
Synthetic polymers capable of atrazine-selective decomposi-
tion were prepared by molecular imprinting.  A combinatorial
approach was employed using an automated polymer prepara-
tion/evaluation system for the selection of functional monomers to
construct the atrazine decomposition sites.  Combined use of
methacrylic acid and 2-sulfoethyl methacrylate provided atrazine-
decomposing polymers in which atrazine was converted to a non-
toxic compound atraton and the imprinting effects enhanced the
catalytic activity.

Atrazine (6-chloro-N2-ethyl-N4-isopropyl-1,3,5-triazine-2,4-
diamine), a triazine herbicide, has drawn considerable concerns as
an environmental issue since it has been widely used and caused
serious pollution in soil and groundwater.  For the remediation of
environment, inactivation of atrazine would be a significant matter
to be considered.  Here, we report on the atrazine-decomposing
polymers prepared by molecular imprinting, in which atrazine is
bound to the imprinted polymers then converted to a biologically
inactive compound, atraton (N2-ethyl-N4-isopropyl-6-methoxy-
1,3,5-triazine-2,4-diamine).

The concept of molecular imprinting to yield functionalized
polymers capable of molecular recognition, specific binding,
and catalytic reaction is simple and straightforward.  A target
molecule to be recognized is added in the reaction mixture
containing functional monomers, crosslinkers and solvents;
followed by radical polymerization.  Subsequently the target
molecule is extracted from the resultant polymers to leave com-
plementary binding and/or catalytic sites for the target molecule.1

For the development of atrazine-decomposing polymers, we
employed a combinatorial approach in molecular imprinting.
Combinatorial chemistry has been recognized as a powerful strat-
egy to develop various lead compounds for pharmaceuticals.  In
the field of material sciences, combinatorial approach would be
reasonably acceptable if automated systems for synthesis and high
throughput screening were available.  Recently, we have devel-
oped an automated system for molecularly imprinted polymer
synthesis combined with a high throughput screening method, i.e.,
combinatorial molecular imprinting.2 Compared to conventional
“trial and error” approaches, combinatorial molecular imprinting
enables us to speed up time-consuming steps such as designing
imprinted polymers and optimizing preparation conditions.

For preparing the imprinted polymers bearing the atrazine-
decomposing catalytic activity, atrazine was used as the tem-
plate molecule with two species of functional monomers: one was
contributed to construct atrazine-binding sites and the other was
involved in the catalytic sites.  Methacrylic acid (MAA) has
already proven as a functional monomer to be effective for prepar-
ing atrazine imprinted polymers,3 thus MAA was employed as the
functional monomer for the binding site construction.  Regarding
the catalytic functional monomers, a basic monomer, 2-(dimethyl-

amino)ethyl methacrylate (DMA) and four acidic monomers
including monoacryloxy ethyl phosphate (AEP), itaconic acid
(ITA), 2-sulfoethyl methacrylate (SEM), and 2-(trifluoromethyl)-
acrylic acid (TFM) were employed to construct atrazine-decom-
posing polymer libraries, since atrazine is known to be decom-
posed under acidic and basic conditions.4 In order to find a
monomer suitable for catalytic site construction, combinatorial
polymer libraries L-1(MAA+DMA), L-2(MAA+AEP), L-
3(MAA+ITA), L-4 (MAA+SEM), and L-5(MAA+TFM) consist-
ing of total 100 members (each 20 members × 5) were prepared
using various ratios of MAA (0, 2, 4, 6, 8 mole ratio to atrazine
added) and one of five catalytically active monomer candidates (2,
4, 6, 8 mole ratio).  The experiments were conducted by the auto-
mated liquid handling system (Figure 1) and independent polymer
preparations were carried out in triplicate.

Binding properties of polymers were investigated by automat-
ed batch binding tests, where polymers were incubated with
atrazine in chloroform without the nucleophilic reagent methanol.
As MAA contents were increased, the amount of atrazine bound
showed a rising trend without significant dependence on the amount
of the second monomer in all the libraries (data not shown).  The
second monomers exhibited different effects on the binding, that is
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the amounts of atrazine bound increased with the amounts of SEM,
AEP, ITA, and TFM (data not shown).  However, in the case of
DMA, the binding showed a decreasing trend.  This could be due to
competitive complexation of DMA and atrazine to MAA, resulting
in the inhibition of atrazine-MAA complex formation that is essen-
tial for the generation of binding sites.

Binding selectivity for atrazine in a typical library member of
atrazine:MAA:SEM = 1:6:2 (mole ratio) in L-4 was investigated
by comparing the binding behaviors for atrazine and metribuzin (4-
amino-6-tert-butyl-3-methylthio-1,2,4-triazin-5(4H)-one), a tri-
azine herbicide.  Selectivity factors calculated by dividing the
bound amount of atrazine by that of metribuzin allowed a more
careful comparison among the members (Figure 2).  A trend can be
seen that polymers prepared using more MAA and less SEM
exhibited higher selectivity for atrazine.  The results suggest that
the strong interactions of highly acidic SEM with the basic com-
pounds, atrazine and metribuzin, tend to increase non-specific
binding.  Taking it into consideration that SEM itself was not suit-
able for developing atrazine selectivity, MAA-rich polymers con-
taining sufficient but minimum amount of SEM is preferable under
the present conditions.

Immersing the thinly coated polymers on the bottom of vials
with atrazine in chloroform containing 10% (v/v) methanol
assessed activity for atrazine decomposition.  After incubation for
24 h, the supernatants were analyzed by HPLC5 to determine the
degree of atrazine decomposition.  Polymers prepared with SEM
only exhibited the atrazine decomposition activity (Figure 3),
while no other polymers showed such activity.  Appearance of
atraton suggested a possible mechanism of atrazine decomposi-
tion, in which methanol attacked the 6-position of triazine ring on
atrazine activated by the SEM residues to allow a nucleophilic
substitution.  According to an estimated pKa value of SEM
(–1.43),6 atrazine (pKa: 1.7)4 would be protonated when bound to
the SEM-containing polymers, followed by the methanolysis.
AEP is also acidic enough (estimated pKa: 1.07)6 to protonate
atrazine, and exhibits a fairly strong binding property to atrazine;
however, no catalytic activity was observed.7 Moreover, the
blank polymers prepared without atrazine yielded less atraton
(data not shown), indicating that the imprinting enhanced the
atrazine-decomposition activity.

Although further investigation should be addressed, the
imprinted polymers capable of atrazine inactivation described
here could provide a way to improve atrazine-polluted environ-
ments in conjunction with the use of imprinted polymer-based
solid phase extraction previously reported.8 Furthermore, the
automated synthesis of small amount of diverse materials present
here would be effective for establishing down-sizing and green
chemistry-based material design/synthesis that should be consid-
ered for the reduction of pollutants to be used.
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