Iv.6. PROMOTED IRON FISCHER-TROPSCH CATALYSTS.
CHARACTERIZATION BY NITROGEN SORPTION (Diane R. Milburn,
Komandur V. R. Chary and Burtron H. Davis).

Iv.6.1. ABSTRACT -

The effects of promoters on BET surface area and porosity of precipitated iron
caialysts are examined. A series of metal oxide promoted iron catalysts was prepared
by coprecipitation of the nitrate salts to produce 6% by weight of promoter oxide.
Surface areas and pore volumes tend to decrease with increasing promoter ionic
radius although there is essentially no change in the shape of the nitrogen isotherm or
pore size distribution. Addition of alkali (K) or alkaline-earth (Ca) to silica or alumina
promoted iron catalysts also results in a decrease in surface area and pore volume
with increasing metal loading. The presence of alkali or alkaline-earth appears to
impede crystallization during heating.

Iv.6.2. INTRODUCTION

Iron based catalysts are widely used in the ammonia synthesis (IV.6.1) and the
Fischer-Tropsch synthesis of hydrocarbons from CO and H, (IV.6.2). Alkali promoters
are frequently added to these catalysts to improve activity, selectivity and/or life. In
addition, structural promoters, such as SiO, or Al,O,, may be added to the catalyst to
improve or maintain surface area and to extend the catalyst lifetime.

Emmett and coworkers (IV.6.3-1V.6.6) conducted a series of chemisorption
studies directed toward developing an understanding of the nature of the promoters in
these catalysts. These studies led to the conclusion that both types of promoters are

present on the catalyst surface. In the low surface area ammonia synthesis catalysts
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the alumina or silica promoters appear to be present on the surface of the iron metal,
and to form islands that occupy about half of the surface of the metallic iron. Alkali
was viewed to be present both on the surface of the iron and of the alumina or silica.
This picture of the ammonia synthesis catalyst persists even today. The structure of
the Fischer-Tropsch synthesis catalyst is less well known because of the complication
caused by the actual, or potential, presence of one or more bulk or surface iron
carbides (IV.6.7).

Dry (IV.6.8) reported that the surface area and the pore volume were the major
factors in determining the properties of the Fischer-Tropsch synthesis catalyst. Thus,
the initial surface area and pore volume are important factors in the preparation of
precipitated iron Fischer-Tropsch synthesis catalysts. This study examines the effects
on surface area and porosity resulting from the addition of a variety of metal oxide
promotors and of increased loadings of alkali (K) or alkaline-earth (Ca) promotors on
a precipitated iron catalyst containing 6 wt.% alumina or silica.

Iv.6.3. EXPERIMENTAL

" nitrate with

Unpromoted Fe{OH), was prepared by the precipitation of Fe
ammonium hydroxide at pH=8. The resulting dark brown precipitate was then filtered
and washed four times with distilled deionized water prior to drying in flowing air at
100°C for 24 hours. Metal oxide promoted samples were prepared under similar
conditions using a 15.6M ammonium hydroxide solution to precipitate from a solution
of iron nitrate and the appropriate metal nitrate. In several cases the pH exceeded

8.5. The silica promoted iron was coprecipitated from iron nitrate and silica gel,

prepared from the hydrolysis of tetraethylorthosilane. Promoter loadings were 6% by
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weight based on the stable oxide following calcination in air. Some physical
properties of these samples are summarized in Table 1V.6.1. Potassium and calcium
were added to the 6% Al,O, and 6% SiO, promoted samples by incipient wetness
using solutions of potassium nitrate or calcium nitrate. Alkali loadings were 2%, 4%
and 6% by weight. Another set of doubly promoted samples were prepared by
sequential incipient wetness corresponding to 2% K , 2% Ca; 4% K, 4% Ca and 6% K,
6% Ca on the 6% Al and the 6% Si promoted iron oxides. All samples were dried in
flowing air at 100°C for 12 hours and portions of each alkali or alkaline-earth promoted
sample were calcined in air at 300°C for 6 hours in order to examine the effects of
temperature.

X-ray powder diffraction patterns were obtained using a Phillips model 3100
instrument with a CuKa radiation source. The instrument is designed to effect
automatic sample changes and the equipment introduces a peak at 20 = 44.6 for
iron. Thus, this peak should be ignored in the XRD patterns.

Nitrogen sorption isotherms were measured using a Quantachrome Autosorb 6
instrument. Prior to analysis, each sample was outgassed at 80°C at <50 mtorr for at
least 12 hours. BET surface areas were calculated from the adsorption branch of the
isotherms and pore size distributions were calculated from the desorption branch
using the model of Broekhoff and deBoer assuming cylindrical pores (IV.6.9).

IV.6.4. RESULTS

A series of catalysts were prepared to contain 6 wt.% of the metal oxide used

as the non-reducible promoter. The BET surface areas of these singly promoted iron

oxide catalysts show a uniform trend with the ionic radius of the promoter metal
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(Figure IV.6.1). In this paper we refer to the material as an iron oxide although the
materials, even after calcination at 300°C, are amorphous to X-ray examination. As
shown in Figure IV.6.1, promoters with a considerably smaller ionic radius that Fet
produce a material with a surface area that is greater (by nearly 50%) than that of the
unpromoted iron oxide. - As the ionic radius of the metal ion of the promoter
approaches that of Fe®* the surface area undergoes a rapid decrease to that of the
unpromoted iron oxide. As the ionic radius of the metal ion of the promoter becomes
greater than that of Fe®* the surface area of the promoted iron oxide shows a sharp
decrease. For promoters with an ionic radius of about 0.75A and larger the surface
area approaches a constant value that is about 75% of that of the unpromoted iron
oxide. Thus, there is a clear relationship between the surface area of the promoted
iron oxide catalyst precursor and the ionic size of the metal of the promoter.

Since the catalyst precursors have been prepared to contain a constant wt.% of
metal oxide promoter, there is a considerable variation in the moles of promoter metal
per gram of catalyst. However, as shown in Figure IV.6.2, there is only a slight
increase in the BET surface area with increasing moles of promoter metal.

The presence of the metal oxide promoter does not make a significant change
in either the type of adsorption/desorption isotherms or the hysteresis loop; this is true
for both the group of promoters that lead to a larger (Figure 1V.6.3) or smaller (Figure
IV.6.4) surface area than the unpromoted iron oxide. A Type IV adsorption isotherm
is obtained in all cases and the hysteresis loop is Type H2 for all of the samples
(IUPAC classification (IV.6.10)). Each isotherm exhibits a clear limiting adsorption

showing a filling of the pore structure; this permits an estimation of the pore volume
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from the "so-called" Gurvitsch Rule (IV.6.11). The total pore volumes calculated using
the model of Broekhoff and deBoer assuming cylindrical pores appears to show a
slight decrease with increasing ionic radius of the metal promoter; however, there is
considerable scatter for the data if there is such a trend (Figure IV.6.5). The pore
volume estimated using the Gurvitsch Rule exhibits the same trend as obtained with
the Broekhoff-deBoer model (Figure IV.6.6); however, the Broekhoff-deBoer model
returns a total pore volume that is about 1.5 times as great as those from the
Gurvitsch Rule.

The pore volume of the materials is contained primarily in pores in the range of
20-27A except for the ones promoted by Th and Zr; these two catalyst precursors
appear to have a slightly larger radius for the maximum pore size (Figure 1V.6.7).

The incorporation of silica into the catalyst precursor causes an increase in the
surface area (Figure IV.6.8) as the ratio Si/(Si + Fe) increases up to about 6 atomic
%. The incorporation of silica beyond about 6 atomic % does not cause a further
increase in the surface area. A similar trend is observed for the alumina promoted
catalyst precursor except that the lower loading of the promoter appears to have a
greater impact upon increasing the surface area (Figure 1V.6.9).

Potassium or calcium was added to portions of an alumina or silica promoted
iron oxide sample to produce materials that contain 2, 4, or 6 atomic % of the alkali or
alkaline-earth promoter. Following impregnation, the samples were dried at 100°C.
The addition of K* or Ca?* to the iron oxide caused the surface area to decrease, and
the decrease became greater as the amount of promotér increased (Figure 1V.6.10).

Except for the lowest loading, Ca®* caused a greater decrease of the surface area
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than K* did. Another series of catalyst precursors were prepared by first
impregnating with K* to 2, 4 or 6 atomic %, dried at 100°C, and then impregnated
with 2, 4 or 6 atomic % Ca®*. The surface area of the material containing both
promoters had a lower surface area than a material containing the same atomic % of
the single promoter. Surprisingly, the surface area of the K* or Ca?* promoted
materials does not depend upon the level of the alkali or alkaline-earth promoter.
However, the surface area of the material promoted with both the alkali and alkaline-
earth promoter does decrease with the loading of the promoter. The resuits obtained
for the promoted silica promoted iron oxide (Si/(Si + Fe) = 0.6) were very similar to
those shown in Figure 1V.6.10 for the alumina promoted materials. The addition of
Ca?* (Figure IV.6.11) does not alter the type of isotherm or the hysteresis loop; similar
results were obtained for the materials promoted with K*. Likewise, the pore size
distribution did not vary with the level of K™ or Ca?*, even when the iron oxide
contained equal amounts of K* and Ca?*. The surface areas of the doubly promoted
catalysts are summarized in Table IV.6.2.

The iron oxide following precipitation and drying at 100°C was amorphous to X-
rays. However, the unpromoted material following calcination at 300°C was a-Fe,0,
(Figure 1V.6.12). The incorporation of even 1 atomic% Si to the precipitated material
retards the crystallization to a material that gives an X-ray diffraction pattern for a
crystalline material. The impregnation of the precipitate with 0.06 atomic fraction
silicon with potassium up to 6 atomic % did not lead to a crystalline material following
calcination at 300°C for 4 hours. All of the Al promoted iron oxides were amorphous

following drying at 100°C. However, Al was less effective for preventing the
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crystallization following heating at 300°C for 4 hours; samples containing less that 0.03
atomic fraction Al are crystalline following calcination (Figure IV.6.13). The addition of
K* to the aluminium promoted iron oxide (Al/(Al + Fe) = 0.06) even to 6 atomic % did
not lead to a crystalline material following calcination at 300°C.

IV.6.5. DISCUSSION

While it is apparent that the addition of a promoter will alter the surface area of
precipitated iron oxide and that this effect depends upon the ionic radius of the
promoter, it is not readily apparent why this should be the case. It is well established
that the incorporation of an anion on the surface of zirconia will aid in retaining the
surface area and inhibiting the crystallization. For example, the presence of the sulfate
anion may increase the crystallization temperature by 100°C or even more; the surface
area of the calcined material may be as much as 150% greater than the material that
does not contain sulfate (IV.6.12). In the case of the sulfated zirconia, it has been
demonstrated that the sulfate retards the tetragonal to monoclinic phase
transformation by inhibiting the adsorption of oxygen (IV.6.13).

In the preparation of the iron oxide catalyst precursors, the promoter was
incorporated by co-precipitation. At least some of the metal promoters can be
incorporated into the structure of the crystalline iron oxide that is produced following
calcination. However, the precipitated material is amorphous to X-rays even following
drying at 100°C. It therefore appears likely that the promoter operates in a manner
that is similar to that of sulfate in the case of zirconia. Many, or even all, of the
promoters listed in Table IV.6.1 will be present as the oxygen containing anion, such

as CrO;, at the pH where precipitation was effected. Thus, it appears that adsorption
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of the anion on the surface of the amorphous, hydrated iron oxide is likely. It
therefore appears that the presence of the promoter, adsorbed as the anion, is
responsible for the inhibition of the crystallization and the impact upon the surface
area. If this view is correct, then it is necessary for the anion of the promoters with a
small ionic radius to be adsorbed very strongly and to exhibit a maximum effect,
presumably by maximizing the surface coverage. The promoters with the large ionic
radius, due either to a lower tendency to form the anion or, more likely, to the
formation of three dimensional precipitates, lead to a lower surface coverage.
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Figure IV.6.1.

Figure IV.6.2.
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Figure IV.6.3. Adsorption/desorption isotherms for iron oxide and materials
prgmoted by metal oxides with an metal ionic radius larger than
Fe’*. |
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Figure IV.6.4. Adsorption/desorption isotherms for iron oxide and materials
prgmoted by metal oxides with a metal ionic radius smaller than
Fe®*. ~
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Figure IV.6.5.
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Figure IV.6.10. BET surface area of an alumina promoted iron oxide (Al/(Al + Fe)
= 0.06) with increasing amounts of K*, Ca®* or (K* + Ca®*)
following drying at 100°C or calcination at 300°C.
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Figure IV.6.11. Nitrogen adsorption/desorption isotherms for silica promoted iron

oxides with increasing amounts of Ca®* following drying at 100°C
and calcination at 300°C.
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Figure IV.6.12. X-ray diffraction patterns for unpromoted and silica promoted iron
oxides.
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Figure IV.6.13. X-ray diffraction patterns for unpromoted and alumina promoted

iron oxide following calcination at 300°C.
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