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Abstract: A chip-based electrochemical biosensor is developed herein for the detection of organophos-
phate (OP) in food materials. The principle of the sensing platform is based on the inhibition of
dimethoate (DMT), a typical OP that specifically inhibits acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activity. Carbon
nanotube-modified gold electrodes functionalized with polydiallyldimethylammonium chloride
(PDDA) and oxidized nanocellulose (NC) were investigated for the sensing of OP, yielding high
sensitivity. Compared with noncovalent adsorption and deposition in bovine serum albumin, bio-
conjugation with lysine side chain activation allowed the enzyme to be stable over three weeks at
room temperature. The total amount of AChE was quantified, whose activity inhibition was highly
linear with respect to DMT concentration. Increased incubation times and/or DMT concentration
decreased current flow. The composite electrode showed a sensitivity 4.8-times higher than that of
the bare gold electrode. The biosensor was challenged with organophosphate-spiked food samples
and showed a limit of detection (LOD) of DMT at 4.1 nM, with a limit of quantification (LOQ) at
12.6 nM, in the linear range of 10 nM to 1000 nM. Such performance infers significant potential for
the use of this system in the detection of organophosphates in real samples.

Keywords: electrochemical biosensors; acetylcholinesterase; organophosphate

1. Introduction

Organophosphorus compounds (OPs), including pesticides and chemical nerve agents,
are harmful to human health. In agriculture, the uncontrolled and excessive use of OP
can contaminate harvest crops and processed foods, and organophosphates are indeed
widely used in crops for both human consumption and as animal feed. OPs, neuronal
acetylcholinesterase (AChE) inhibitors, have been found to contaminate raw milk and
infant formulas [1,2]. The presence of OP residues in food and dairy products has been
reported to cause dopaminergic neurodegeneration [3,4], Alzheimer’s disease [5], Parkin-
son’s disease [6], and Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) diseases [4]. The occurrence
of neurodegeneration caused by OPs is associated with acute and chronic effects. The
acute effect is associated with AChE inhibition, which causes both muscarinic and nicotinic
toxicity due to the excessive accumulation of acetylcholine at the neuromuscular junc-
tions and synapses [7]. The chronic effects are due to OP-induced free radical generation
linked with enhanced oxidative stresses that become the key mechanism of their neurotoxic
alterations in the long-term effects [8]. Although inhibiting AChE activity introduces
considerable effects for OPs, previous studies found that OPs induce molecular alterations
of neuron-associated targets, such as hormones [9], neurotransmitters [10], neurotrophic
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factor [11], and oxidative stress and mitochondrial dysfunction [12] in the chronic effect.
These are increased occurrences of OP-induced developmental neurotoxicity and the age
composition of the patient population [13,14]. Thus, the development of analytical methods
to detect and quantify OP residues in food materials is very important in controlling food
quality and preventing consequent health complications.

Neuronal AChE is a principal enzyme in the neurotransmitter pathway that hy-
drolyzes released acetylcholine in the brain in the periphery. The turnover number of
AChE of 1.5 × 104 s−1 makes it one of the most efficient oxidative/redox enzymes, al-
lowing the catalysis of released choline in a submillisecond time frame [15]. The rapid
catalysis of released acetylcholine is crucial to maintain the dynamic steady state between
the synthesis and release of acetylcholine, which plays important roles in maintaining brain
energy metabolism [16,17] and an energetic brain [18]. However, OPs inhibit AChE activity
to cause an accumulation of acetylcholine in brains. The accumulated acetylcholine, which
allows a higher occupancy rate and longer duration at its receptors, stimulates synaptic
receptors and is involved in impaired acetylcholine-mediated neurotransmission [19].

Acetylthiocholine can be used as a substrate for AChE to produce thiocholine. Subse-
quently, the resulting thiocholine is electrolyzed to produce dithiobischoline and release
two protons and two free electrons. This can be seen in the chemical reactions (i) and
(ii) below. The AChE activity can be inhibited by OP; thus, OP levels can be determined
through measurement of the reduced AChE activity of bioconverting acetylthiocholine
(ATC) to thiocholine.

In electrochemical assays, the enzymatic thiocholine is electrolyzed (shown in (ii))
on electrode surfaces and less enzymatic thiocholine-less current is a basic platform to
develop AChE-based OP detection biosensors. The platform can be run on electrochemical
cells or microfluidic systems with monoenzymatic AChE or with a bienzymatic, choline
oxidase-coupled AChE system [20,21].

Acetylthiocholine + AChE + H2O → Thiocholine + Acetic acid (i)
Thiocholine + Electrolysis → Dithiobischoline + 2H+ + 2e− (ii)

Many techniques have been used to detect and quantify various OPs in many kinds
of samples, ranging from high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) [22] to mass
spectroscopy [23,24], as well as immunoassays and chromogenic assays [25]. Although
these techniques are considered standard analytical tools, their extended sample prepara-
tion delays readings and analysis must be performed in a laboratory setting with trained
personnel, limiting their use. Alternatively, a potential option is to use AChE, one of the
fastest enzymes [26], in developing electrochemical biosensing systems. Recently, AChE
has been used to develop high-throughput screening platforms to explore novel drugs
for neurodegeneration and neuromotor dysfunction [27–29]. AChE has also been used
as a catalytic bioreceptor to develop electrochemical biosensors [30,31], providing broad
applications in the detection of organophosphates in terms of the electrochemical change
of electrode interfaces. In this work, we developed an AChE-based biosensor featuring car-
bon nanotubes (CNTs) on a poly(diallymethylammonium) (PDDA)-derived nanocellulose
composite. CNTs in the composite structure serve to enhance electron transfer from free
electron products of enzyme oxidative reactions to the electrode surface [32,33]. Therefore,
the composite material strongly contributes to amperometric sensitivity. This material
proved to have excellent immobilization of AChE as compared to bovine serum albumin
(BSA)-coated gold electrodes. The results showed that AChE was mainly immobilized on
the derived oxidized nanocellulose film via carbodiimide crosslinker chemistry (EDC/NHS
activation). We compared the performance of the two electrodes on the fluidic chip to
investigate enzyme inhibition patterns. Finally, the biosensor was tested for the detection of
DMT in spiking samples to demonstrate the monitoring of DMT residues in food samples.
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2. Materials and methods
2.1. Materials

Dimethoate (45449), poly(diallyldimethylammonium chloride) polymer (PDDA,
409022), EDC (1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)carbodiimide hydrochloride, 03450),
N-hydroxysulfosuccinimide (NHS, 130672), acetylcholinesterase (1000 units/mg, C3389-
500UN), acetylthiocholine (ATC, A5626), and 90% carbon basis multiwall carbon nan-
otubes (659258) were all purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Thio-
choline (ACM 645003) was purchased from Alfa Chemistry (Ronkonkoma, NY, USA). A
1 mg/mL stock solution of dimethoate and 100 mM ATC was prepared in DMSO and
0.01 M phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), respectively. The solutions were kept at −20 ◦C
in aliquots for future use. Phosphate buffer (10 mM, pH 8.0) mixed with 0.1 M KCl was
used, with KCl functioning as an additional supporting electrolyte. Other reagents were
of analytical reagent grade, and solutions were prepared with ultrapure water having a
resistivity of 18.2 MΩ·cm.

2.2. Concentration-Response and Time-Response Study for AChE Inhibition

AChE-immobilized electrodes were exposed to different concentrations of DMT in
the range of 0.001 to 5.0 µM. The concentrations selected were based on the results of
DMT inhibition activities previously reported [34]. The inhibition pattern of DMT was
measured under endpoint and real-time analysis. In endpoint analysis, we added 100 µL
of 10 µM acetylthiocholine (ATC) to 10 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8.0) solution, as well as
an additional supporting 0.1 M KCl electrolyte, after 2 min of exposure. Enzyme activity
was determined by measuring thiocholine electrolysis-produced current.

2.3. Immobilization of AChE onto Composited Electrodes

Gold electrodes (1 × 1 mm2) were fabricated by the e-beam evaporation of 20 nm
Cr and 200 nm gold (Au) onto SiO2/Si substrates, similar to those used in [35]. These
electrodes were carefully washed in acetone by sonication for 5 min, rinsed with DI water,
and dried under nitrogen gas. A 100 mg amount of oxidized nanocellulose (NC), prepared
by the TEMPO-oxidization method [36], was used to disperse 0.1 mg of multiwalled carbon
nanotubes (MWCNT) in isopropanol, forming a homogenous mixture of CNT-MWCNT. In
this material, MWCNT was homogeneously distributed in a cellulose nanofibril network in
order to achieve conductivity [37]. Subsequently, 20 µL of PDDA (20% in water) was added
to disperse the CNT-NC composites, followed immediately by ultrasonic agitation to obtain
a CNT-PDDA-NC mixture. The composite electrode was prepared by casting 5 µL of the
CNT-PDDA-NC suspension onto the surface of the bare gold electrode and placing the
electrode in a vacuum desiccator to evaporate the solvent. As controls, bare gold electrodes
were treated with 0.5 mM 11-mercaptoundecanoic acid (11-MUA) and coated with 10 µL
of AChE/BSA (ratio 1:1 v/v). A 5 µL volume of 1 mg/mL free AChE (pI 4.5–5.2, 71.6 kDa)
in Tris–HCl buffer solution (pH 8.0) was immobilized via EDC/NHS bioconjugation [38]
between carboxyl groups of oxidized nanocellulose on composite electrodes and 11-MUA
linkers on gold electrodes.

2.4. Characterization of Modified Electrodes

Samples for scanning electron microscope (SEM) imaging were prepared by mounting
the modified electrodes on carbon tape and sputter-coating them with approximately
5 nm of iridium (ACE600, Leica Microsystems, Buffalo Grove, IL, USA). Imaging was
performed from 5 to 20 keV (GAIA3, Tescan, Czech Republic). Fourier transform infrared
(FTIR) spectroscopic analysis was collected at a 1 cm−1 resolution over the wavenumber
range of 4000–400 cm−1 versus a baseline correction (FTIR 4700, Jasco Inc., Easton, MD,
USA). FTIR samples were prepared on microscope cover slides. Briefly, 30 µL of the
composited substrate was dropped onto the surface of the cover slide and allowed to dry
in a vacuum desiccator. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) was performed using a
Kratos AXIS Supra photoelectron spectrometer (Kratos Analytical, Manchester, UK). Al Kα
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radiation was used to observe peak intensities for binding energy scans of C1s, N1s, and S1s.
Adsorbed AChE on both the composite surfaces and bare gold electrodes were prepared to
evaluate the biosensing performance.

2.5. Fabrication of Chip-Based Biosensor

The fluidic chip was composed of a six-layer sandwich structure made from laboratory
Parafilm (PM-996), with patterned Parafilm layers placed between microscope slides to
form an enclosed channel. The channel was prepared by thermally bonding the Parafilm
and glass slide. The bonding process was performed on a glass slide at 45 ◦C using a
hotplate with a manual press during the bonding process [39]. The bonded layer formed
from heated Parafilm was cut directly to form the approximately 200 µm desired channels,
as thin layers can be easily removed from the glass surface. The process is rapid, cost-
effective, and does not require the use of complex procedures to fabricate simple fluidic
systems [40]. A basic diagram of the channel structure and preparation steps are shown
in Figure 1a,c.
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Figure 1. Schematic illustration for the biosensor development. (a) Three-electrode configuration
is integrated into a fluidic chip for dimethoate (DMT) detection. Inset box is the working space
(WE) where acetylcholinesterase (AchE) is immobilized. (b) Immobilization of AChE on working
electrodes. AChE shows active sites and DMT molecules occupy the active sites to inhibit AChE
activity. (c) Schematic of preparation steps for making channels for flow control.
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The fluidic channel was manually templated and cut from the layer structure to make
the fluidic channel. The working electrode (WE), reference electrode (RE), counter electrode
(CE), and needles were placed at both ends to connect the device to a micropump. While
the reference electrode maintains a constant potential, the working electrode measures
the current during the potential scans. The counter electrode directs electricity from the
signal source to the working electrode. The second microscope slide was pressed against
the Parafilm layers, producing the said sandwich structure. The structure was evenly
compressed while the chip was placed in an oven at 60 ◦C for 10 min. The chip was
subsequently taken out and cooled to room temperature (25 ◦C). The four sides of the
sandwich structure were then sealed by silicone sealant (Grainger, 53DA95) (Figure 1c).

2.6. Electrochemical Detection of Dimethoate

A desktop electrochemical analyzer (CHI 760E, CH Instruments, Austin, TX, USA)
was used to perform the amperometric assay. Composite electrodes (1 mm2 surface area),
Ag/AgCl (1 M NaCl) fritted glassy electrodes, and exposed platinum wire electrodes
served as the WE, RE, and CE, respectively. A syringe pump (Chemyx Fusion 200, Provac,
Stafford, TX, USA) delivered the phosphate buffer supporting electrolyte at a flow rate of
100 µL/min, in order to achieve a steady-state current prior to injection of ATC solution.

In cyclic voltammetric (CV) assays, the potential was cycled between −0.6 and 0.8 V,
with a scan rate of 0.2 V/s and a sample interval of 0.001 V, for both the composited
electrode and bare Au electrode. The limit of detection and inhibition patterns were
determined from concentration-based assays for the substrate (ATC) and the inhibitor
(DMT), respectively. In amperometric measurements, the working potential was set at
150 mV, and transient currents as a function of time were measured. Sensitivity calibration
curves for 0.01–50 µM of ATC were obtained by successive dilution of the electrolyte-
buffered PBS (10 mM, pH 8.0) [41]. Linear regressions (µA vs. [ATC] and µA vs. [DMT])
were performed to determine LOD values and inhibition patterns of DMT on AChE. The
limit of detection (LOD) was determined according to IUPAC recommendations [42].

After achieving a steady-state current, 50 µL of 10 µM ATC was injected into the device
to collect initial AChE activity in the absence of DMT. Subsequently, various concentrations
of DMT ranging from 0.01 to 1.0 µM DMT were injected. When the solution reached
the active cavity span of the biosensor, the flow was stopped. The fluidic chamber was
then closed and the solution containing DMT was incubated for 2 min for DMT to bind
to immobilized AChE active sites. Following the inhibition step, the response of the
composited electrodes to electrons from thiocholine electrolysis was recorded.

Thiocholine is the enzymatic product of AChE and ATC, where less is produced in the
case of DMT-inhibited AChE. This leads to a decrease in the number of electrons created.
Based on a linear relationship between the amount of AChE-produced thiocholine and
the electrical current, the amount of DMT in the sample was calculated. As noted, adding
ATC (or DMT) to the fluidic chamber either produces (or inhibits) enzymatic thiocholine
production. The resulting current was recorded over time, enabling a “fed-batch” process
with a reaction time of 2 min (including the loading time). Because Kcat is equal to a
turnover number, defined as the number of molecules of thiocholine made per AChE per
second, the “fed-batch” process allowed for the determination of the Kcat values of AChE
activity: 1.5 × 104 ATC molecules per second for each AChE active site [43].

2.7. Preparation of Food Samples

To test a variety of real-world scenarios, DMT-spiked orange juice, coffee, and 2% fat
milk were chosen as evaluation candidates. DMT concentrations of 0.01 µM and 0.1 µM of
DMT were mixed into 1 mL of each sample. The samples were injected into the biosensor
chip and kept at room temperature for 2 min, then 10 µM of ATC prepared in 10 mM PBS
(pH 8.0) and 0.1 M KCl was injected without being treated with DMT. The presence of
DMT in the spiked samples was detected by observing the current decrease.
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2.8. Analysis of Inhibition Patterns of Dimethoate against AChE

Inhibition patterns were determined by measuring the remaining activity of AChE
after a rapid and large dilution of the AChE-DMT complex. Inhibition patterns of DMT
were calculated by how the AChE-DMT complex influences the steady-state reaction
velocity equation [44]:

υ =
Vmax[ACT]

[S] + KM

(
1 + [DMT]

Ki

) (1)

where the KM

(
1 + [DMT]

Ki

)
term = KM,apparent (determined by experimental assay), and Ki

is the actual enzyme–inhibitor I complex dissociation constant.
The inhibition percentage of DMT to AChE activity is defined as:

% inhibition = 100 ×
(

1− vi − Ib
vo − Ib

)
(2)

where and vo are the reaction velocity in the presence and absence of DMT at 3 ppb
(~13.1 nM), respectively, and Ib is the current background change with time.

Based on the fractional activity:

vi

vo
=

1
1 + ([DMT]/IC50)

(3)

and using mass–balance relationships between AChE and DMT (or 1−
(

vi
vo

)
), % inhibition

of DMT becomes:
% inhibition =

100

1 +
(

IC50
[I]

) (4)

The differences in enzyme activity measured in resulting current with or without the
presence of an inhibitor form the basis of analyte detection, according to:

% inhibition = 100 × I0 − Ii

I0
(5)

where I0 and Ii are the current in the absence and presence of DMT, respectively.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Characterizations of AChE-Modified Electrode

Enzyme immobilization patterning in self-assembled molecular monolayers (SAMs)
has long been reported as a simple and powerful method to construct layered redox
enzymes and solid electrode surfaces [45]. AChE molecules immobilized via EDC/NHS
bioconjugation, as well as their electrostatic interactions with electrode surfaces, are shown
in Figure 1b. Previous studies revealed that the charged PDDA substrate also strongly
contributes to the adsorption of AChE through electrostatic interactions [46,47]. These
enzyme layers, in turn, allow DMT molecules to access the active sites of AChE, which
inhibit AChE’s activity. The electrostatic adsorption maintains the native structure of the
AChE molecules and allows their active sites to contact targets (substrates or inhibitors) [48],
with the enzymatic reaction then occurring on the surface of the electrodes.

An SEM image of the AChE-immobilized gold electrode surface is shown in Figure 2a
and AChE-coated composited electrodes in Figure 2b. AChE operating as the bioreceptor
was immobilized by both covalent and ionic adsorptions. The AChE immobilized onto
Au occurred through a well-known bio conjugative link, carbodiimide, between 11-MUA
molecules and BSA/AChE complexes. BSA was used to protect AChE activity by creating a
3D network for enzyme entrapment [49]. For the composited electrode, the functionalized
matrix structure of the composited electrode can be observed in the SEM image (Figure 2b).
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Enzyme and organic elements on the electrode surface were characterized by FTIR
(Figure 2c). The spectra shown are transmission spectra of the electrode catalyst layers
affixed to round microscope slides, and there are multiple peaks of interest. Strong carbonyl
stretches of amide I and II (in 1740 and 1702 cm−1 peaks of the spectra), resulting from
secondary amides of the crosslinkers of immobilized AChE, are consistent with the C-N-H
stretch bend of a monosubstituted amide [50]. Peaks of amide III at 1305 and 1244 cm−1

(C-N) demonstrate the α-helix and β-sheet in the protein structures of BSA and AChE [51].
An additional strong peak at 1672 cm−1 is due to an in-plane N-H bend of the primary
amide. The weak peak at 1303 cm−1 is due to a carbonyl stretch of oxidized nanocellulose,
as well as the conjugated crosslinkers produced by the bioconjugation. The broad peak
at 3227 cm−1 and shoulder at 3206 cm−1 are due to N-H antisymmetric and symmetric
stretching, respectively. The doublet at 2933 and 2922 m−1 is due to antisymmetric and
symmetric CH2 stretches, respectively, present in 11-MUA and nanocellulose. A peak at
2832 cm−1 is also due to the symmetric bending of a coupled thiol group. The strong
adsorption bands of amide I and amide II (3227 cm−1 N-H stretch), as well as NH and
NH2 bands, are characteristic of the enzyme, indicating the AChE was successfully coated
on the composited and Au surface. Biosensing surface analysis was performed by XPS
(Figure 3). Surface compositions were obtained by scans of the Au substrate electrode,
including a survey scan (Figure 3a) and targeted scans of the S2p (Figure 3b), C1s (Figure 3c),
and N1s (Figure 3d) orbitals. The survey scan demonstrated an Au4f

7/2 peak at 84.1 eV,
indicating the presence of bonded Au. The scan of a control sample showed an Au4d

3/2
peak at 340.7 eV, indicating a bare Au surface. The S2p peak was observed to have a
spin-orbit splitting doublet for S2p

1/2 and S2p
3/2. The first peak, centered at about 160.5 eV,

is assigned to the sulfur moieties of 11-MUA on the electrode surface, which is related
to the chemisorption of thiols. The second peak at about 162 eV is associated with the
physisorption of free sulfur moieties on the surface. The C1s spectra, resulting mainly from
the carbon nanotubes (CNT), featured several indicative peaks: the nonoxygenated ring C1
(283.9 eV) that covers the C = C bond of hybridized sp2, the C in C-O bond at 285.4 eV that
results from hydroxyl groups in nanocellulose, and the C in C-O bonds at 286.4 eV that
result from carboxyl groups [52].

The result clearly shows a transition of binding energy from -C-O-H (hydroxyl groups)
to -C = O (in carboxylic acid groups) in oxidized MWCNTs, which reflects oxidation degree.
In addition, the spectra of N1s represent carbodiimide bonds that formed to crosslink
carboxylic acids to side chain lysine in AChE molecules during EDC and NHS conjugations.
The N1s spectra show two distinct peaks at 398.7 and 399.9 eV, allocated to the N-atom of
carbamide and amide ([N-C]O) [53], respectively. The attribution is mostly influenced by
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the binding of AChE to the electrode surface, suggesting a shift from free amine at 399.3 eV
to carbamide bonds at 398.7 eV. The curve fitting of the N1s narrow scan revealed amide
groups at 405.9 eV, suggesting the presence of unreacted NH2 side chain groups of AChE.
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3.2. Measuring AChE Activity on Electrodes

Through amperometry measurements, catalytic activity and inhibition patterns (re-
versibility and irreversibility) of ATC and DMT were measured, respectively. DMT inhibits
AChE catalytic activity, where the amount of enzymatic thiocholine product is reduced
during the inhibition process. On both bare Au and composited electrodes, resulting enzy-
matic thiocholine is well known to adsorb through Au-S covalent bonding. This, in turn,
promotes the electrolysis process of enzymatic thiocholine on electrode surfaces [54,55].
Cyclic voltammetric (CV) measurements were conducted by cycling the potential between
−0.6 and +0.8 V (versus Ag/AgCl 0.1 KCl) for three consecutive scans at a scan rate (υ) of
0.2 mV/s. Results for the AChE-coated composite electrodes are shown in Figure 4a and
results for the AChE-coated Au electrode are shown in Figure 4b.
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Figure 4. Cyclic voltammograms of (a) composited electrodes and (b) BSA-coated gold electrodes in 10 mM phosphate
buffer supported with 0.1 M KCl. Scanning rate (υ): 0.2 mV/s. (c) Corresponding plots of cathodic and anodic peak
currents versus the square root of potential scan rate from (a). (d) Amperometric responses of the composited electrode
with successive addition of ATC solution under fluidic conditions in PBS pH 8.0 supported with 0.1 M KCl. Potential of
1.5 V vs. Ag/AgCl was applied on the composited sensor. The working solution was the phosphate buffer (10 mM, pH 8.0)
mixed with 0.1 M KCl.

Because AChE specifically catalyzes ATC substrates and produces enzymatic thio-
choline at the electrode interface, the larger active surface area of the composite electrode
over the bare Au electrode is expected to increase the overall AChE catalytic activity. CV
scans of the composite electrode show comparable reductive current, along with significant
current sensitivity to the concentration of thiocholine, as compared to AChE-modified Au
electrodes. A pair of rather well-defined redox peaks, Epc + 0.24 V and Epa +0.31, appeared
regularly in the scans. The reversible reduction peak corresponds to the reduction of
the thiol group to form dithiobischoline. This reaction pathway is consistent with those
described elsewhere for acetylthiocholine bioconversion [56]. Commercial thiocholine
was used in the control experiment under the same sensing conditions with enzymatic
thiocholine to determine CV peaks. Expected redox peaks appeared within the selected
potential range of −0.6 to +0.8 V (Figure S1). The current response of the composited
electrode is 4.5 times higher than that of the Au electrode, as calculated from the intensity
of Epa and Epc peaks, up to a larger active surface area. Moreover, the significant enhance-
ment in the Epa peak of the thiocholine may be due to fast electron transfer through the
composite layers. In AChE-modified electrodes, a lower current response was observed
(Figure 4b), assumed to be a result of slow electron transfer through BSA layers due to a
low content of amino-acid-containing phenol backbones (e.g., tyrosine) [57,58]. Previous
studies [32,59–61] have demonstrated that multiwall CNTs efficiently promote the electro-
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catalytic oxidation of thiocholine. As shown in chemical pathways (i) and (ii), thiocholine
products undergo rapid dimerization to form the dithiobischoline dimer species. pH was
set at 7.4 to eliminate the pH effect on electrocatalytic oxidation of thiocholine. Previous
studies have demonstrated that a more basic pH promotes thiocholine oxidation due to
deprotonation [62].

The effect of scan rate on the electrochemical oxidation of thiocholine at surface
electrodes has been reported previously [63,64] and occurred similarly here. Relationships
between the oxidation peak current (Ip) and reduction peak current (Ia) are shown in
Figure 4c. Both the oxidation and reduction peaks increased gradually with the sweep rate,
shifting to more positive and negative values, respectively. A linear fitting line was obtained
by plotting the current peaks as a function of the square root of scan rates, demonstrating
that electrolysis was a diffusion-controlled process [65,66].

A potential of 150 mV was selected for amperometric measurements [67], conducted in
the same conditions as cyclic voltammetric measurements. The amperometric response of
thiocholine on the composited electrode is shown in Figure 4d. ATC concentrations ranged
from 0.1 to 50 µM, as there was no discernible current response at concentrations less than
0.1 µM. Concentration-based results show that the immobilized AChE exhibited rapid and
specific catalysis to convert ATC to thiocholine (Figure S2). With composite electrodes,
the biosensor obtained 93% of the steady-state current within 76 s, which is slower than
reported values closer to 15 s [67]. This gap may be due to less diffusion of enzymatic
thiocholine or lower electron-transfer rates on the electrode surface. In this platform, an
insufficient loading of AChE affects biosensor performance, as it is dependent on the rate of
the enzymatic bioconversion from ATC to thiocholine. With BSA-coated electrodes, lower
electron-transfer rates on its surface due to the BSA layer [44] affect the current response.
These considerations can be overcome by introducing enzyme loading [68] of the native
conformational AChE and enhancing electron-transfer rates on the sensor surface [32]
during electrocatalysts.

3.3. Detecting Dimethoate and Determining Inhibition Patterns

Figure 5a shows the decreased current when DMT concentrations were increased.
The reversible oxidation peak was found at +0.31 V, associated with the oxidation process
of thiocholine. As expected, increases in DMT reduce the current. One important note
when analyzing Figure 5a is that although the oxidation peak is not visible when DMT
is at 1.0 µM, the current dropped from 6.3 to 5.5 µA when 1.0 µM DMT was introduced
due to the increased inactivity of AChE (Figure 5b and Figure S3). The amperometric
response of the AChE-based biosensor for DTM detection originates from the oxidation
current of thiocholine. This performance of the biosensor should significantly rely on the
inhibition of DMT against AChE activity. Figure 5b showed the typical current versus time
during different DMT concentrations (1.0–1000 nM) added in the sensor. The result shows
a significant decrease in AChE activity through observing dropped current peaks.

With a continuous assay, by adding a fixed amount of ATC (10 µM) at 120 s intervals,
the current plateaued after 1750 s at 14.3 µA (Figure 5c, left). This behavior is related to
the high affinity of DMT to AChE active sites. Rates of AChE inactivation were measured
by adding a constant flow of 10 µM and 0.1 µM solutions of ATC and DMT, respectively.
The decreasing current intensity may be due to the dissolution of AChE from the electrode
surface. At saturation, the aforementioned ATC/DMT mix was injected, and the flow
was stopped for 120 s. The residual activity of AChE was influenced by its exposure
time to DMT, as its active sites should still have been occupied by DMT. Likely for this
reason, the amperometric response quickly decreased from 2000 to 3000 s after exposure
(Figure 5c, right).
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Figure 5. Electrochemical assay of DMT-inhibited AChE assays. (a) Cyclic voltammograms of the fluidic biosensor in
presence of different concentrations (0.01–1.0 µM) of DMT. (b) Amperometric responses of the composited electrode for
DMT analysis. (Flow rate: 100 µL/min; working potential: 150 mV). (c) shows the decreased activity of AchE due to
the fixed substrate ATC (10 µM) (left) and accumulated DMT (0.1 µM) in the fluidic biosensor (right). Amperometric
assay with a potential of 150 mV on the composited sensor. The assay was run in the phosphate buffer (10 mM, pH 8.0)
mixed with 0.1 M KCl. (d) pseudo-first-order rate constant as a function of DMT concentration in different spiked samples
(Equation (6)).

Binding of DMT to AChE was observed from the dependence of the pseudo-first-order
association rate, kobs of the reversible inhibition of DMT on AChE active sites [69,70] on
DMT concentrations. A plot of the kobs (obs means “observed rate constant”) versus
[DMT] allowed for the determination of the Ki value for a time dependent DMT. Figure 5d
shows the relationship between Kobs and [DMT], shown in (6)

kobs = k3[DMT] + k4 (6)

where k3 and k4 are determined from the slopes and y-intercepts of Figure 5d, respectively.
The slope of each plot was the kobs. Kobs values, indicating that the interaction between
organophosphate with AChE is a slow binding inhibition [69].

As a result, a slow establishment of AChE-DMT equilibrium occurs with a slow onset
of inhibition prior to reaching the steady state [71], which provides the pattern of DMT
inhibition and kinetic constants for binding and association of DMT.

The velocity of the AChE reaction (Reactions (i) and (ii)) is proportionally responsible
for the activity rate of the immobilized AChE on the electrode surface. The plot in Figure 6a
presents decreased currents versus DMT concentrations obtained during amperometric
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detection with the composited electrode. Because significant background noise was present
during measurement, nonlinear regression was used to fit the enzyme catalysis data [72].
The current decreases rapidly with the increase of DMT concentration. When the DMT
concentration reaches 0.47 µM or higher, the current response tends to reduce more rapidly,
which can be explained by the maximum occupation of DMT in AChE active sites. The
LOD values (inset of Figure 6a) were calculated to be 4.1 ± 0.16 nM and 16.9 ± 0.06 nM (in
PBS buffer) for the composited electrode (E1) an BSA-coated Au electrode (E2), respectively
(Figure 6a, top right). The formation of conductive nanostructures on the surface of
the composite electrode provides a favorable microenvironment for AChE activity and
increases the electrolysis rate for thiocholine compared to the BSA-coated Au electrode.
Although the LOD value of this work is higher than those of previous reports (Table 1),
the biosensor can work well on those fresh vegetable samples, which are contaminated
by higher 39.2 nM of organophosphate residues (here it is for dimethoate) [73]. Moreover,
fast, simple, and cost-effective fabrication could be considered a competitive advantage for
mass production.
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Table 1. Comparative Performances of different biosensors in organophosphate detections.

Sensing Receptors Sensing Methods Detection Limit

Aptamers, enzymes

Localized surface plasmon resonance (LSPR) 58–1835 ppm [74]

Fluorescence 1 mg mL−1 [75]

Nanoplasmonic 10 ppb [76]

Cyclic voltammograms 0.2 nM [52]
8.0 pM [77]

Amperometry 0.27 µM [78,79]
9 nM [56]

Field-effect transistor 1.8 fM [80]

The detection of DMT in spiked samples of milk, coffee, and orange juice is shown
in Figure 6a. The standard deviation (SD) of the current measured by the BSA-coated Au
electrode is much lower (denoted as E2) (5.6%) compared with that of the composited
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electrode (denoted as E1) (15.6%). The difference indicates that the BSA-coated Au electrode
can effectively prevent the dissolution of AChE and provide good reproducibility and
stability. Surface chemistry and bioconjugation processes in the fabrication of composite
electrodes will be further considered in future work.

The titration of ATC to determine the steady-state velocity for AChE was performed;
DMT concentrations from 0 to 5 µM were used. The KM constant (Michaelis–Menten)
was calculated by using the Lineweaver–Burk plot of 1/v versus 1/[ATC] (Figure 6b). A
value of KM at 0.4 (µM) was determined at 0 µM of DMT. As shown in Figure 6b, the
(1/Vmax) value is constant at 2.5 for all DMT concentrations, but the apparent value of
KM (KM/Vmax) increases with increasing DMT concentration. This result demonstrates
that DMT inhibits AChE under competitive inhibition. A previous study reported DMT
molecules bind to the active site (serine 200, histidine 440, and glutamate 327) of AChE
by forming a covalent bond with the serine residue at the active site [81]. DMT molecules
bind to other sites of an AChE molecule (Figure S4a) and its active site (Figure S4b) via
molecular Swiss docking methods [82]. However, DMT and ATC could bind to separate
sites on AChE that somehow exert a negative regulation on one another through negative
allosteric interaction, which could be explained in further investigations.

4. Conclusions

We present a sensitive fluidics-based amperometric biosensor for detecting DMT, a
typical OP, working on composited electrodes. The formation of conductive nanostructures
on nanocellulose matrices provides a promising microenvironment for retaining AChE
activity. The electrocatalytic promotion of MWCNT contributes to enzymatic thiocholine
electrolysis on the electrode surface. The composited electrode integrated into a fluidic
chip was used to detect DMT as low as 4.1 nM DMT. The developed biosensor shows
good sensitivity, precision, and reproducibility (but less than BSA-coated Au electrodes, as
compared) for DMT-spiking samples. However, this biosensor design features significant
advantages in the simplicity of the fabrication and provision of an effective immobilization
platform for enzymes. This platform could be used to study enzyme assays of inhibitors
for a wide range of applications.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/mi12040397/s1, Figure S1: Cyclic voltammetric assay on composite electrode with 10 µM
enzymatic thiocholine (green) and 10 µM thiocholine as a control (red), Figure S2: AChE kinetics for
ATC, Figure S3: Concentra-tion-based AChE inhibition, Figure S4: Molecular binding modeling of
DMT for active sites of AChE.
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15. Wiesner, J.; Kříž, Z.; Kuča, K.; Jun, D.; Koča, J. Acetylcholinesterases—the structural similarities and differences. J. Enzym. Inhib.
Med. Chem. 2007, 22, 417–424. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Tota, S.; Kamat, P.K.; Shukla, R.; Nath, C. Improvement of brain energy metabolism and cholinergic functions contributes to the
beneficial effects of silibinin against streptozotocin induced memory impairment. Behav. Brain Res. 2011, 221, 207–215. [CrossRef]

17. Scremin, O.U.; Jenden, D.J. Chapter 22: Acetylcholine turnover and release: The influence of energy metabolism and systemic
choline availability. In Progress in Brain Research; Cuello, A.C., Ed.; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 1993; Volume 98,
pp. 191–195.

18. Bordone, M.P.; Salman, M.M.; Titus, H.E.; Amini, E.; Andersen, J.V.; Chakraborti, B.; Diuba, A.V.; Dubouskaya, T.G.; Ehrke,
E.; Espindola de Freitas, A.; et al. The energetic brain—A review from students to students. J. Neurochem. 2019, 151, 139–165.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Judge, S.J.; Savy, C.Y.; Campbell, M.; Dodds, R.; Gomes, L.K.; Laws, G.; Watson, A.; Blain, P.G.; Morris, C.M.; Gartside, S.E.
Mechanism for the acute effects of organophosphate pesticides on the adult 5-HT system. Chem. Biol. Interact. 2016, 245, 82–89.
[CrossRef]

20. Wang, J.; Satake, T.; Suzuki, H. Microfluidic Device for Coulometric Detection of Organophosphate Pesticides. Anal. Sci. 2015, 31,
591–595. [CrossRef]

21. Pavlov, V.; Xiao, Y.; Willner, I. Inhibition of the Acetycholine Esterase-Stimulated Growth of Au Nanoparticles: Nanotechnology-
Based Sensing of Nerve Gases. Nano Lett. 2005, 5, 649–653. [CrossRef]

22. Harshit, D.; Charmy, K.; Nrupesh, P. Organophosphorus pesticides determination by novel HPLC and spectrophotometric
method. Food Chem. 2017, 230, 448–453. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Thompson, C.M.; Prins, J.M.; George, K.M. Mass spectrometric analyses of organophosphate insecticide oxon protein adducts.
Environ. Health Perspect. 2010, 118, 11–19. [CrossRef]

24. Su, H.; Yeh, I.-J.; Wu, Y.-H.; Jiang, Z.-H.; Shiea, J.; Lee, C.-W. Rapid identification of organophosphorus pesticides on contaminated
skin and confirmation of adequate decontamination by ambient mass spectrometry in emergency settings. Rapid Commun. Mass
Spectrom. 2020, 34, e8562. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://doi.org/10.1080/03601234.2010.502394
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.estlett.9b00394
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31534982
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbadis.2016.05.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27262357
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2015.10.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26687930
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41514-018-0033-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30701080
http://doi.org/10.1136/oemed-2013-101394
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13181-018-0669-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2018.08.011
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tox.2012.11.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23153546
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.brainresbull.2007.01.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26730329
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-020-09045-z
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32358751
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0137632
http://doi.org/10.1097/MD.0000000000001187
http://doi.org/10.1080/14756360701421294
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17847707
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2011.02.041
http://doi.org/10.1111/jnc.14829
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31318452
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbi.2015.12.014
http://doi.org/10.2116/analsci.31.591
http://doi.org/10.1021/nl050054c
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2017.03.083
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28407934
http://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.0900824
http://doi.org/10.1002/rcm.8562
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31461793


Micromachines 2021, 12, 397 15 of 17

25. Hua, X.; Yang, J.; Wang, L.; Fang, Q.; Zhang, G.; Liu, F. Development of an Enzyme Linked Immunosorbent Assay and an
Immunochromatographic Assay for Detection of Organophosphorus Pesticides in Different Agricultural Products. PLoS ONE
2013, 7, e53099. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Nair, H.K.; Seravalli, J.; Arbuckle, T.; Quinn, D.M. Molecular recognition in acetylcholinesterase catalysis: Free-energy correlations
for substrate turnover and inhibition by trifluoro ketone transition-state analogs. Biochemistry 1994, 33, 8566–8576. [CrossRef]

27. Aldewachi, H.; Al-Zidan, R.N.; Conner, M.T.; Salman, M.M. High-Throughput Screening Platforms in the Discovery of Novel
Drugs for Neurodegenerative Diseases. Bioengineering 2021, 8, 30. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

28. Ferreira, A.; Proença, C.; Serralheiro, M.L.; Araújo, M.E. The in vitro screening for acetylcholinesterase inhibition and antioxidant
activity of medicinal plants from Portugal. J. Ethnopharmacol. 2006, 108, 31–37. [CrossRef]

29. Nordberg, A.; Darreh-Shori, T.; Peskind, E.; Soininen, H.; Mousavi, M.; Eagle, G.; Lane, R. Different cholinesterase inhibitor
effects on CSF cholinesterases in Alzheimer patients. Curr. Alzheimer Res. 2009, 6, 4–14. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30. Pohanka, M.; Musilek, K.; Kuca, K. Progress of biosensors based on cholinesterase inhibition. Curr. Med. Chem. 2009, 16,
1790–1798. [CrossRef]

31. Wang, B.; Li, Y.; Hu, H.; Shu, W.; Yang, L.; Zhang, J. Acetylcholinesterase electrochemical biosensors with graphene-transition
metal carbides nanocomposites modified for detection of organophosphate pesticides. PLoS ONE 2020, 15, e0231981. [CrossRef]

32. Liu, Y.; Zhang, J.; Cheng, Y.; Jiang, S.P. Effect of Carbon Nanotubes on Direct Electron Transfer and Electrocatalytic Activity of
Immobilized Glucose Oxidase. ACS Omega 2018, 3, 667–676. [CrossRef]

33. Wooten, M.; Karra, S.; Zhang, M.; Gorski, W. On the Direct Electron Transfer, Sensing, and Enzyme Activity in the Glucose
Oxidase/Carbon Nanotubes System. Anal. Chem. 2014, 86, 752–757. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Palanivelu, J.; Chidambaram, R. Acetylcholinesterase with mesoporous silica: Covalent immobilization, physiochemical charac-
terization, and its application in food for pesticide detection. J. Cell. Biochem. 2019, 120, 10777–10786. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Marsh, P.; Manjakkal, L.; Yang, X.; Huerta, M.; Le, T.; Thiel, L.; Chiao, J.C.; Cao, H.; Dahiya, R. Flexible Iridium Oxide Based
pH Sensor Integrated With Inductively Coupled Wireless Transmission System for Wearable Applications. Ieee Sens. J. 2020, 20,
5130–5138. [CrossRef]

36. Lin, N.; Bruzzese, C.; Dufresne, A. TEMPO-Oxidized Nanocellulose Participating as Crosslinking Aid for Alginate-Based Sponges.
ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2012, 4, 4948–4959. [CrossRef]

37. Koga, H.; Saito, T.; Kitaoka, T.; Nogi, M.; Suganuma, K.; Isogai, A. Transparent, Conductive, and Printable Composites Consisting
of TEMPO-Oxidized Nanocellulose and Carbon Nanotube. Biomacromolecules 2013, 14, 1160–1165. [CrossRef]

38. Nguyen, A.H.; Ma, X.; Sim, S.J. Gold nanostar based biosensor detects epigenetic alterations on promoter of real cells. Biosens.
Bioelectron. 2015, 66, 497–503. [CrossRef]

39. Lu, Y.; Shi, Z.; Yu, L.; Li, C.M. Fast prototyping of a customized microfluidic device in a non-clean-room setting by cutting and
laminating Parafilm®. Rsc. Adv. 2016, 6, 85468–85472. [CrossRef]

40. Kim, Y.S.; Yang, Y.; Henry, C.S. Laminated and infused Parafilm®—Paper for paper-based analytical devices. Sens. Actuators B
Chem. 2018, 255, 3654–3661. [CrossRef]

41. Bakker, E.; Pretsch, E.; Bühlmann, P. Selectivity of potentiometric ion sensors. Anal. Chem. 2000, 72, 1127–1133. [CrossRef]
42. Lindner, E.; Umezawa, Y. Performance evaluation criteria for preparation and measurement of macro- and microfabricated

ion-selective electrodes (IUPAC Technical Report). Pure Appl. Chem. 2008, 80, 85–104. [CrossRef]
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