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Abstract: In this work, mosses have been used as a biological indicator showing the presence of the 

metallic dust in the air. The Proton Induced X-ray Emission (PIXE) analysis on a Pelletron 

accelerator of the VNU University of Science is used for determination of concentration of the 

metallic dusts in air inHanoi. Depending on the observed places, dusts may contain Al, Si, Ti, Mn, 

Fe, Ni, Cu, Zn, Rb, Cd or Pb metals with different concentrations. The cadmium (Cd) and lead (Pb) 

maximum concentrations are of 121.4 ppm and 5.5 ppm, respectively. The results have shown that 

Cd is presented at some sites, and Pb appears at most sites. We argue that Cd and Pb pollutions are 

caused by the industry and the traffic, correspondingly. 
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1. Introduction 

Air pollution is a problem in many cities around the world. Existence of heavy metals in dust 

particles in the air impacts negatively on human health. There are many different methods to collect dust 

in the air and metal concentration analysis. The usefulness of moss in determining the concentration of 

heavy metals in the air in different regions were discussed and demonstrated in several studies [1, 2]. 

Using biomonitors as air pollution indicators is an emerging trend besides direct air analysis. This is 

especially when monitoring large areas [3]. Research-based air pollution analysis is often limited to 

short sampling periods. Sampling at many locations over a long period using different equipment is very 

expensive. Biomonitoring is a cost effective and appropriate solution. Biomonitoring is defined as a 
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method for assessing the several characteristics of the biosphere with the use of bio-organisms. 

Bioindicator or biological monitor [4] is used to call this organism. A biomonitors is an organism that 

provides quantitative information about the quality of environment [3,5]. Therefore, this method 

requires a suitable organism. Analyse samples can be collected over large areas or in remote sites far 

from laboratories.  

The major advantages of bioindicators are no requirement of using expensive sampling equipment 

in long term, also they could be found easily. Especially, the heavy metal concentrations in organisms 

are higher than that in other technical monitoring systems. This can improve the accuracy of 

measurements. Furthermore, most organisms reflect environmental conditions in average value during 

certain periods of time. When pollution level rapidly changes with time, this average value is more 

important. 

The use of mosses as biomonitors for air pollution analysis has become popular in the world such 

as in European countries since the early 1960 s [5], in North America in 1996. All mosses can be used 

as bioindicators for air pollution studies, but Sphagnum moss is the most suitable. Mosses have no 

cuticle and roots and obtain their nutrients directly from atmospheric wet and dry deposition [6]. 

Especially Sphagnum mosses have been found to be very suitable for monitoring air pollution because 

the shoots accumulate xenobiotics, and their large surface area and unicellular thick leaf structure allow 

an abundance of cation exchange sites [6].  

In Wisconsin (USA), moss-bag technique was used to monitor heavy metal, sulfur and nitrogen 

using mesh bags containing Sphagnum moss [7]. Similar studies were done in Romania, Russia and 

Bulgaria using Sphagnum moss with 36 elements investigated [8]. In 1990 s, in most European countries 

[9], the moss species were used to obtain information about the deposition of heavy metals in the region, 

changes in deposition patterns, long-distance transmission of gases, and the local emission sources.  

Another reason for using moss to study air pollution is that it allows for long-term air monitoring 

and low costs for sampling and analysis. This allows for dense sampling over a large area to study 

detailed pollution distribution over a large area [10]. Sphagnum mosses are characterized by the ability to 

efficiently absorb metals in tissues and therefore have found widespread use in moss-bag methods [11]. 

 

Figure 1. Comparison between PIXE and SEM-EDX spectra of a copper target obtained, respectively, with  

3 MeV protons and 20 keV electrons. Note the markedly lower background of the PIXE spectra due to the much-

reduced Bremsstrahlung radiation of protons [12]. 
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The Pelletron accelerator at VNU University of Science (VNU-HUS) is equipped with a Proton 

Induced X-ray Emission (PIXE) analysis system. This is a modern analytical system capable of multi-

elemental and non-destructive sample analysis. The amount of sample required for analysis can be very 

small, only a few milligrams. The analysis time for one sample ranges from just 10 to 30 minutes, 

depending on the sample. The ability to perform multi-elemental analysis with high sensitivity, reaching 

the ppm level, and without destroying the sample is a significant advantage of the PIXE analysis method. 

When the sample remains intact, this is very important as it allows for the preservation of the sample 

after analysis for potential re-examination later if any doubts arise.  

Let's compare three moderns and non-destructive analytical methods: PIXE, EDX (Energy 

Dispersive X-ray Spectroscopy), and XRF (X-ray Fluorescence). In the case of PIXE and EDX, we have 

the analysis spectra as shown in Fig. 1 [12].  

Comparing XRF with PIXE, Olise et al., [13] pointed out that XRF can lead to large errors if the 

XRF analysis results are not checked by another method. Even worse problem was due to erroneous 

identification of Ti K-lines as Ba-L lines of XRF. 

Comparing three analytical methods: ICP-OES (Inductively Coupled Plasma- Optical Emission 

Spectroscopy), XRF, PIXE, Elzain et al. [14] also said that the PIXE method has more advantages 

because it does not require sample preparation with complex chemicals. The analytical results on plant 

samples of the three methods are as shown in the Table 1, below [14]: 

Table 1. Elements concentrations mg/kg [14] 

Element XRF ICP-OES PIXE XRF/ICP-OES XRF/PIXE PIXE/ICP-OES 

Ca 4392.5 3740.0 4372.0 1.2 1.0 1.2 

K 21325.0 18500.0 17818.0 1.2 1.2 1.0 

Cr 32.3 0.5 ND 64.6 ----- ----- 

Cu 9.9 3.0 9.5 3.3 1.0 3.2 

Fe 28.2 20.0 22.0 1.4 1.3 1.1 

Mn 24.7 13.0 10.0 1.9 2.5 0.8 

Ni 4.6 0.5 ND 9.1 ----- ----- 

Sr 23.4 22.3 25.5 1.1 0.9 1.1 

Zn 5.6 6.0 4.9 0.9 1.1 0.8 

The above comparisons show the advantages of PIXE over EDS, XRF and ICP-OES. It can be 

summarized as follows: PIXE provides higher accuracy and reliability than EDS and XRF and achieves 

accuracy equivalent to ICP-OES without the need for complex chemical sample preparation like ICP-

OES, while the analyzed sample remains intact, but ICP-OES destroys the sample. 

The aim of this work is to test the capability of the heavy metal analyzing method in mosses by 

PIXE analysis on Pelletron accelerator at VNU-HUS. 

2. Equipment and Method  

2.1. Equipment 

Analysis of the samples was done on the 5SDH-2 Pelletron accelerator at VNU University of 

Science. This is a 1.7-million-volt tandem electrostatic accelerator. 
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Figure 2. 5SDH-2 Pelletron accelerator, at VNU University of Science. 

2.2. Method 

2.2.1. Sample Preparation and Processing 

The Sphagnum mosses have been selected as suitable bioindicators for monitoring air pollution [6, 

11, 15] due to the high cation exchange capacity of their cell walls, making them particularly suitable for use 

as indicators of heavy metal pollution [16]. The Sphagnum moss samples were collected in the mountain (higher 

than 1,000 m) at Ta-Cu-Ty commune belonged to Bac Ha district, Lao Cai province, Vietnam.  

The reason why we have to take moss from the mountain higher than 1,000 m in Ta Cu Ty is that 

the moss there has not absorbed much heavy metal pollution, the air above 1,000 m in Ta-Cu-Ty is 

relatively unpolluted, because it is far from industrial zones, residential areas and traffic.  

Moreover, on the high mountains of Ta-Cu-Ty, the air is always humid, providing ideal conditions 

for moss growth.    

If moss is collected from Hanoi, it will contain a lot of heavy metals because the air in Hanoi is 

polluted with heavy metals, making analysis difficult. 

Sample processing was represented (see Fig. 3 and Fig. 4):  

- Washing mosses, 

- Creating moss bag (2 grams of dry moss per bag), 

 

Figure 3. Sphagnum mosses. 
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Figure 4. Moss bag.

2.2.2. PIXE Analysis Method 

The PIXE technique is used to analyze elements in many material samples. When the X-rays are 

detected by a high-resolution detector, the dependence of the X-ray energy on the charge number Z, as 

well as the intensity of the X-ray lines, allows the determination of the elements of the target. For PIXE 

analyses we used a proton beam with maximal energy 2.6 MeV, and thick target was placed in the center 

of the reaction chamber at an angle of 32.8° relative to the incident beam. The beam transport tube of 

accelerator and reaction chamber was maintained in a high vacuum of 1.3310-5 Pa during target 

irradiation.  

The characteristic X-ray spectra of samples were detected using a Silicon Drift Detector (SDD), 

with the following main characteristics: energy resolution (FWHM) of 138 eV at X 5.9 keV line of Mn. 

X-ray spectra were recorded using a spectrometer system consisting of a multichannel analyzer 

connected to a computer and processed offline using GUPIX software. 

Due to its high sensitivity and multi-elemental analysis capability, PIXE has found application in 

the trace elemental analysis of samples from almost every conceivable field of scientific or technical 

interest. Some of these fields are Biomedicine, Environment, Geology, Archaeology, Material science, 

Forensic studies and Industrial applications [17]. The method of PIXE analysis is now a sufficiently 

sophisticated technology and is highly suitable for the analysis of biological, medical, and environmental 

samples [18]. 

Methods of analysis of XRF, ICP-OES and PIXE are competitive equal for measuring Ca, K, Fe, Sr 

and Zn elements [14]. However, the PIXE analysis method has the advantage because it is a non-

destructive analysis method and the amount of sample required is very small.   

An analysis of air pollution in Hanoi, with a very small sample of PM1.0 and PM2.5 dust particles, 

on the filter, was analyzed by the accelerator at VNU-HUS [19]. 

PIXE method was applied in relative version: the concentrations of elements from samples were 

determined using known values of concentrations of the same elements from the standard samples. 

3. Results and Discussions  

In this work, we determined the concentrations of all elements in the moss samples in 30 days, 60 

days, and 90 days over seven different places in Hanoi city. The results are shown in the tables and 

graphs below: 
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Table 2. Results of measurement of moss samples in the first place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Ti 10.93 ± 0.53 15.13 ± 0.75 22.75 ± 0.93 

Fe 89.00 ± 1.56 168.65 ± 7.78 207.77 ± 3.42 

Cu 0.60 ± 0.13 1.36 ± 0.29 1.39 ± 0.31 

Zn 12.76 ± 0.25 20.47 ± 1.26 23.10 ± 0.66 

Cd 111.74 ± 4.18 118.35 ± 4.52 121.47 ± 1.27 

Pb 1.89 ± 0.10 2.85 ± 0.55 3.57 ± 1.09 

 

Figure 5. Concentration of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the 1st place. 

Table 3. Results of measurement of moss samples in the second place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 
Al 58.26 ± 1.52 71.43 ± 3.12 109.73 ± 5.71 

Si 97.01 ± 1.58 161.87 ± 6.70 319.91 ± 10.21 

Mn 16.45 ± 0.75 19.66 ± 0.89 27.48 ± 1.20 

Zn 21.89 ± 0.68 22.19 ± 0.87 23.82 ± 0.97 

Br 0.16 ± 0.09 0.45 ± 0.19 1.39 ± 0.59 

Cd 83.24 ± 0.76 99.21 ± 6.66 111.24 ± 0.59 

 

Figure 6. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the second place. 
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Table 4. Results of measurement of moss samples in the third place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Ti 0.56 ± 0.04 2.44 ± 0.14 4.10 ± 0.26 

Mn 12.85 ± 0.55 21.36 ± 1.09 38.30 ± 1.53 

Fe 14.71 ± 0.44 37.36 ± 1.67 55.24 ± 2.40 

Zn 14.39 ± 0.71 25.57 ± 0.92 26.72 ± 2.40 

Pb 3.55 ± 0.61 3.95 ± 0.41 4.20 ± 0.26 

 

Figure 7. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the third place. 

Table 5. Results of measurement of moss samples in the fourth place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Ti 6.36 ± 0.55 12.69 ± 1.21 12.97 ± 1.23 

Fe 32.82 ± 1.54 97.31 ± 5.42 115.60 ± 4.96 

Cu 0.89 ± 0.18 1.06 ± 0.20 1.44 ± 0.28 

Zn 12.62 ± 0.79 17.16 ± 1.06 37.46 ± 1.85 

Rb 10.46 ± 0.42 13.08 ± 0.47 22.33 ± 0.70 

Pb 3.80 ± 0.56 4.25 ± 0.90 4.45 ± 0.94 

 

Figure 8. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the fourth place. 
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Table 6. Results of measurement of moss samples in the fifth place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Mg 45.22 ± 3.28 49.51 ± 4.25 365.12 ± 27.08 

Al 24.39 ± 1.06 63.31 ± 3.17 134.54 ± 7.16 

Si 72.33 ± 2.43 172.12 ± 9.79 378.22 ± 19.42 

Ti 5.66 ± 0.38 11.94 ± 0.55 16.56 ± 0.93 

Mn 25.65 ± 1.33 27.93 ± 1.68 38.91 ± 2.01 

Fe 43.91 ± 2.47 108.54 ± 6.74 141.50 ± 2.01 

Ni -- 0.46 ± 0.39 0.54 ± 0.46 

Cu 1.26 ± 0.27 1.12 ± 0.25 1.93 ± 0.44 

Zn 13.36 ± 0.72 30.83 ± 1.71 32.71 ± 1.73 

Pb 3.30 ± 0.15 3.51 ± 0.67 5.07 ± 0.50 

 

Figure 9. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the fifth place. 

Table 7. Results of measurement of moss samples in the sixth place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Ti 7.95 ± 0.69 15.00 ± 1.44 16.60 ± 1.69 

Fe 70.78 ± 3.55 137.06 ± 7.77 191.98 ± 12.61 

Zn 16.74 ± 1.02 26.41 ± 1.75 30.04 ± 2.22 

Rb 9.94 ± 0.46 11.45 ± 0.58 27.88 ± 1.69 

Pb 4.06 ± 2.09 4.39 ± 0.22 5.57 ± 0.34 

 
Figure 10. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the sixth place. 
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Table 8. Results of measurement of moss samples in the seventh place 

Element 
30 days 60 days 90 days 

(ppm) (ppm) (ppm) 

Mg 109.93 ± 4.13 394.68 ± 18.91 562.27 ± 77.35 

Cl 120.21 ± 2.06 707.90 ± 12.96 1880.56 ± 739.38 

Ca 728.15 ± 14.11 919.43 ± 5.59 2676.22 ± 926.85 

Ti 11.31 ± 0.73 11.90 ± 0.57 12.60 ± 1.01 

Fe 79.69 ± 3.19 86.28 ± 4.59 104.00 ± 5.92 

Zn 14.99 ± 0.57 20.21 ± 1.01 33.46 ± 2.34 

Cd 66.66 ± 4.07 83.68 ± 6.23 90.66 ± 8.80 

Pb 3.26 ± 0.57 4.09 ± 0.63 4.30 ± 0.90 

 

 

Figure 11. Concentrations of metals in the samples observed for times of 30 days, 60 days  

and 90 days in the seventh place. 

From analyzing the experimental results for the metal contents at 7 places in Hanoi, one can see that: 

- The fifth place is the area with the heaviest metals, which can be caused by the location of the 

sample near the area is building the railway overhead. 

- The third place is the area with the lowest element content, which is caused by the location of the 

sample in the far distance from the road. 

- The second place is the area where the content of Silicon (Si) increases sharply in the last month. 

The reason is due to the last month, next to the location of the suspended form a building began to start. 

- Zn is present in all places, where the first place has the lowest content (23.10 ± 0.66 ppm) and the 

fourth place is the junction area the highest content (37.46 ± 1.85 ppm). 

- Pb is present in all places, where the first place has the lowest content (3.57 ± 1.09 ppm) and the 

sixth place is the highest of the content (5.57 ± 0.34 ppm).  

4. Conclusions 

The Sphagnum mosses were taken from Ta-Cu-Ty (Lao-Cai province), the moss samples were 

suspended at different locations in Hanoi City. After hanging the sample for several time periods, they 
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were taken to Accelerator Laboratory, Faculty of Physics, VNU University of Science for analysis. The 

results of the PIXE analysis on 5SDH-2 Pelletron accelerator allow to conclude that 

- The Sphagnum moss can be used to absorb heavy metals in the atmosphere, thereby assessing the 

level of heavy metal contamination in the air. 

- In addition to metals, Cl and S pollution is also identified. 

- The use of moss can collect sources of pollution over a long period of time, which can identify 

pollution sources such as traffic or industrial activity. 

- If there is a denser density than the sample points, it is possible to draw a map of the contamination, 

thereby identifying the source of the pollution. This can help managers make decisions to minimize 

pollution. 

- Powerful metals like Cd, Pb in the air are of concern. 

References 

[1] G. Gjengedal, E. Steinnes, Uptake of Metal Ions in Moss from Artificial Precipitation, Environmental Monitoring 

and Assessment, Vol. 14, 1990, pp. 77-87, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00394359. 

[2] B. A. Markert, A. M. Breure, H. G. Zechmeister, Bioindicators and Biomonitors: Principles, Concepts and 

Applications, Elsevier Science, Oxford, 2003. 

[3] J. Namieśnik, M. D. L. Guardia, Current Air Quality Analytics and Monitoring: A Review, Analytica Chimica 

Acta, Vol. 853, 2015, pp. 116-126, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aca.2014.10.018. 

[4] T. K. Parmar, D. Rawtani, Y. K. Agrawal, Bioindicators: The Natural Indicator of Environmental Pollution, 

Frontiers in Life Science, Vol. 9, No. 2, 2016, pp. 117-125, https://doi.org/10.1080/21553769.2016.1162753. 

[5] A. Rühiling, Atmospheric Heavy Metal Deposition in Europe – Estimations Based on Moss Analysis, 10th World 

Clean Air Congress, Nordic Council of Ministers, 1994, pp. 1-159. 

[6] N. Zupančič, E. Bozau, Effect of the Coronavirus Pandemic Lockdown to Elemental Composition of Peat Mosses, 

Environmental Science and Pollution Research, Vol. 29, 2022, pp. 25473-25485,  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-021-17564-6. 

[7] M. M. Makholm, D. J. Mladenoff, Efficacy of a Biomonitoring (Moss Bag) Technique for Determining Element 

Deposition on a Mid-Range (375 km) Scale, Environmental Monitoring and Assessment, Vol. 104, No. 1-3, 2005,  

pp. 1-18, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10661-005-6398-3. 

[8] O. A. Culicov, R. Mocanu, M. V. Frontasyeva, L. Yurukova, E. Steinnes, Active Moss Biomonitoring Applied to 

an Industrial Site in Romania: Relative Accumulation of 36 Elements in Moss Bags, Environmental Monitoring 

and Assessment, Vol. 108, No. 1, 2005, pp. 55-65, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10661-005-9057-3. 

[9] H. Harmens, A. Buse, P. Böker, D. Norris, G. Mills, B. Williams, E. Steinnes, Heavy Metal Concentrations in 

European Mosses: 2000/2001 Survey, Journal of Atmospheric Chemistry, Vol. 49, No. 1-3, 2004, pp. 425-436, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10874-004-1257-0. 

[10] O. Abulude, E. A. Akinyemi, S. A. Olowolafe, S. D. Oluwagbayide, D. Urošević, Trends in Air Pollution: The Use 

of Mosses as Biomonitors, Quality of Life (Banja Luka) – Apeiron, Vol. 12, No. 1-2, 2021, pp. 31-38, 

https://doi.org/10.7251/QOL2101031A. 

[11] A. H. B. Dąbrowska, B. Gworek, W. Dmuchowski, The Use of Mosses in Biomonitoring of Air Pollution in the 

Terrestrial Environment: A Review, Environmental Protection and Natural Resources, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2023,  

pp. 19-30, https://doi.org/10.2478/oszn-2023-0005. 

[12] T. Calligaro et al., Chapter 5 Ion Beam Microanalysis, Comprehensive Analytical Chemistry, Vol. 42, 2004,  

pp. 227-276, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0166-526X(04)80009-6. 

[13] F. S. Olise et al., A Combination of μ-PIXE, XRF, SEM-EDS and XRD Techniques in the Analyses of Sn-Mine 

Tailings, Journal of Radiation and Nuclear Applications, Vol. 2, No. 3, 2017, pp. 95-102,  

http://dx.doi.org/10.18576/jrna/020303. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00394359
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aca.2014.10.018
https://doi.org/10.1080/21553769.2016.1162753
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-021-17564-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10661-005-6398-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10661-005-9057-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10874-004-1257-0
https://doi.org/10.7251/QOL2101031A
https://doi.org/10.2478/oszn-2023-0005
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0166-526X(04)80009-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.18576/jrna/020303


N. T. Nghia, B. T. Hoa / VNU Journal of Science: Mathematics – Physics, Vol. 41, No. 3 (2025) 15-25 25 

[14] A. H. Elzain et al., Comparison Between XRF, PIXE and ICP-OES Techniques Applied for Analysis of Some 

Medicinal Plants, IOSR Journal of Applied Chemistry (IOSR-JAC), Vol. 9, No. 4, 2016, pp. 06-12,  

https://doi.org/10.9790/5736-0904010612. 

[15] M. H. Martin, P. J. Coughtrey, Biological Monitoring of Heavy Metal Pollution – Land and Air, Pollution 

Monitoring Series, Applied Science Publishers, London, 1982, pp. 136-142. 

[16] D. N. Rao, Response of Bryophytes to Air Pollution, In: Bryophyte Ecology, Chapman and Hall, London, 1984, 

pp. 445-471. 

[17] S. Johansson, J. L. Campbell, Particle Induced X Ray Emission Spectrometry: An Accurate Technique in the 

Analysis of Biological, Environmental and Geological Samples, Applied Spectroscopy, Vol. 30, No. 1, 1976,  

pp. 1-6, https://doi.org/10.1366/000370276774698808. 

[18] K. Ishii, PIXE and Its Applications to Elemental Analysis, Quantum Beam Science, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2019,  

Article 12, https://doi.org/10.3390/qubs3020012. 

[19] P. D. Hien, V. T. Bac, N. T. H. Thinh, H. L. Anh, D. D. Thang, N. T. Nghia, A Comparison Study of Chemical 

Compositions and Sources of PM1.0 and PM2.5 in Hanoi, Aerosol and Air Quality Research, Vol. 21, No. 10, 

2021, https://doi.org/10.4209/aaqr.210056. 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.9790/5736-0904010612
https://doi.org/10.1366/000370276774698808
https://doi.org/10.3390/qubs3020012
https://doi.org/10.4209/aaqr.210056

