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Cordierite-like mixed oxide monolith for ammonia oxidation process
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A B S T R A C T

The paper deals with modeling of a two-stage catalytic system for ammonia oxidation in an UKL-7 plant,

preparation and characterization of cordierite-like honeycomb monoliths (�230 cpsi) modified with

(Mn, Co, Fe, V, Bi)Ox oxides as the secondary catalysts. The NO yield for as prepared monoliths was shown

to depend not only on the testing temperature, nature and content of the active oxides but also on the

cordierite crystallinity degree and on the inlet NH3 concentration. The best data on NO yield (>80%) at

880–900 8C were obtained with the iron and cobalt based modified monoliths used as the secondary

catalysts in the two-stage catalytic system. The data obtained by modeling indicated the possibility to

use 8 (instead of 12) gauzes and one layer of as prepared cordierite-like catalysts in the UKL-7 plant to

provide the NO yield typical of 12 gauzes.
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1. Introduction

The process of ammonia oxidation in nitric acid production
(4NH3 + 5O2! 4NO + 6H2O) is realized on Pt gauzes at high
temperatures at atmospheric, medium and high pressure. During
the process, Pt loss is observed. At that, the last gauzes in the
catalyst layer polish ammonia conversion while still lose a sound
portion of noble metals. Therefore, an idea to replace them by less
expensive oxide catalyst is evident. To decrease Pt losses a two
stage catalytic system (1 gauze + layer of pelletized oxide catalyst)
for atmospheric pressure processes was developed by GIAP in
1960’s [1]. In high pressure processes, honeycomb catalysts seem
preferable due to more uniform gas flow, low pressure drop and
low dust formation. In 1990’s a honeycomb catalyst to be used in
the high pressure plant UKL-7 was developed at the Boreskov
Institute of Catalysis [2]. The BIC-42-1 catalyst is a
70 mm � 70 mm � 50 mm monolith with square channels
(5 mm � 5 mm) and wall thickness 1.8–2.2 mm. Substitution the
monolith layer for three of 12 gauzes (9 gauzes and one layer)
resulted in 15–20% reduction of Pt losses at near the same NO yield
and in a longer gauze life time [3].

To decrease the Pt loading and losses needs the monolith with a
higher channel density to ensure the high selectivity to NO. Again,
very important properties of the catalyst are mechanical strength
and thermal shock resistance.

Against oxide catalysts, cordierite-like materials are character-
ized by a low thermal expansion coefficient and, as a result, by the
* Corresponding author.

E-mail address: isupova@catalysis.ru (L.A. Isupova).

0920-5861/$ – see front matter � 2009 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1016/j.cattod.2009.07.012
catalyst stability. Good rheological properties of the raw materials
make it possible to prepare monoliths with high channel density.
Modification of the material with oxides which are most active to
ammonia oxidation (Mn, Co, Fe, V, Bi)Ox looks very promising for
preparation of the honeycomb monoliths for ammonia oxidation
process.

This paper deals with modeling of a two-stage catalytic system
with a smaller number of gauzes, preparation and characterization
of modified cordierite-like monolith with high channel density and
high NO selectivity to obtain high NO yield in ammonia oxidation
process.

2. Experimental

2.1. Mathematical modeling

Two-phase mathematical models were applied for simulation
of the two-stage catalytic systems consisting of n Pt gauzes and m
layers of honeycomb catalyst. Approximation of mass transfer
limitation of the reaction both on Pt gauzes and on a honeycomb
catalyst was assumed and well known correlations for mass
transfer coefficients used.

Conversion of NH3 on one woven Pt gauze may be calculated by
formula (1) [4]:

Xgð1Þ ¼ 1� exp �2Sgdg
b�

Usup

� �
; (1)

where b – effective mass transfer coefficient, m/sec; Usup –
superficial velocity, m/sec; Sg = p/h– gauze catalyst specific area,
m2/m3; h – gauze network step, m; dg – diameter of catalytic
gauzes, m.
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Fig. 1. Frame structured honeycomb monolith catalysts.
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Effective mass transfer coefficient b* can be calculated based on
the analogy between heat- and mass transfer processes in
accordance with correlation for dimensionless mass transfer
coefficient (the Sherwood number) Sh* for ensembled cylinders
(2) [4]:

Sh� ¼ 0:3þ 0:664 � Re0:5
� � Sc0:33; (2)

where Re* = Ue dg/n (p/2) – modified Reynolds number; Ue = Usup/e
– interstitial velocity, m/sec; eg = 1 � p/(4h/dg) – gauze pad
porosity; n – dynamic viscosity coefficient, m2/sec; Sc – Schmidt
number.

The conversion of NH3 in one monolith channel may be
calculated by formula (3):

Xhð1Þ ¼ 1� exp � Sh

Usup

ZL

0

bðlÞdl

2
4

3
5; (3)

where b – local mass transfer coefficient, m/sec; Sh – monolith
catalyst specific area, m2/m3; Usup – superficial velocity, m/sec; L –
channel length, m; l – axial coordinate, m.

Local mass transfer coefficient b(l) was defined in accordance
with expression of correlation for dimensionless local mass
transfer coefficient (the Sherwood number) Sh (4) [5]:

Shðl�Þ ¼ Sh1 þ 6:874ð103l�Þ�0:486
expð�57:2l�Þ; (4)

where l* – dimensionless axial coordinate.
A total of NH3 conversion over a multilayer uniform catalyst

(monolith or gauzes) may be calculated by expressions (5) and (6):

XgðnÞ ¼ 1� ð1� Xgð1ÞÞn; (5)

XhðmÞ ¼ 1� ð1� Xhð1ÞÞm: (6)

The following experimental conditions were used for the
mathematical modeling: an UKL-7 plant at pressure 7 atm,
temperature 890 8C, linear velocity 5.26 m/s (operation condi-
tions), woven gauzes with diameter dg = 0.092 mm, h = 10/32 mm.
There were regular triangle channels (asymptotic value Sh1 is
equal to 2.470) in the monoliths of 50 mm height. We supposed
that NO yield on 1 gauze (Sg) was equal to 0.92. The NO yield on the
honeycomb monolith (Sh) varied in the range of 0.7–0.9. The data
on NH3 conversion and NO yield were calculated for different
compositions of the two-stage catalytic system.

2.2. Catalyst preparation

A series of frame structured modified cordierite-like
2(Mg,Me)O�2Al2O3�5SiO2 honeycomb catalysts were prepared
from natural components (talc, kaolin, silica) and Fe2O3, Co3O4,
Mn2O3, V2O5 and Bi2O3 oxides. The mixture of raw materials taken
in a stoichiometric ratio was treated in a disintegrator DEZI-15.
Then powders were placed in a Z-mixer and, after water adding
(24–26% humidity) and mixing during 30–40 min, a uniform
plastic pastes were formed. Monoliths were prepared by extruding
the pastes as hexahedral prism with a triangle channels side of
2.5 mm and wall thickness of 0.4 mm. The monoliths were first
dried at room temperature for 24 h, than at 350 8C for 4 h and at
1000–1200 8C for 4–8 h. There were 230 channels per square inch
in the calcined monoliths (Fig. 1).

2.3. Catalyst characterization

The structural and textural features of frame structured
cordierite-like catalysts were studied by XRD, SEM, X-ray
microanalysis, thermal analysis and adsorption measurements.
The X-ray diffraction patterns were acquired with a URD-63
diffractometer using CuKa-radiation. The 2u scan region was 5–
708. The cordierite formation was controlled based on intensity of
2u = 10.48 peak.

The textural features of cordierites were studied by SEM with a
JEOL JSM-6460LV machine equipped with X-ray microanalysis.

The pore structure was characterized by the high pressure
mercury porosimetry (HPM) using an Auto-Pore 9200
machine, and the specific surface area (Ssp) was determined
by the routine BET procedure using the Ar thermal desorption
data.

The chemical composition was analyzed using atomic absorp-
tion spectroscopy (a BAIRD spectrometer).

The thermal stability of the monoliths was characterized as the
resistance to thermal cycles as follows. During the thermal cycle a
specimen of the monolith was placed to a muffle furnace
(preheated up to 700 8C) for 15 min and kept under the ambient
conditions for 15 min.

2.4. Catalyst testing

Ammonia oxidation process was carried out in a bench scale
quartz tubular reactor with inner diameter of 26 mm at 800–
900 8C and atmospheric pressure. Samples of honeycomb catalysts
in the form of fragments with diameter of 21–22 mm and length of
50 mm were tested with and without Pt gauzes. Four platinum 80-
mesh gauzes were used as a primary catalyst in the two-stage
system. The catalyst gauzes were held in the flange between
asbestos gaskets. The gauze temperature was measured by
attaching a fine Pt/Pt–10%Rh thermocouple. The honeycomb and
the gas (above and below the flange) temperatures were measured
with chromel–alumel thermocouples.

Before the reaction started, the catalysts were preheated at
700 8C in air for 30 min. Then reaction gazes (5–10% ammonia in
air preheated at 450 8C in a quartz mixer) were passed through the
catalyst at 7.6 l/min flow rate (standard gas velocity 0.33 m/s). The
ignition (reaction start up) was determined by the catalyst
temperature increase. Ammonia, NO and NO2 concentrations
were determined using an on-line UV-spectrophotometer by the
procedure described elsewhere [6,7]. Experimental conditions
were chosen based on our calculations to achieve 100% ammonia
conversion at the diffusion-controlled regime on monoliths with
prepared geometry to prevent the side reaction between
unreacted ammonia and NO after catalyst and a decrease in the
NO yield [8].



Fig. 2. NH3 conversion (Xh) and NO yield (Yh) versus monolith channel density (Ncpsi) for monoliths with different selectivity (Sh). (A) One monolith layer; (B) two monolith

layers. Horizontal lines demonstrate the NH3 conversion (dot line) and the NO yield (solid line) on n removed gauzes with Sg = 0.92.
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3. Results and discussions

3.1. Mathematical modeling

Results of the mathematical modeling are illustrated in Fig. 2 as
dependencies of the ammonia conversion and NO yield obtained
under the UKL-7 plant conditions over monolith versus channel
density.

Mathematical modelling demonstrated comparable ammonia
conversions as provided by the system of 8 Pt gauzes and one layer of
honeycombs (50 mm height and �130 cpsi) and by 12 woven Pt
gauzes. The lower selectivity over honeycomb monoliths may be
partly compensated by an increase in the channel density to obtain
the same NO yield. The high NO yield (ca. 93% typical of the 12 gauzes
system) may be obtained for 8 gauzes and honeycombs with
different channel density depending on their selectivity. If the
selectivity is about 90%, the monoliths with�160 cpsi provide usual
NO yield. For selectivity 80% the channel density should be increased
up to �250 cpsi. According to the calculations, the NO yield more
than 93% may be obtained in the two-stage system consisting of 8
gauzes + 2 layer of oxide catalyst with�150 cpsi and with selectivity
�80%. Hence, strong requirement for honeycomb catalysts with
150 cpsi is their high selectivity to NO (higher than 90%); for
honeycomb catalysts with �250 cpsi selectivity may be �80%.
According to calculations, it is impossible to replace 4 gauzes by
monoliths with 70% selectivity even at Ncpsi� 230 (Table 1).

3.2. The phase composition of frame structured oxides

Figs. 3 and 4 present X-ray data for cordierite-like materials
calcined at 1000–1100 8C without modification and with Fe2O3 or
Table 1
Needed monolith channel density (Ncpsi) at different monolith Sh for equivalent (on

NH3 conversion and on NO yield) replacement of n gauzes in the case of one

monolith layer (upper) and two monolith layers (lower, italic).

n Sh (%)

70 80 90 100 (Xh)

1 44 34 27 26

15 12 9 9

2 128 95 74 70

52 37 27 26

3 269 168 123 117

123 72 51 48

4 Unattainable 269 175 164

123 76 70
Co3O4 and Bi2O3 addition as examples. XRD studies revealed that
the cordierite-like frame structure is not fully formed after
calcination of treated in the disintegrator raw materials at
1000 8C for 4 h. The admixtures of quartz, mullite and magnesium
silicate phases were found. An increase in the calcination time
(from 4 to 8 h) or temperature (from 1000 to 1100 8C) leads to
better cordierite crystallization, that is seen from the intensity of
peak at 2u = 10.48. The usual ceramic preparation procedure does
not lead to cordierite crystallization at 1000 8C. Hence, the
preliminary mechanical treatment of the raw materials in the
disintegrator considerably reduces the temperature and time of
cordierite synthesis during further calcination probably due to not
only disintegration (size reduction) effect but also due to the effect
of mechanochemical activation as well [9].

The data obtained revealed that modification with 3d-ions (Mn,
Co, Fe) promotes cordierite crystallization as well. The single phase
cordierite is formed at calcination temperature about 1100 8C,
magnesium silicateandindividual3d-oxides beingthe minor phases.

The highest sintering effect was observed after Bi2O3 addition,
the amount of cordierite phase was found to increase with an
increase in the Bi2O3 content. Earlier, Yang also used Bi2O3 as a
fluxing material to prepare the dense cordierite after 8 h at the
calcination temperature 1000 8C [10].

The formation of Bi2VO5 phase [JCPDS 47-0734] stable at high
temperatures was revealed in the case of cordierite modification
with Bi2O3 and V2O5.
Fig. 3. X-ray data for cordierite-like materials: (1) cordierite calcined at 1100 8C, 4 h;

(2) Fe2O3 modified cordierite calcined at 1000 8C 4 h; (3) (4) Fe2O3 and Bi2O3

modified cordierite calcined at 1000 and 1100 8C, 4 h, respectively.



Fig. 4. X-ray data for cordierite-like materials: (1) cordierite calcined at 1000 8C; (2

and 3) Co3O4, Bi2O3 and V2O5 modified cordierite calcined at 1000 8C and 1100 8C,

respectively.
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3.3. Texture of frame structured oxides

BET data of some prepared cordierites calcined at 1100 8C are
presented in Table 2. In general, the samples have low specific
surface area (0.2–9.5 m2/g) and it was found that better cordierite
formation results in a lower specific surface area. So, elevation of
the calcination temperature and modification with 3d-cations (V,
Co, Mn, Fe) or addition of Bi2O3 that affects the cordierite
Table 2
Phase composition, specific surface area (S), total pore volume (V), mean pore diamete

prepared modified cordierite-like (2Mg, MeO�2Al2O3�5SiO2) honeycomb catalysts calcin

Modificating oxides Phase composition S (m2/g)

Without modification Cordierite, MgSiO3, a-SiO2 4.9

MnO2 Cordierite, a-SiO2, a-Al2O3 2.8

MnO2 + V2O5 Cordierite, mullite, Mn3O4 0.2

Fe2O3 + Bi2O3 Cordierite, a-Fe2O3 1.3

Fe2O3 + V2O5 Cordierite, a-Fe2O3, (Fe,Mg)SiO3 0.7

Fe2O3 + Bi2O3 + V2O5 Cordierite, a-Fe2O3, Bi2VO5 0.4

Co3O4 + Bi2O3 Cordierite, Co–Al–spinel –

Co3O4 + V2O5 Cordierite, Co–Al–spinel, a-SiO2 4.1

Co3O4 + Bi2O3 + V2O5 Cordierite, Co–Al–spinel, Bi2VO5 0.9

Fig. 5. SEM data for (a) cordierite (1100 8C) and cordierite (1100 8C) modified with (b) Co3

and V2O5.
crystallization leads to a decrease in the specific surface area of
the samples. Also monoliths with formed cordierite structure were
found to have a good thermal shock resistance and high durability.

SEM data on the prepared materials presented in Fig. 5 indicate
that cordierites modified with Fe2O3, Co3O4 and Bi2O3 have low
open porosity and the external pore diameter does not exceed
1 mm. Well-developed internal pore structure of cordierite is
observed for these samples. The formation of well crystallized
cordierite phase with well-defined crystals of cordierite was
revealed for V2O5 modified materials. The cordierites with high
open porosity were produced at 1100 8C in this case that is
confirmed by mercury porosimetry measurements presented in
Table 2. So, addition of 3d-cations affects the degree of cordierite
crystallization and the pore structure as well.

X-ray microanalysis revealed no noticeable surface 3d ions
enrichment, all active cations were homogeneously distributed
between the bulk and the surface to form different alumosilicates.

3.4. Catalytic activity

High temperature ammonia oxidation process occurs in the
diffusion limited regime where the reaction rate is limited by
ammonia diffusion to the catalyst walls [11]. So, under the same
reaction conditions, the NH3 conversion depends mainly on the
monolith geometrical parameters, whereas the NO yield depends
strongly on the chemical composition of the catalysts.

The non-modified cordierite shows low NH3 conversion and NO
yield in the ammonia oxidation reaction (Table 2). For all modified
r (d), ammonia conversion ðXNH3
Þ and NO yield (YNO) at 900 8C ðC0 �5%Þ for some

ed at 1100 8C.

(V) (cm3/g) d (nm) XNH3
(%) YNO (%)

0.194 109 69.0 12.2

0.176 105 100 43.2

0.283 1120 100 71.4

0.187 374 100 41.1

0.253 1538 100 74.9

0.294 1930 100 78.2

– – 100 34.8

0.169 216 100 78.0

0.251 1930 100 80.6

O4 and V2O5, (c) Co3O4, Bi2O3 and V2O5, (d) Fe2O3, (e) Fe2O3 and Bi2O3, (f) Fe2O3, Bi2O3



Fig. 6. NH3 conversion and NO yield at 900 8C versus inlet NH3 concentration as

measured for honeycomb catalyst modified with Fe2O3, Bi2O3 and V2O5.

Table 3
Data on ammonia conversion ðXNH3

Þ and NO yield (YNO) on two-stage catalytic

system where the 1st stage is four Pt gauzes and the 2nd stage is modified

cordierite-like monolith honeycomb catalyst. C0 �10%.

Modificating oxides 1st stage 2nd stage Total

XNH3
YNO XNH3

YNO YNO

Co3O4 + V2O5 97.4 91.8 100 75.4 93.8

Co3O4 + Bi2O3 + V2O5 95.2 91.4 100 81.2 95.3

Fe2O3 + Bi2O3 + V2O5 97.2 92.9 100 87.7 95.3

�//� after 24 h 97.6 92.4 100 86.7 94.5
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cordierites, the ammonia conversion at 850–900 8C was found to
be 100% that is in a good agreement with our calculations for a lab
reactor. The NO yield was shown to depend on the testing
temperature, nature and content of active oxides, and crystallinity
degree of cordierite. The best data (NO yield �80%) at 880–900 8C
were obtained for iron and cobalt based modified frame-structured
monolith calcined at 1100 8C (at 5% NH3 inlet). Manganese based
catalysts show lower, about 70%, NO yield. For comparison, NO
yield �90% at 830–900 8C was detected for BIC-42-1 iron oxide-
based monolith prepared with channel density about 180 cpsi [12].

The inlet NH3 concentration was shown to affect the NO yield as
well. Fig. 6 presents the dependence of NO yield on the initial NH3

concentration on Fe2O3, Bi2O3 and V2O5 modified cordierite-like
monoliths. It was found that ammonia conversion was 100% in all
cases; however, the NO yield reduced with an increase in the inlet
ammonia concentration that could be a result of the side reaction
between ammonia and NO in the monoliths channels or during the
sampling.

Hence, an important characteristic of catalysts for ammonia
oxidation is their operability in a two-stage catalytic system as far
as different reaction conditions could occur: the temperature of the
inlet gas on the first and second stage could differ significantly. The
gas coming to the second stage (honeycombs) consists mainly of
NO, NO2 and water vapor, nitrous oxide and unoxidized ammonia,
as well. So, the cordierite catalyst should oxidize the rest NH3 and
do not interact/decompose/ with NO or NO2.

Data on NH3 conversion and NO yield for few modified
cordierite-like catalysts consisting of two-stage catalytic system
are presented in Table 3. All catalysts provide 100% ammonia
conversion, no ammonia slip after two-stage catalytic system, and
NO yield growth. The NO yield for modified cordierites was found
to be somewhat higher as compared with previous experiments.
Probably, the low NH3 concentration at the honeycomb inlet (0.20–
0.37%) results in an increase in the NO yield.

The frame structured cordierite (2MgO�2Al2O3�5SiO2) honey-
combs are characterized by a low TEC (2 � 10�6 1/K) and often
used as refractory carrier for high temperature catalysts [6,13]. As
prepared monoliths were characterized by good durability (no less
than 4000 Newton/monolith) and thermocycle stability (more
than 12 thermocycles without destruction). The stability of
cordierite modified with Fe2O3, Bi2O3 and V2O5 (1100 8C) was
checked in 24 h running test as the second stage. After the test
neither changes in the geometry nor were cracks observed in the
walls. The sample revealed nearly the same NH3 conversion and
NO yield in comparison with the fresh one (Table 3). Further life
test in the high pressure ammonia plant is required to confirm the
operability of prepared catalysts. In the case of supported catalyst
activity after life tests was shown to decrease [6].

4. Conclusions

The modification of cordierite with 3d active cations (Mn, Fe,
Co, V) allowed obtaining cordierite-like honeycomb monoliths to
provide a high NO yield in the process of ammonia oxidation.
Catalysts texture and cordierite crystalline degree were found to
depend on the type and amount of added 3d-oxides and on the
preparation conditions. Prepared monoliths with 230 cpsi calcined
at 1100 8C have high mechanical strength and thermal stability.
Co/Fe–V-containing cordierites were found to be the most
promising to provide nearly 90% NO yield in the two-stage
catalytic system.

According to our mathematical modeling for UKL-7 plant
conditions, the catalytic system consisting of 8 gauzes and one
catalyst layer with 50 mm height, 230 spci and nearly 90% NO yield
should provide NO yield even more than 93% (typical of 12 gauzes).
Taking into account our experience with BIC-42-1 catalyst, more
than 4 gauzes may be removed using the prepared cordierite-like
honeycomb monoliths because the NO yield under industrial
conditions could be higher than calculated due to a better
uniformity of the gas flow, gauzes temperature and other
additional factors.

References

[1] M.M. Karavaev, A.P. Zasorin, N.F. Klesev, Catalytic Oxidation of Ammonia, 232 c,
Khimiya, Moskow, 1983 (in Russian).

[2] V.A. Sadykov, L.A. Isupova, I.A. Zolotarskii, et al. Appl. Catal. A: Gen. 204 (2000) 59.
[3] V.I. Chernyshev, E.A. Brushtein, Catal. Ind. 3 (2001) 30 (in Russian).
[4] Heat Exchanger Design Handbook, vol. 1, Heat Exchanger Theory, Hemisphere,

1983.
[5] E. Tronconi, P. Forzatti, Adequacy of lumped parameter models for SCR reactors

with monolith structure, AIChE J. 38 (1992) 201.
[6] L.A. Isupova, E.F. Sutormina, N.A. Kulikovskaya, L.M. Plyasova, N.A. Rudina, I.A.

Ovsyannikova, I.A. Zolotarskii, V.A. Sadykov, Catal. Today 105 (2005) 436.
[7] +.F. Sutormina, Zurnal Analiticheskoi Khimii (J. Anal. Chem.) 59 (4) (2004) 1 (in

Russian).
[8] I.A. Zolotarskii, V.A. Kuzmin, E.S. Borisova, L.N. Bobrova, N.A. Chumakova, E.A.

Brushtein, T.V. Telyatnikova, A.S. Noskov, in: Proceedings of the XIV International
Conference on Chemical Reactors (CHEMREACTOR-14), Tomsk, Russia, 23–26
June, 1998.

[9] E.G. Avvakumov, E.T. Devaytkina, N.V. Kosova, et al. Kinet. Catal. 39 (1998) 722.
[10] C.-F. Yang, J. Mater. Sci. Lett. 151 (1996) 1618.
[11] M.I. Temkin, N.M. Morozov, V.M. Pyzev, L.O. Apelbaum, L.I. Lukyanova, V.A.

Demidkin, Problems of Physical Chemistry, issue 2, Goskomizdat, Moscow, 1959,
p. 14.

[12] L.A. Isupova, E.F. Sutormina, N.A. Kulikovskaya, A.A. Marchuk, V.P. Zakharov, I.A.
Zolotarskii, ChemReactor-18, Malta, September–October 2008.

[13] E.G. Avakumov, A.A. Gusev, Kordierite-Advanced Ceramic Material., SB RAS,
Novosibirsk, 1999, p. 166c.


	Cordierite-like mixed oxide monolith for ammonia oxidation process
	Introduction
	Experimental
	Mathematical modeling
	Catalyst preparation
	Catalyst characterization
	Catalyst testing

	Results and discussions
	Mathematical modeling
	The phase composition of frame structured oxides
	Texture of frame structured oxides
	Catalytic activity

	Conclusions
	References


