation ability of

extracted fraction. The residual sample A-HA-R can dissoci-
ate only weekly and its dissociation ability decreases with its
increasing content in suspension. This fact could support the
assumption that only a specific fraction of humic acids is
soluble (under given conditions) and if this fraction is re-
moved, residual humic sample remains practically insoluble.

Humic fractions prepared by subsequent dissolution of
bulk humic sample in buffers adjusted to different pH (B-
HA-X and B-HA-R-X) show different properties than frac-
tions obtained by procedure A. The majority of experimental
data cannot be fitted by derived dissociation model (see

Fig. 4 Equilibrium pH values measured for aqueous leachates of humic fractions obtained by procedure A (a) and B-HA-R-X (b)

Fig. 5 UV/VIS spectra of aqueous leachates prepared from B-HA-R-10
and B-HA-R-12 fractions (28 g dm−3)

Fig. 6 Humification index (E46) of aqueous leachates (20 g dm−3) in
dependence of initial pH values of used buffer solutions (dashed lines are
guides to the eyes)
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Fig. 3b). The model is usable only for the residual humic
fractions B-HA-R-10 and B-HA-R-12. Although these frac-
tions contain the lowest amounts of carboxylic functional
groups (Table 2), their solubility is surprisingly high. The high
solubility of these fractions was indicated on the basis of their
dark colourings, mainly in case of B-HA-R-12. The sample B-
HA-R-12 had to be diluted for measurement of UV/VIS spec-
tra for that reason (Fig. 5). The values of equilibrium constants
K1 and K2 determined for the B-HA-R-10 sample are compa-
rable with the results obtained for the A-HA-12 fraction and
the value of dimensionless soluble fraction κ is higher for the
B-HA-R-10 sample. The reason could be based on some de-
struction of structure caused by use of very alkaline buffer
solutions in fractionation procedure. This possible destruction
is more noticeable if we compare the dissociation ability of B-
HA-R-12 fraction represented by values of K1 and K2 with
Figs. 4b and 5. As we can see the values of equilibrium con-
stants K1 and K2 are very low in comparison with the bulk
humic sample and other humic fractions. It corresponds also
with value of dimensionless soluble fraction κ and constants
kb and ψ. Measured pH values of aqueous leachates are rela-
tively high and close to neutral region. On the other hand, the
solubility of the B-HA-R-12 sample detected by UV/VIS
spectrometry is very high. The leachate of this fraction has
to be strongly diluted in order to measure spectra with values
of absorbance comparable with other studied fractions
(Fig. 5). It indicates that some humic fractions poor in carbox-
ylic groups can be (under certain circumstances) relatively
easily dissolved. The humification index E46 (Schnitzer and
Khan 1972) of individual studied fractions is showed in Fig. 6,
we can see that its value obtained for the B-HA-R-12 sample
is very high (around 7), thus its particles should have low
molar mass. Practically the same E46 value was determined
for the B-HA-12 sample. The A-HA-12 sample has the humi-
fication index much lower in comparison with the correspond-
ing B-fractions. A clarification is not easy. It seems that dis-
solving in very alkaline buffer solution could destruct both
soluble and residual fraction but only in the case of the bulk
humic sample. If the sample was subjected to sequential ex-
traction in buffers with increasing pH values, humification
index was much lower and no destruction was detected.

Conclusion

The bulk humic sample isolated from lignite was subdivided
into several fractions by two different ways: the subsequent
dissolution in buffers adjusted to different pH and the sequen-
tial dissolution in buffers with increasing pH values. It was
found that extracted humic fractions were rich in carboxylic
groups in comparison with residual ones. The increase of pH
of used buffer solutions caused the decrease of strength and
dissociation ability of functional groups in extracted fractions.

Prepared fractions were studied with respect to their solubility
in water. Experimental data obtained for individual fractions
were compared with hypothesis of partial solubility of humic
acids in aqueous solutions developed humic fractions in our
previous works. It was found that humic fractions obtained by
the sequential dissolution in buffers with increasing pH values
(procedure A) and residual fractions from the subsequent dis-
solution of bulk humic acids in buffers adjusted to pH 10 and
12 are in very good agreement with the dissociation model.
These two fractions had very low COOH contents but their
solubility was relatively high which was indicated by dark
colouring and measured UV/VIS spectra. The dissociation
of other humic fractions cannot be described by the model
and their behaviour is more complex. The humification index
E46 of A-fractions was lower in comparison with B-fractions
which can indicate higher molar mass of extracted humic par-
ticles without their destruction in the extraction procedure.
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