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crobial treatment by a clay-based

drug nanocarrier conjugated to a guanidine-rich
cell penetrating peptide†

Mohammad Reza Khodabakhshi and Mohammad Hadi Baghersad *

In this study, a novel and efficient drug delivery system is proposed for the enhancement of antimicrobial

properties of antibiotic medications such as vancomycin (VCM) and levofloxacin (OFX). The architecture

of the designed drug carrier is based on halloysite nanotubes (HNTs) with a rolled-laminate shape,

suitable for the encapsulation of drug and further release. In order to make them capable for magnetic

direction to the target tissue, the exterior surface of the tubes is composed of iron oxide nanoparticles

(Fe3O4 NPs), via an in situ process. The main role in the antimicrobial activity enhancement is played by

a cell-penetrating peptide (CPP) sequence synthesized in the solid phase, which contains three arginine–

tryptophan blocks plus a cysteine as the terminal amino acid (C(WR)3). The drug content values for the

prepared nanocargoes named as VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, have been

estimated at ca. 10 wt% and 12 wt%, respectively. Also, the drug release investigations have shown that

above 90% of the encapsulated drug is released in acetate buffer (pH ¼ 4.6), during a 90 minutes

process. Confocal microscopy has corroborated good adhesion and co-localization of the particles and

the stained living cells. Moreover, in vitro antimicrobial assessments (optical density, zone of inhibition,

and minimum inhibitory concentration) have revealed that the bacterial cell growth rate is significantly

inhibited by suggested nanocargoes, in comparison with the individual drugs in the same dosage. Hence,

administration of the presented nanocargoes is recommended for the clinical treatment of the infected

target organ.
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1. Introduction

One of the permanent challenges in the administration of
antibiotic compounds is resistance of bacteria to the anti-
infection drugs.1 For instance, an acquired bacterial resis-
tance to antibiotic vancomycin (called vancomycin-resistant
enterococci) is a well-known type in Enterococcus bacterium
caused by alteration of the peptidoglycan synthetic pathway.2 As
another example, bacterial resistance to beta-lactam antibiotics
such as penicillin and cephalosporin via secretion of metallo-
beta lactamase enzymes can be mentioned.3 As a traditional
resolution for this issue, co-administration of the antibiotic
drug with an assistant has been suggested (like co-amoxiclave).4

Today, with the advent of nanotechnology, the therapeutic
effects of the useless medications have been revived. Briey,
tiny size drug carriers, surface-functionalization with the
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various protein facilitators, and enhanced internalization into
the cells led to reuse the abandoned drugs.5–7 In fact, via
encapsulation of the aimed drug into the nanostructures,
destructive inuences of the bacteria on the antibiotic drugs
that lead to deactivation, is decreased.8,9 All of the mentioned
properties of the nanoscale drug delivery systems help to over-
come the bacterial resistance, as well. In this regard, Huh and
Kwon have published a review on the advances in treatment of
the bacterial infections by the nanomaterials as a new paradigm
known as “nanoantibiotics”.10 Moreover, Cardoso and co-
workers have reported a nanoscale therapeutic containing
tetracycline antibiotic into silica nanoparticles to overcome the
bacterial resistances.11

In addition to bacterial resistance, the use of nanomaterials
also affects drug release, cell internalization, and dose control
strategies.12 Briey, using the porous nanomaterials or poly-
meric matrices in the composite form provides this great
opportunity to control the drug release process in the target
cells; for example extended release by the layered structures,13

and controlled release in a specic condition through using pH/
temperature responsive polymers.14 Among different types of
the nanomaterials, halloysite which is a clay-based species with
the rolled tubular structure has shown interesting properties in
the recent therapeutic substances.15,16 As the rst advantage,
RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976 | 38961

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d1ra07821f&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-04
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1940-5388
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ra07821f
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/RA
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/RA?issueid=RA011062


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

6 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
21

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 7

/1
6/

20
25

 5
:5

6:
53

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

A

a layer-by-layer paradigm can be executed for the loading and
subsequent release process of the aimed drug.17 Through using
the halloysite nanotubes (HNTs), a determined dosage of the
drug is wrapped and delivered to the target cells.18 Moreover,
there is a strong hydrogen binding (H-bind) network between
the layers of the HNTs resulting in the formation of the stable
cages for encapsulation of the drugs. This H-bind network
origins from the silanol and aluminol groups onto the exterior
and interior surfaces of the rolled wall, respectively.19 Also, the
hydroxyl (–OH) groups located onto the surfaces of the HNTs act
as the suitable sites for chemical conjugations.20

As another useful species of the nanomaterials, iron oxide
nanoparticles (Fe3O4 NPs) has been widely used in different
scopes such as drug delivery,21,22 catalysis,23,24 diagnosis,25

medical imaging,26 sensing,27 removal of the pollutants,28 and
etc.29,30 The rst and foremost excellence of the Fe3O4 NPs is its
impressive magnetic property which leads to extensive use in
different applications.31,32 In the eld of drug delivery, magnetic
behavior of the nano-carriers provides high convenience in both
preparation and application processes. The conduction of the
magnetic cargoes to the target tissue through applying an
external magnetic eld has been introduced as an efficient
strategy for the enhancement of the targeted delivery.33 More-
over, Fe3O4 NPs with the mean size of 35 nm provide an extreme
surface area due to having a huge surface to volume ratio.34,35

Also, the surface of the Fe3O4 NPs could be chemically func-
tionalized due to the presence of the –OH groups.36,37 Magne-
tization of the different species through combination with the
Fe3O4 NPs via incorporation into the pores or H-bind interac-
tions, is a common practice.38–40

Another potential resolution for the bacterial resistance in
the antimicrobial therapy is submitted based on the use of
antimicrobial peptides (AMPs).41,42 For instance, peptide nucleic
acids (PNAs) as synthetic analogs of DNA with 2-([2-aminoethyl]
amino)acetic acid backbone have been used due to their
inhibitory effect on transcription and translation processes. The
PNAs are able to complementary bind to DNA/RNA with high
selectivity. Therefore, they have been widely used in diagnosis
and treatment of various diseases.43,44 As another species of
AMPs, cell-penetrating peptides (CPPs) have been recognized as
the active structures in cellular uptake process. Concisely,
through electrostatic interactions between the positive-charged
amino acids and negative-charged ingredients in the cell
membrane, cell adhesion and subsequent penetration are
enhanced by the AMPs.45 Typically, arginine (Arg) is used for
this purpose due to containing a guanidine functional group at
the end of the side chain.46 As a reasonable justication, since
the guanidine group includes more positive-charged nitrogen
centers in its chemical structure (HNC(NH2)2), the electrostatic
interactions with the phosphate and sulphate ingredients
(present in cell membrane), are enhanced.47 So far, so many
reports have been published about the AMP–drug conjugations,
in which an antimicrobial drug is covalently linked to an AMP,
resulted in the enhanced anti-infection properties.48–50

Based on the advantages described above, herein, we suggest
a novel tiny-sized system constructed of the HNTs decorated
with the Fe3O4 NPs onto the surfaces, utilizable for magnetic
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drug delivery in the antimicrobial treatments. To overcome the
bacterial resistance, the antibiotic drugs are encapsulated
inside and between the rolled layers of the tubes, and then well
wrapped via freeze drying. For this purpose, vancomycin (VCM)
and ooxacin (OFX) as two mostly administrated medications
for the bacterial infections (specically diarrhea), have been
used. In order to demonstrate the synergistic therapeutic effects
between the encapsulated drugs and the AMPs, the surfaces of
the VCM@Fe3O4/HNT and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT particles are
covalently conjugated to a guanidine-rich peptide chain,
synthesized on a solid resin. The structure of the target peptide
chain includes an initial cysteine (C) plus three repeated blocks
of tryptophan–arginine (WR). Finally, the antimicrobial prop-
erties of the prepared VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 therapeutics have been evaluated by
the optical density experiment at the wavelength of 600 nm
(OD600), zone of inhibition (ZOI), and disk counter experiments
on Staphylococcus aureus (S. aureus) and Escherichia coli (E. coli)
as Gram-positive and Gram-negative bacteria cell lines,
respectively. Briey, it has been observed that the growth rate of
the bacterial cells is inhibited for above 70% by VCM@Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes,
during a 90 minutes process. Also, minimum inhibitory
concentration (MIC) and minimum bactericidal concentration
(MBC) values have been estimated for the prepared nano-
cargoes and compared with the individual VCM and OFX. The
obtained results have exhibited signicant enhancement of the
antimicrobial effect through incorporation of the low dosages of
VCM and OFX drugs into the Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nano-carrier.

CTE
D

2. Experimental
2.1 Materials and equipment

All chemical and instruments used in this project are listed in
Tables S1 and S2, in ESI le.†
2.2 Preparation and synthetic methods

2.2.1 Preparation of the activated HNTs. HNTs powder (5.0
g) was ground via ball-milling (50 Hz) for 30 min, using zirconia
grinding bowls and balls of 0.1 mm in diameter. Then, the
calcination process was performed on the ground particles via
a programmed heating up to 600 �C, during 4 h in the furnace.
Aer cooling down to room temperature, the obtained neat
powder of the HNTs was transferred into a sterilized glass ask,
then N2 gas was purged and the ask was well sealed. Further,
2.0 g of the neat HNTs was placed into a round-bottom ask
(100mL) and 50mL of hydrochloric acid (HCl, 1.0 M) was added
into the ask. To obtain a ne dispersion of the HNTs in the
acid medium, ultrasound bath (50 Hz, 100 W L�1) was used, for
30 min at room temperature. Aerward, the mixture was stirred
for 24 h, at 80 �C under reux conditions. Next, the activated
HNTs were collected via centrifugation (4000 rpm, 15 min), and
rinsed with deionized water for three times. Finally, the ob-
tained powder was dried in the vacuum oven and stored in
a sterilized glass ask, under N2 gas.51
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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2.2.2 Preparation of Fe3O4 NPs. In a round-bottom ask
(100 mL), FeCl2$4H2O (1.0 mmol) and FeCl3$6H2O (1.3 mmol)
were dissolved in deionized water (30 mL) and stirred at 80 �C,
under N2 atmosphere for 2 h. Then, a solution of NH3$H2O (15
mL, 25 wt%) was dropwise added into the ask during the
stirring. Then the reaction mixture was cooled down to room
temperature and the obtained magnetic NPs were magnetically
collected and washed for several times with deionized water.
Finally, they were dried in oven at 60 �C.52

2.2.3 In situ composition of Fe3O4 NPs with HNTs. For this
purpose, the same procedure as the above section was per-
formed with this difference that the neat HNTs (0.5 g) were
dispersed in the solution of the iron salts, before addition of the
NH3$H2O solution.53

2.2.4 Functionalization of Fe3O4/HNTs nanocomposite
with mercaptopropyl silane (MPS). In a double-necked round-
bottom ask (50 mL), Fe3O4/HNTs particles (0.5 g) were
dispersed in toluene (10 mL) via ultrasonication. Then, the
mixture was stirred under N2 atmosphere at room temperature,
and 3-mercaptopropyl trimethoxysilane (MPTMS) (7.0 mL) was
added to the ask drop-by-drop using a glass syringe tted in
septum. Next, the mixture was stirred for 12 h under N2 atmo-
sphere, under reux conditions (105 �C). Aerward, the ob-
tained Fe3O4/HNT–MPS particles were magnetically collected
and washed with hot ethanol (10 mL) for several times. Ulti-
mately, the particles were dried in oven at 60 �C.53,54

2.2.5 Incorporation of the VCM and OFX in nano-carriers.
In four separate conical tubes (15 mL, Falcon Centrifuge Tubes,
polypropylene), the aqueous solutions of VCM and OFX (5.0 mL,
20 mg mL�1) were placed and then Fe3O4/HNT–MPS particles
(0.1 g) were dispersed in the tubes via ultrasonication (50 Hz, 5
min), at room temperature. Next, the tubes were sealed and
covered by the foil, and the content of the tubes were shaken for
24 h. Aer completion of the process, the obtained nanocargoes
(VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–MPS and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–MPS) were
separated via centrifugation (4000 rpm, 15min), and washed for
two times with deionized water, via vortex mixing and centri-
fugation. Finally, the obtained particles were redispersed in the
deionized water, transferred to the glass Petri dishes, and dried
by freeze drier, for 48 h.55

2.2.6 Synthesis of the C(WR)3 peptide chain. The C(WR)3
peptide sequence was synthesized in the solid phase; where 2-
chlorotrityl chloride (CTC, loading 0.8, 0.5 g) was well washed
with DMF (10 mL) via shaking, swollen in DCM (10 mL), and
dried by the vacuum pump. Then, the rst amino acid (Fmoc–
Trp(Trt)–OH, 1.0 mmol) was dissolved in DMF (10 mL) and
DIEA (8.0 mmol). Then, the prepared mixture was added to the
swollen CTC placed in a glass vessel, and shaken for 2 h, at
room temperature. Aerward, removal of the Fmoc protecting
group was carried out with piperidine solution (25% in DMF).
Further, next amino acid (Fmoc–Arg(Pbf)–OH) was activated by
dissolving in a solution of DMF (10 mL), 2-(1H-benzotriazole-1-
yl)-1,1,3,3-tetramethylaminium tetrauoroborate (TBTU, 1.3
mmol), and N,N-diisopropylethylamine (DIPEA, 0.8 mL). The
obtained solution was then added into the vessel and shaken for
2 h, at room temperature. This process was continued for the

RETR
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next amino acids, and aer completion of the process (attach-
ment of Fmoc–Cys(Trt)–OH), the synthesized peptide chain was
separated from the CTC resin by a solution of TFA 96%, TES
2.0% and deionized water 2.0%. Then, the CTC resin was
removed via ltration, and TFA was evaporated by rotary evap-
orator, under reduced pressure. Next, cold diethyl ether was
added to form a white powder, and themixture was stirred in an
ice bath, for 1 h. Finally, the white powder was obtained
through paper ltration.55

2.2.7 Preparation of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes. For disulde bond
conjugation, aer dispersion of 0.1 g of the VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–
MPS or OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–MPS particles in 3.0 mL of cold
deionized water (4 �C), H2O2 (30 wt%, 0.2 mL) and Cys-
containing peptide chain (3.0 mL, 0.5 M, in ethanol) were
added to the mixture drop-by-drop using two separate syringes,
during the shaking for 1.5 h.56 Aer completion of the process,
the obtained VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 nanocargoes were separated via centrifugation
(4000 rpm, 15 min), and washed for two times with deionized
water, via vortex mixing and centrifugation. Finally, the parti-
cles were redispersed in the deionized water, transferred to the
glass Petri dishes, and dried by freeze drier, for 48 h.

2.3 Confocal microscopy

Initially, all glassware were sterilized with autoclave, at 120 �C.
In a glass tube with a threaded cap, 0.05 mg of VCM@Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 particles was dispersed in 1.0 mL of Dulbecco's
modied Eagle's medium (DMEM), and the bacterial cells (S.
aureus-ATCC 12600 or E. coli-ATCC 9637) with the density of 3�
108 CFU mL�1 were added. The content of the tube was incu-
bated at 37 �C, at 95% humidity. Aer 90 min incubation, cell
staining was performed using three drops of diluted crystal
violet in phosphate buffer saline (PBS, 0.1 M), and a drop of
Lugol's solution. Then, 30 mL of the sample was poured on
a laminated glass slide and dried.55

2.4 Antimicrobial experiments

2.4.1 Cell cultivation. For cultivation, S. aureus-ATCC 12600
and E. coli-ATCC 9637 cells were incubated in the LB broth
medium with density value of 106–107 CFU mL�1. Cultivation
was done in the sterilized glassware at 37 �C and 95% humidity.
Incubation was carried out in a shaking incubator with
180 rpm.55

2.4.2 Optical density experiments. Cell cultures were
carried out in the presence of the VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 particles (50 mg mL�1, in
DMEM), dispersed via ultrasonication (50 kHz, 100 W L�1) for
2 min. A dispersion of related particles was used as blank
control. Also, culture at particle-free medium was used as
a control. More dispersions including Fe3O4/HNTs, Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3, and also individual C(WR)3 peptide sequence, VCM
and OFX with the same concentration as the main samples were
assessed. Three samples for each condition were prepared in
a 96-well plate. Ultimately, the prepared samples were studied
by a UV-vis spectroscopy at 30, 60, and 90 min.55
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2.4.3 Zone of inhibition experiments. Initially, appropriate
dispersions of the solid particle samples including VCM@Fe3-
O4/HNT–C(WR)3, OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, HNTs, Fe3O4/
HNTs, and Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 were prepared in DMEM
medium, with the concentration of 10 mg mL�1. Also, the
individual VCM, OFX, and C(WR)3 peptide sequence were dis-
solved in DMEM with the same concentration as the particles,
and the sterilized disks were used for the subjection to the cells.
Cultivation was performed in the sterilized Petri dishes con-
taining the LB broth liquid medium and the bacterial cells, via
incubation at 37 �C for 24 h. The formed zones of inhibition
were evaluated and reported in centimeter unit. Three samples
for each compound were prepared and studied to check
reproducibility of results.55

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Preparation of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes

Initially, to prepare a uniform collection of the tubes, HNTs
were ground by ball-milling. Then, to remove the unwanted
llers, calcination was performed at high temperatures. Next, in
order to activate silanol and aluminol groups, treatment of the
tubes with HCl was carried out.35,51 To magnetize the tubes, co-
deposition of the iron(II) and (III) chloride salts in an alkaline
condition was performed through an in situ manner, resulting
in F3O4/HNTs nanocomposite. For this purpose, the HNTs were
initially well dispersed via ultrasonication.57 To functionalize
the surface of the F3O4/HNTs, mercapto silane compound were
used. Due to the presence of the propyl groups in the structure
of mercapto propyl silane (MPS), the hydrophobicity of the
surfaces is a bit increased (video le no. 1), which is appropriate
for prevention of drug leaching. In this stage, the surface of the
particles are covalently functionalized through silicon–oxygen
bonds.58–60 In the next stage, the silanized-Fe3O4/HNTs nano-
particles were dispersed in the concentrated solutions of VCM
and OFX drugs, and then shaken in the darkness. Light
protection was preformed via insulation of the reaction ask
with the pieces of foil, as ordered in the analytical papers of the
VCM and OFX for preservation. On the other hand, C(WR)3
peptide sequence was synthesized using solid-phase peptide
synthesis techniques, described in literature.55 For disulde
bond conjugation between the F3O4/HNT–MPS particles and
C(WR)3 peptide sequence, a cold solution of hydrogen peroxide
was used.56 Scheme 1 presents the successive stages of the
preparation route of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes.

The C(WR)3 peptide sequence was synthesized on CTC resin,
respect to the approved procedures for solid-phase peptide
synthesis. Briey, CTC seeds were well washed with DMF, and
then swollen in DCM. Shaking and drying by the vacuum pump
have been used within the successive stages of the synthesis.
Fmoc–Arg(pbf)–OH was dissolved in DMF and DIEA, and the
prepared solution was added to the swollen CTC placed in
a glass vessel, and shook. Aerward, removing of the Fmoc-
protecting group was carried out using piperidine solution
(25% in DMF). Next, Fmoc–Trp(boc)–OH was dissolved in

RETR
38964 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976
a mixture of DMF, TBTU (as a coupling reagent), and N,N-dii-
sopropylethylamine (DIPEA), and then added into the vessel
and shook. This process was repeated for the next amino acids
until three successive blocks of arginine–tryptophan (RW) was
obtained. As the last amino acid, Fmoc–Cys(Trt)–OH was added
to the sequence. Finally, the synthesized peptide sequence
(C(WR)3) was separated from the resin using a mixture of TFA
(96%), triethyl silane (TES, 2.0%), and deionized water (2.0%).
The synthesized peptide sequence was identied by liquid
chromatography-mass spectrometry (LC-MS) (Fig. S1, in ESI
section†).

D

3.2 Characterization of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes

3.2.1 FTIR spectroscopy. As the rst method for charac-
terization of the products, Fourier-transform infrared (FTIR)
spectroscopy was used to investigate functionalization of the
HNT cargo aer successive stages of the preparation. As is
observed in Fig. 1, successful formation of the Fe3O4 NPs is
conrmed by two indicative peaks; one at ca. 580 cm�1 related
to Fe–O bond, and another one at 3000–3500 cm�1 belonging to
the hydroxyl groups (O–H) present on the surface of the parti-
cles (spectrum 1).61 HNTs are generally characterized by a sharp
peak at ca. 1100 cm�1, which is related to the stretching vibra-
tions of Si–O–Si bands in the silica network. The broad peak of
the hydroxyl groups (silanol and aluminol) is also appeared at
3100–3600 cm�1 (spectrum 2).62 In the same spectrum, there are
also some other peaks with weak intensity appeared at ca. 1635,
1750, 2960, and 2990 cm�1, which are attributed to the
unwanted materials inside the tubes. In spectrum 3 that
belongs to the ground HNTs, this is clearly seen that the similar
peaks are appeared at the same areas, conrming well preser-
vation of the silica network during the ball-milling process.
Aer acid treatment of the HNTs (spectrum 4), two separate
peaks have been appeared at ca. 3624 and 3695 cm�1 that are
attributed to the stretching vibrations of AlO–H bonds, present
onto the interior surface of the rolled walls of HNTs.63 Activation
of these hydroxyl groups before encapsulation of drug into the
tubes is of high importance, since they play a key role in the
formation of the H-bond network between the walls and wrap-
ping the cargo.64 In spectrum 5 that is related to the magnetized
HNTs, this is observed that a broad peak has been added in the
area of 3000–3600 cm�1, corroborating the presence of the
hydroxyl groups of Fe3O4 NPs. Moreover, the sharp peak of Fe–O
bond at ca. 580 cm�1 has been added to the spectrum, verifying
well composition of Fe3O4 NPs with the HNTs. Furthermore,
appearance of a weak peak at ca. 2972 cm�1 veries the pres-
ence of the C–H bonds with hybridation sp3, coming from
mercaptopropyl silane (MPS). Finally, in spectrum 6 belonging
to VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargo, a tangible increase in
the peak intensity of C–Hsp3 at ca. 2959 cm�1, and also
appearance of the new peaks in a range of 1600–1800 cm�1

coming from carbonyl groups in the structure of VCM and
C(WR)3 peptide sequence, clearly corroborate successful addi-
tion of the VCM and C(WR)3 to the composite.

ACTE
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Scheme 1 Schematic presentation of the successive stages of the preparation route of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 nanocargoes.

Fig. 1 FTIR spectra of (1) Fe3O4 NPs, (2) natural HNTs, (3) ground
HNTs, (4) activated HNTs, (5) Fe3O4/HNTs–MPS nanocomposite, and
(6) VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargo.
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3.2.2 EDX and XRD spectroscopy. One of the mostly used

methods for investigation of the new ingredients added to the
nanostructures, is energy-dispersive X-ray (EDX) analysis. Via
this method, the presence of the expected elements with the
related quantities in the samples is conrmed. Fig. S2 (in ESI
section†) illustrates the obtained EDX spectra of eight samples
including natural, calcinated, and acid-activated HNTs,
magnetized HNTs with Fe3O4 NPs, MPS-functionalized Fe3O4/
HNT, VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–MPS, VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 composite structures. As is seen, all

R

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
essential elements exist in the spectra of each sample, corrob-
orating successful combination of the materials. From
a comparison between the obtained spectra for the individual
HNTs, this is quickly found out that a cleaner structure has
been resulted aer the calcination and acid-treatment
processes. As shown, only two peaks are observed in the EDX
spectrum of activated HNTs, verifying successful removal of the
unwanted materials such as calcium, sodium, and carbon.
Moreover, increase in the peak intensity correlates with the
abundance of the elements. As presented by quantitative results
tables, weight percentage of carbon and nitrogen atoms has
raised aer conjugation of the Fe3O4/HNTs to the C(WR)3
peptide structure. Also, the peaks related to chlorine and uo-
rine elements have emerged at the areas of ca. 2.6 and 0.6 keV,
aer incorporation of VCM and OFX in the tubes, respectively.

For further conrmation of successful composition of Fe3O4

NPs and HNTs, X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were provided
and compared together. As demonstrated in Fig. 2, all reference
peaks related to the structure of Fe3O4 NPs (JCPDS no. 19-0629)
have been appeared in the pattern of Fe3O4/HNTs, corrobo-
rating well combination of the spherical particles with the
nanotubes. These indicative peaks have appeared at 2q ¼ 31.1�,
35.4�, 43.3�, 53.5�, 57.3�, and 62.6�. Also, in the pattern of Fe3O4/
HNTs composite, there are two peaks at 2q ¼ 20.2� and 23.8�

marked with Miller indices (0 2 0) and (0 0 2), respectively,
which verify the presence of HNTs (JCPDS no. 29-1489).

3.2.3 TGA analysis. Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) was
performed on the samples to investigate decomposition states
of the used ingredients via thermal degradation. From a quick
look at Fig. 3a, the structural differences between Fe3O4/HNTs,
VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
composites are found out. In all three curves, a partial increase
in the weight ratio has occurred at the beginning of study. This
increase is most likely coming from the adsorption of the

AC
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Fig. 2 XRD patterns of Fe3O4 NPs and Fe3O4/HNTs composite.
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moisture in the air by hot surfaces of the particles. For Fe3O4/
HNTs composite, almost a gradual descending trend is
observed until 800 �C, in which ca. 8% of the weight has been
lost. This amount of weight loss is attributed to the removal of
the water molecules from the structure at the early stages of
degradation. At higher temperatures, the captured water by the
underlying layers (especially alumina and silica networks) are
separated.65 For the VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3-
O4/HNT–C(WR)3 structures, this is clearly observed that more
values of the weight loss occurred during thermal degradation
process in a range of 50–800 �C. For VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 structures, ca. 4% and 3% of the
weight have been lost, respectively, due to separation of the
Fig. 3 (a) TGA curves of Fe3O4/HNTs, VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, and OF
temperature magnetic-hysteresis curves of Fe3O4 NPs and VCM@Fe3O4

38966 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976

RETR

water molecules. Then, the weight ratios of both samples
gradually reduced to ca. 90% and 86% by increase in the
temperature to around 580 �C, for VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, respectively. At this stage, the
organic structures including C(WR)3 and parts of the encapsu-
lated VCM and OFX drugs are decomposed.66 Aerward, the
rolled structure of HNTs are probably dissociated and the
combined Fe3O4 NPs start to degradation. Simultaneously, the
entrapped VCM and OFX inside the underlying layers of the
rolled tubes start to release and decomposition.

3.2.4 VSM analysis. To investigate magnetic properties of
the formulated nanocargoes, vibrating-sample magnetometer
(VSM) analysis was used. As shown in Fig. 3b, magnetization

AC
X@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, composites, under air atmosphere. (b) Room-
/HNT–C(WR)3 composite.
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Fig. 4 SEM images of (a) Fe3O4 NPs, (b) natural HNTs, (c) acid-treated HNTs, (d) ground HNTs, and (e and f) Fe3O4/HNTs composite. TEM images
of (g) Fe3O4 NPs, and (h) VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 composite. (i) Size-distribution diagram of acid-treated HNTs, related to the green box in the
image (c).

Fig. 5 UV-DRS curves of the neat HNTs, individual VCM, VCM@HNT,
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saturation of the neat Fe3O4 NPs occurs at 57 emu g�1, through
application of a 10 K Oe magnetic eld. Whereas, this value
reduced to ca. 22 emu g�1 for VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
composite. Obviously, since other combined components such
as HNTs, VCM, and C(WR)3 are not magnetic, the magnetic
property of the nal product is much less than the neat Fe3O4

NPs. However, this value of magnetization saturation is
adequate for execution of the magnetic direction of nano-
cargoes in the body.67

3.2.5 SEM/TEM imaging. To investigate size distribution
and composition states of the formed particles, scanning-
electron and transmission-electron microscopy (SEM and
TEM) were employed. As illustrated in Fig. 4a, the neat Fe3O4

NPs with spherical morphology and average size of ca. 42 nm
have been successfully synthesized. As is seen in the prepared
SEM image, agglomeration of the particles is observed in some
areas that is most likely due to super-paramagnetic property of
the particles. Next, the tubular structure of the natural HNTs is
recognized in Fig. 4b. Also, the existence of the excess materials
with the HNTs is clearly veried in the prepared SEM image (b).
As described in the preparation section, to make a uniform and
clean collection of the HNTs, grinding by ball-milling was per-
formed. As shown in Fig. 4c, well uniformity in size and shape of
the HNTs has been obtained aer the grinding process.
Generally, estimation of the mean size of the particles is carried
out via two ways; rst, high-resolution (HR) TEM imaging and
selected area (electron) diffraction (SAED) are performed on the

RETR
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
sample.68,69 Second, a zoomed-out image is selected and
imported into Digimizer soware, then the size of the particles
that are distinguishable by eyes is estimated.70 In this work, we
used the second method and selected an area for evaluation of
size distribution of for the neat HNTs (green box in image c).

A

and VCM@Fe3O4/HNT composites.
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Table 1 The obtained results from drug content study on VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 samples

Sample Aa (a. u.) Cb (mg mL�1) Drug contentc (wt%) Rel. E.d (%)

VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 0.138 0.20 10.0 8.1
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 0.680 0.24 12.0 9.2

a UV-vis absorbance activity of the ltered solutions aer separation of the particles, at 281 and 298 nm. b Concentration of VCM or OFX in the
initial samples containing 50 mg of particles and 25 mL of DMSO. c Drug content values were estimated via calculation methods given in the
ESI section. d Relative errors were obtained by considering the values for three samples for each case (n ¼ 3).
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The resulted size distribution diagram has been given in Fig. 4i,
presenting the mean size of the neat HNTs around 1600–
2100 nm before the grinding process. To corroborate the effi-
ciency of the grinding stage, size distribution state of
a suspension of HNTs in the aqueous medium has been
investigated by Zetasizer analysis. Fig. S3 (in the ESI section†)
demonstrates the obtained intensity-based dynamic-light scat-
tering (DLS) curves related to the HNTs suspension samples
before and aer grinding process, conrming breakage of the
tubes into smaller pieces. The average size of the HNTs has been
estimated to be ca. 400 nm, aer the grinding process. Obvi-
ously, the mean size of the particles in the colloidal form is less
than the solid state, since irradiation of the ultrasound waves is
used for dispersion of the particles in the liquid medium.
Fig. 4d illustrates the neat structure of the HNTs aer acid
treatment and grinding processes. Fig. 4e and f conrms
successful composition of the Fe3O4 NPs with the HNTs. Fig. 4g
presents the TEM image of the synthesized Fe3O4 NPs, in which
dark spots come from the spherical nanoparticles. In Fig. 4h,
incorporation of the Fe3O4 NPs onto the exterior surfaces of the
HNTs in the nal structure of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 is
veried. In this image, the presence of the dark spots onto the
surface of the tubes well corroborate combination of the parti-
cles with the tubes.

3.2.6 UV-DRS spectroscopy. Fig. 5 shows UV-vis differential
reectance spectroscopy (UV-DRS) curves related to neat HNTs,
individual VCM, VCM@HNT, and VCM@Fe3O4/HNT compos-
ites, prepared for comparison and investigation of drug loading
into the tubes. All samples were well rinsed with deionized
water and ethanol for several times to remove any excess
compounds from the surfaces. As is observed, the maximum
values of the UV-vis reectance activity of the neat HNTs (blue
line) and individual VCM (violet line) have been obtained at ca.
225–325 and 235 nm, respectively. From the curve of
VCM@HNT (gray line), it is concluded that the VCM has been
successfully incorporated into the tubes, as it shows reectance
activity in a wavelength range of ca. 220–330 nm. In the curve
related to VCM@Fe3O4/HNT composite (red line), this is seen
that an additional sharp shoulder has been added in the area of
335–425 nm. This peak is attributed to the Fe3O4 NPs that have
been incorporated into the composite structure.71

ETR
Fig. 6 UV-vis absorbance–concentration calibration curves of VCM
and OFX standard solutions in PBS (0.1 M, pH ¼ 6.8), obtained in five
points. Error bars represent standard deviations for three samples of
each concentration (n ¼ 3).

R

3.3 Therapeutic properties of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes

3.3.1 Drug content of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes. To make an
38968 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976
approximate estimation of drug content loaded into the Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 nanocarrier, UV-vis absorbance spectroscopy was
used. For this purpose, two calibration curves (absorption by
concentration) were drawn using ve standard solutions of
VCM and OFX in phosphate buffer saline (PBS, 0.1 M, pH¼ 6.8),
with the concentrations of 5, 10, 15, 20, and 25 ppm. From the
obtained line equations, concentration of the unknown solu-
tions (in ppm) can be the obtained through putting the UV-vis
absorbance values (y) in the equations (Fig. 6).72 For prepara-
tion of the samples, 50 mg of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 particles were put in two separate
asks, then ultrasonicated in 25 mL of dimethyl sulfoxide
(DMSO), for an hour at room temperature. Simultaneously, the
same procedure was carried out for a sample of Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 particles to provide an appropriate solution for the base
line. Aer completion of the process, the particles were
collected by an external magnet, and separated. The excess
particles were removed by centrifugation (4K rpm) and paper
ltration, until a clear solution was obtained. Then, dilution of
the obtained solutions with the PBS medium was performed
through transfer of 1.0 mL of the sample solution to 25 mL of
the PBS. Finally, the obtained solutions were studied by UV-vis
spectroscopy at 281 and 298 nm for VCM and OFX, respectively.
As summarized in Table 1, drug content values for VCM@Fe3O4/

ACTE
D
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Table 2 The obtained results from drug release study on VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 samples

Sample Conditiona Ab (a. u.) Time (min) Releasec (%) Rel. E.d (%)

VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 PBS (6.8) <0.01 60 Partial 10.9
PBS (6.8) 0.033 90 23.9 11.1
PBS (9.0) 0.058 60 42.0 10.2
PBS (9.0) 0.092 90 66.7 7.4
AcB (4.6) 0.108 60 78.2 5.5
AcB (4.6) 0.126 90 91.3 5.2

OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 PBS (6.8) 0.061 60 8.8 9.3
PBS (6.8) 0.109 90 16.0 8.2
PBS (9.0) 0.309 60 45.4 4.7
PBS (9.0) 0.412 90 60.6 5.8
AcB (4.6) 0.566 60 83.2 4.2
AcB (4.6) 0.632 90 92.9 3.6

a All samples were prepared in 2.0 mgmL�1 concentration, and stirred at 37 �C. Ultrasonication (50 kHz, 100W L�1) has been applied for 2minutes,
to make a ne dispersion of the particles. b UV-vis absorbance activity of the ltered solutions were recorded at 281 and 298 nm for VCM and OFX,
respectively. All absorbance digits were compared with the maximum values (A0 ¼ 0.138 and 0.680) obtained in drug content experiment. c The
percentage of the released amounts have been calculated via the following equation, A/A0 � 100. d Relative errors were obtained by considering
the values for three samples for each case (n ¼ 3).
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ED
HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes have
been estimated (10.0 � 0.8) wt% and (12.0 � 1.1) wt%,
respectively.

3.3.2 Drug release behavior of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes. To do investiga-
tions on drug release process from VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, similar portions of
the particles were well dispersed in three buffered media, and
stirred at 37 �C. For this purpose, PBS (0.1 M) with the pH values
of 6.8 and 9.0, and acetate buffer (AcB, 0.1 M) with pH ¼ 4.6
were used. This is an important point for the prepared cargoes
to release majority of the encapsulated drug in the acidic
medium, since the cargoes will experience a similar condition
into the cytoplasm environment aer the internalization
process.73,74 According to literature, there are hydrogen bond (H-
bond) interactions between the silanol and aluminol groups in
the layered structure of HNTs, which provides a suitable
substrate for drug encapsulation. In the acidic conditions, this
H-bond network is dissociated and consequently the loaded

R

Fig. 7 Confocal microscopy images of the co-localized VCM@Fe3O4/H
coli (yellow color) bacteria cells, during 90 minutes incubation (temper
crystal violet (emission at 590 nm).

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

RET

drug is released.51 This structural feature of the HNTs results in
the huge prevention of drug leaching in the pH-neutral envi-
ronments. The release amount of VCM and OFX were moni-
tored by UV-vis absorbance spectroscopy, via the same
procedure explained in the section of drug content estimation.
Also, the calibration curves and line equations presented in
Fig. 6 were used for this purpose. Table 2 reports the obtained
results from drug release screening experiments. According to
the table, as expected, the major release; (91.3 � 4.7)% for VCM
and (92.9 � 3.3)% for OFX, occurs in the acidic conditions
provided by AcB, during a 90 minutes process.

3.3.3 Cell attachment and uptake of the nanocargoes. To
investigate cellular uptake process for the prepared therapeutic
nanocargoes, VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 particles were studied
on two cell lines; S. aureus, as a Gram-positive and E. coli, as
a Gram-negative bacterial strain. To make a meaningful
comparison, individual VCM was also subjected to the cells as
a control. For this purpose, a 90 minutes process was executed
at 37 �C and 90% humidity. In order to make the target cells

ACT
NT–C(WR)3 nanoparticles (blue color) with S. aureus (red color) and E.
ature: 37 �C, humidity: 90%). Cell staining has been carried out using

RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976 | 38969
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visible in confocal microscopy, cell-membrane staining was
carried out using crystal violet, which shows the photo-
luminescence emission activity at ca. 590 nm.75 Generally, the
merge panels reveal cell-attachment and co-localization ratios,
where a compilation of two different colors appears. Also, the
intensity of the merged colors origins from the compilation
ratio.76 Fig. 7 illustrates the obtained images from confocal
microscopy aer incubation of the compounds with the cells. As
is observed, for the S. aureus cells, formation of more amounts
of purple color with high intensity in the merge panel of VCM-
nanocargo conrms higher degree of co-localization in
comparison with the individual VCM. In the same way, for E.
coli strain, formation of the white color in the merge panel
corroborates the overlap of the yellow and blue colors, origi-
nating from co-localization of the VCM and the living cells. As is
seen in the merge panels, the white color is observed in more
areas of the image of VCM-nanocargo, than the individual VCM.
These observations well disclose that cell adhesion as the most
important stage of the therapeutic program is signicantly
enhanced through conjugation of the C(WR)3 peptide sequence
to the drug carriers.

3.3.4 Antimicrobial behavior of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3
and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes

3.3.4.1 Optical density experiment. In order to evaluate
antimicrobial potency of the prepared VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, optical
density experiments (OD600) were performed on the samples.77

For this purpose, the same concentration (50 mg mL�1) of the
nanocargoes and related controls including Fe3O4/HNTs, Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3, and individual C(WR)3 peptide sequence, VCM
and OFX were assessed over S. aureus and E. coli, as Gram-
positive and Gram negative bacteria strains, respectively. The
OD activity of the samples was studied at four times; 0, 30, 60,
and 90 minutes. Initially, cell colonies were cultivated in LB
Fig. 8 Bacteriostatic effects of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe
Fe3O4/HNTs, Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, and individual C(WR)3 peptide sequen
have been prepared and subjected to the cells in the same concentrat
frequency and 100 W L�1 power density (2 minutes, at room temper
dispersions. The error bars show relative error (%) for three samples of e

38970 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976
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broth medium with a cell density value of ca. 107 CFU mL�1, via
incubation for 24 hours at 37 �C and humidity of 95%. It should
be noted that sterilization of the tools at 120 �C before starting
the work is essential. Dulbecco's modied Eagle's medium
(DMEM) was used for preparation of the dispersions of the
particles. As presented in diagrams (Fig. 8), signicant growth
inhibitions occurred by VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, compared respect to
the controls. During a 90 minutes process, (75.2 � 1.9)% and
(64.8 � 1.5)% growth inhibition have been obtained by
subjection of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 particles to the S.
aureus and E. coli cells, respectively. These values increased to
(78.0 � 1.6)% and (70.2 � 1.4)% for the OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 particles. This difference may be due to more loading
ratio of OFX into the tubes than the VCM (Section 3.3.1). For the
individual VCM and OFX with the same concentration as the
particles, (60.1 � 1.9)% and (62.9 � 2.0)% on S. aureus, and
(48.8 � 2.8)% and (46.0 � 1.5)% on E. coli, bacteriostatic effects
have been observed, during 90 minutes. Since, there have been
no noticeable antimicrobial effects for the neat Fe3O4/HNTs,
individual C(WR)3, and Fe3O4/HNTs–C(WR)3, the observed
difference between the individual drugs and the nal products
(nanocargoes) is attributed to the efficacy of the C(WR)3 peptide
sequence. As is seen, there was also no remarkable growth
inhibition effect for the individual C(WR)3, concluding that this
compound is playing a role just in the cell-penetration process.
Partial antimicrobial effects have been exhibited for the indi-
vidual C(WR)3 and Fe3O4/HNTs–C(WR)3 on both cell lines.
These amounts of growth inhibition can be ascribed to the
sulfur and disulde bonds, which are able to induce the anti-
microbial trait.78 Since the prepared nanocargoes will be sug-
gested for the clinical use, it is essential to evaluate the
cytotoxicity levels of the products on eukaryotic cells, as well.
For this purpose, 3T3 broblast strain was chosen as a human
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3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes on (a) S. aureus and (b) E. coli strains.
ce, VCM and OFX have been experimented as the controls. All samples
ion of 50 mg mL�1 (in DMEM). Ultrasonication in a bath with 50 kHz
ature) was performed on the heterogeneous samples to make fine
ach condition (n ¼ 3).
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Table 3 The obtained results from ZOI experiments on VCM@Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes in
comparison with the controls

Sample
Zone diameter
on S. aureus (cm)

Zone diameter
on E. coli (cm)

VCM 3.2 � 0.1 2.3 � 0.1
OFX 3.2 � 0.1 2.6 � 0.2
C(WR)3 Partial Partial
HNTs Partial Partial
Fe3O4/HNTs Partial Partial
Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 Partial Partial
VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 3.7 � 0.2 3.0 � 0.2
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 3.9 � 0.2 3.2 � 0.1

Fig. 9 Digital images of the inhibition zones created by VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, in comparison
with the controls including VCM, OFX, HNTs, Fe3O4/HNTs, Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, and C(WR)3 peptide sequence, over S. aureus (a–c) and E. coli
(d–f) cells. Incubation was carried out at 37 �C and humidity of 95%, for 24 hours.
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normal cell line. Briey, the same procedure as the bacterial
cells was implemented at which the 3T3 cells were cultured in
LB broth medium with a cell density value of �107 CFU mL�1,
and the same concentration (50 mg mL�1) of the individual
VCM, OFX, and both nanocargoes were subjected to the cells
aer well dispersion in DMEM by ultrasound waves. As shown
in Fig. S4 (in ESI le†), no signicant growth inhibition was
observed aer subjection of the nanocargoes during a 90 min
incubation process. As is seen, aer passing 30 minutes of
incubation, the growth rate has been a bit affected by the
individual VCM and OFX. This partial inuence can be attrib-
uted to the change of pH to acidic values aer dissolution of
VCM and OFX.79

3.3.4.2 Zone of inhibition and colony counter experiments. To
perform more investigations on the bacteriostatic properties of
the prepared VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, the zones of growth inhibition
(ZOIs) in the cultivation Petri dish (containing nutrient agar)
have been diametrically evaluated. For this purpose, S. aureus
and E. coli cells were incubated in the presence of 10 mg of the
powder samples of the products and the controls, for 24 hours.
Fig. 9 illustrates the provided images from dishes aer the
completion of the incubation time. As is observed, for S. aurous
(images a–c), VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 (VCM-nanocargo) and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 (OFX-nanocargo) have created inhi-
bition zones with (3.7 � 0.2) cm and (3.9 � 0.2) cm diameters,

RETR
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
respectively. Whereas, the same dosage of the individual VCM
and OFX have formed zones with (3.2� 0.2) cm diameter. These
meaningful differences in the antimicrobial activity between
the prepared nanocargoes (with only ca. 11 wt% drug content)
and the individual drug compounds, well corroborate
enhancement of antimicrobial properties through incorpora-
tion of the drugs inside the nano-carrier and conjugation to the
C(WR)3 peptide sequence. As well, this is seen that the controls
such as HNTs, Fe3O4/HNTs, Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3, and C(WR)3
peptide sequence have solely shown no considerable
RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976 | 38971
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Table 4 Obtained results from MIC/MBC experiments on
VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nano-
cargoes, over S. aureus and E. coli cells

Sample
MIC
(mg mL�1)

MBC
(mg mL�1)

S. aureus VCM 8 64
OFX 2 2
VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 8 64
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 2 2

E. coli VCM 32 128
OFX 2 4
VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 16 64
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 2 4
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antimicrobial effects on both cell lines. The same result is
observed for the E. coli cells (images d–f), with this difference
that the growth inhibition has been a bit reduced totally for all
samples. It may origin from higher resistance of Gram-negative
bacteria against membrane penetration.80 To have a quantita-
tive assessment on bacteria cell killing by the prepared nano-
cargoes, disk counter experiment was performed via subjection
of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 particles to S. aureus cells. For
this purpose, bacteria cells were cultivated in LB broth medium
for 24 hours at 37 �C. Then, the opacity of the solution reached
to 0.4, and a suspension of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 in
DMEM (5 mg mL�1) was prepared using an ultrasound bath for
well dispersion. The population of the bacteria cells in the
dishes was counted over 24 hours. The obtained results have
revealed that great antibacterial treatment is executed by the
prepared nanocargoes, as ca. (96.6 � 14.3)% cell death was
occurred in the dishes (Fig. S5, in ESI section†). Table 3
concisely reports the obtained results from the ZOI experiments
on the samples.

3.3.4.3 Minimum inhibitory and bactericidal concentrations.
As another comparative method, minimum inhibitory concen-
tration (MIC) and minimum bactericidal concentration (MBC)
values were evaluated for the samples of VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–
C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes, and the
obtained results were compared with the controls. MIC and

R

Table 5 The weight values of recollected Fe3O4/HNTs, and corre-
sponding concentrations measured by ICP analysis in the supernatants
after circulation for 120 hours, at 37 �C (pharmacodynamics)

Entry
Time of
experiment (h)

Weighta

(mg)
Rel. errorb

(%)
Fec

(ppm)
Si
(ppm)

Al
(ppm)

1 0 100 — — — —
2 12 97.2 5.3 Trace Trace Trace
3 24 91.9 6.6 1.08 0.72 0.36
4 48 68.3 8.6 4.32 3.10 1.37
5 72d 52.5 11.5 6.36 4.65 2.02
6 120 34.3 17.6 8.74 6.36 2.81

a 100 mg of Fe3O4/HNTs was dispersed in 10.0 mL of HAS. b Relative
errors have been calculated for three samples for each condition (n ¼
3). c Concentrations of the leached elements in the media, obtained
by ICP analysis. d Estimated half-life.

38972 | RSC Adv., 2021, 11, 38961–38976

RET

MBC are dened based on the concentration of an antimicro-
bial agent that inhibits the growth (for bacteriostatic agents) or
kills all bacteria cells (for bactericidal agents).81 According to the
standard procedure, the bacteria cells (S. aureus and E. coli)
were cultivated in agar LB broth medium at 37 �C, for 24 hours
(108 CFU mL�1). A series of diluted samples of VCM@Fe3O4/
HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 suspensions with
a geometric sequence of concentration (2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64, 128,
and 526 mg mL�1) have been experimented in 2.0 mL of Muel-
ler–Hinton broth (M–H broth) liquid medium followed by fresh
bacterial suspension with a turbidity of 0.5. Disk counter
method was used for evaluation of the growth inhibition or
bactericidal effects. Table 4 summarizes the obtained results
from MIC/MBC experiments. As is observed, similar MIC/MBC
values have been obtained for the prepared nanocargoes and
the individual VCM and OFX. The point is that only 10 wt% and
12 wt% of the nanocargoes belong to the VCM and OFX, while
the same values as the pure drugs are obtained. In the case of E.
coli cell line, this is seen that both MIC and MBC have been
reduced for VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 than the individual
VCM, meaning that the carried VCM overcomes the bacterial
resistance via incorporation into the tubes and conjugation to
the C(WR)3 peptide sequence.

3.3.4.4 Physiological stability experiments. Since aggregation
of the particles may negatively affect the internalization and
drug release processes, it is of high importance to investigate
aggregation states of the magnetic nanocargoes in a simulated
physiological environment. For this purpose, a circulation
system was prepared and VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nano-
cargoes were experimented in human serum albumin (HSA,
25%) solution.13 Accordingly, circulation of the particles (0.4 mg
mL�1) was performed for 15, 30, and 60 minutes in HSA at
37 �C, and ultimately aggregation states were investigated by
DLS analysis. As shown in the obtained DLS spectra (Fig. S6–S8,
in the ESI section†), the average particle size has increased from
ca. 513 nm to 1355 nm during a 60 min circulation, meaning
that the efficiency of the prepared nanocargoes may decrease
over the time due to the particle aggregation. This point clearly
highlights the importance of the magnetic direction of the
particles in the body's internal environment, which expedites
the drug delivery process. It should be also noticed that elec-
trostatic repulsion between the positive-charged guanidine
groups onto the surfaces may assist dispersion of the particles
and slow down the aggregation process.

To investigate structural stability and degradation state of
the designed drug carrier in the simulated physiological
conditions, nano-carrier particles were experimented at 37 �C.
For this purpose, four identical samples of Fe3O4/HNTs
dispersion (10 mgmL�1) in HSAmediumwere stirred for 12, 24,
48, 72, and 120 hours. Aer completion of each time, the
particles were magnetically separated from the mixture and well
rinsed with deionized water and ethanol, dried, and weighted.
Also, the supernatant was evaluated for tracing any metal ions
(Si, Al, and Fe) released from degraded Fe3O4/HNTs. For this
aim, inductively coupled plasma (ICP) analysis was employed.
To have statistical evaluation, the whole assessment was
repeated for three times. As reported in Table 5, half-life of the
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Fe3O4/HNTs in the physiological conditions has been estimated
to be ca. 72 hours, which is an appropriate time in the phar-
macodynamics studies.82

4. Conclusion

Incorporation of different types of medications in the delivery
systems has shown to be a great method for the enhancement of
therapeutic effects. In this report, a novel designed drug
delivery system constructed of the natural HNTs, Fe3O4 NPs,
and a conjugated peptide chain including cysteine, arginine,
and tryptophan (named as C(WR)3), has been presented and
suggested for targeted delivery of VCM and OFX antibiotics. The
designed CPP sequence containing arginine–tryptophan blocks
(synthesized on the CTC solid resin) conjugated to the particles,
has enhanced cell adhesion and subsequent internalization
into the living cells, conrmed by confocal microscopy. The
drug release studies have shown that above 90% of the encap-
sulated drug in the tubes is released in the acidic conditions.
This property corroborates major release of drugs in acidic
environment of the cells, aer the internalization process. The
drug content of the prepared VCM@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and
OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3 nanocargoes has been evaluated to
be 10 wt% and 12 wt%, respectively. As the main brilliant point,
it has been observed that almost similar bacteriostatic effects
have been observed for the prepared nanocargoes (VCM@Fe3-
O4/HNT–C(WR)3 and OFX@Fe3O4/HNT–C(WR)3) and the indi-
vidual VCM and OFX, in the same dosage. The antimicrobial
experiments have revealed that the growth rate is highly
inhibited through subjection of the nanocargoes to the Gram-
positive and -negative bacteria strains, during a short time. In
comparison with the neat VCM and OFX with the same dosage
as the nanocargoes, the signicant enhancement of the anti-
microbial effects has been corroborated. Since, the designed
nanocargoes are suggested for the clinical use in the real-life,
the cytotoxic effects on 3T3 broblast as a eukaryotic strain
has been investigated, as well. The results demonstrated that
the human normal cells are not affected by the subjected
nanocargoes. Moreover, the half-life of the designed nano-
cargoes has been estimated around 72 hours in the simulated
physiological environment, which is an appropriate time for
biodegradation. However, biodistribution and aggregation
states of the particles in the body's internal environment should
be further investigated via animal testing, because they may
signicantly affect the cellular uptake and drug release
processes. Also, the release strategy could be controlled through
coating the designed nanocargoes with different types of
materials like polymers. For example, to have a delayed release
in drug delivery to intestine, some polymeric structures
responsive to alkaline conditions can be used for the coating of
the whole cargo. Overall, via performing these studies on the
presented samples, we can get closer to the real-life utility in
antimicrobial treatment.
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