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ABSTRACT: The incorporation of green and sustainable nanomaterials in pesticide formation is an effective method to lower the
use of conventional pesticides without adverse effects on productivity. Here pesticide Pickering emulsions stabilized by halloysite
nanotubes (HNTs) were developed for low cost, less environmental pollution, low toxic effects, and better emulsion stability. HNTs
were added to chlorantraniliprole (CAP) emulsions, and good stability was exhibited due to the adsorption and aggregation of
HNTs at the interface of CAP oil droplets, forming a three-dimensional network structure that prevented the emulsion from
aggregation. In addition, Spodoptera f rugiperda was used as a pest model and corn was used as a plant model to explore the washout
resistance, insecticidal effect, and biological safety of HNTs−CAP emulsion. After spraying emulsion on corn leaves and washing for
10 min, the HNTs−CAP emulsion (5 wt % HNTs) pesticide residue rate was 2.7 times that of pristine CAP emulsion. When the
HNT dispersion concentration was 2 wt %, the larva mortality was 83%, which was 1.5 times that of the CAP emulsion group. These
results demonstrated that HNTs−CAP emulsion showed good foliar adhesion, rainfall resistance, and insecticidal effect. The tubular
clay-based nanopesticide formulations show potential applications in the control of crop pests with modern agriculture technology.
KEYWORDS: halloysite, chlorantraniliprole, Spodoptera f rugiperda, emulsion stability, washout resistance

1. INTRODUCTION
Population growth and climate change will lead to increased
production and use of pesticides globally.1 The long-term
widespread and inefficient use of traditional pesticide
formulations has caused serious harm to both the environment
and humans. It is necessary for us to control pesticide pollution
to mitigate its negative impact on the environment and other
non-target organisms.2,3 Improving pesticide utilization
efficiency, reducing pesticide losses, reducing the negative
impact of pesticides on the environment, and reducing costs
are important goals in the application of pesticides.4−6 Among
them, reducing leaching losses and improving plant adhesion
of pesticides are the most effective methods to improve the
utilization efficiency of pesticides.

In recent years, Pickering emulsions stabilized by rod-like
nanoparticles have attracted significant attention due to the
advantages of low cost, few environmental pollution and toxic
effects, and high emulsion stability.7 Halloysite nanotubes

(HNTs) have a large length:diameter ratio and a tubular
structure, while their surfaces possess active hydroxyl groups.
Therefore, HNTs can be used as an anchor point for molecular
adsorption and grafting reactions.8−10 Moreover, HNTs are
environmentally friendly and biocompatible materials, which
can be used in essentially all applications. For example, Yang et
al. designed a green, environmentally friendly multifunctional
detergent by utilizing the properties of HNTs with stabilizing
O/W emulsions.11 In other words, the unique properties of
HNTs, including large surface area, tunable size, high loading
capacity, biocompatibility, low cost, and the ability for
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controlled release, make them good candidates for stabilizing
pesticide Pickering emulsions for pest control in agricul-
ture.12−14 Additionally, HNTs in combination with functional
polymers show promise for targeted delivery of active
compounds and potential for encapsulation of both hydro-
phobic and hydrophilic chemical pesticides or biopesti-
cides.15,16

The fall armyworm, Spodoptera f rugiperda (J. E. Smith)
(Lepidoptera: Noctuidae), is a highly destructive global
agricultural pest that is noted for its wide host range, strong
long-distance flight capability, and potential to inflict high yield
losses.17,18 Originally, native to the Americas, fall armyworm
has long been a major agricultural problem in the Western
Hemisphere. Since 2016, it has rapidly spread to and
throughout the vast region of Africa, the Indian subcontinent,
Southeast Asia and East Asia, and Oceania. It has caused huge
economic losses in crop production and posed a real threat to
global food security.19

Chlorantraniliprole (CAP) is a broad-spectrum pesticide
with long residual activity, low toxicity, and no cross-resistance
to other pesticides, which has been widely used to control
pests.20 Due to its poor solubility, CAP is often prepared as a
suspension or emulsified dispersion, requiring large amounts of
organic solvents or emulsifiers to ensure its stability. In
contrast, oil-in-water (O/W) emulsion formulations of CAP
are a good choice. However, emulsions are thermodynamically
unstable systems and are prone to agglomeration, flocculation,
or settling during storage.21 Therefore, it is also important to
improve long-term stability in the design of pesticide O/W
emulsion formulations. Li et al. found that amphiphilic sodium
alginate derivatives/alkyl glycosides can be used as emulsifiers
in pesticide O/W emulsion formulations to improve emulsion
stability and foliar wettability.22 Liu et al. used an O/W double
emulsion method that involved a premixed film emulsion in
preparing a CAP microcapsule formula with good light and
thermal stability.23 Feng et al. prepared O/W emulsions loaded
with λ-cypermethrin (a biologically active ingredient) using a
low-energy-consumption method to improve the stability of
pesticide emulsions.21 Improving the stability of pesticide
emulsions, reducing leaching loss, and improving the foliar
adhesion of pesticides are beneficial to the development of
pesticide O/W emulsion formulations. Wu et al. developed a λ-
cyhalothrin microcapsule suspension using viscous polydop-
amine microcapsules as a carrier, which exhibited good
suspension properties, flow behavior, storage stability, and
high retention on the plant leaves.24

In this work, the effect of HNTs on improving the stability
of O/W emulsions using xylene as the organic phase was first
investigated. The water−xylene emulsion tended to be stable
with the increase in HNT concentration. Then HNTs−CAP
O/W emulsions were prepared by mixing the CAP xylene
solution and HNT aqueous dispersions. The HNTs−CAP
emulsions exhibited good stability due to the adsorption and
aggregation of HNTs at the interface of CAP oil droplets,
forming a three-dimensional network structure that prevented
aggregation of the emulsion. The global invasive agricultural
pest S. f rugiperda was used as the pest model, and corn was
used as the plant model to explore washout resistance,
insecticidal effect, and biological safety of HNTs−CAP
emulsion. All the results demonstrated that HNTs−CAP
emulsion showed good foliar adhesion, rainfall resistance, and
insecticidal effect. Escherichia coli and wheat were used as
toxicity models for assessing the biosafety of the pesticide

carriers. This work provides a new option for the development
of stable storage and rain resistance of water-insoluble pesticide
emulsions in controlling crop pests of modern agriculture
technology.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Materials. Halloysite nanotubes (HNTs) were obtained from

Guangzhou Runwo Materials Technology Co., Ltd., China. S.
f rugiperda, chlorantraniliprole (CAP), corn, and mulberry leaves
were obtained from Guangdong Academy of Agricultural Sciences,
China. Wheat seeds were acquired from Sunong Seed Industry Co.,
Ltd. (Jiangsu, China). Xylene was provided by Aladdin Biochemical
Technology Ltd., China. Deionized water was used in all the
experiments.

2.2. Preparation of HNTs−Xylene Emulsion. Pickering
emulsions were prepared by sonicating an aqueous solution of xylene
and HNTs for 20 min with an oil/water volume ratio of 1:9. Pickering
emulsions were stabilized with aqueous solutions of different
concentrations (0, 0.5, 1, 2, 5 wt %) of HNTs. The xylene droplet
was warped by the halloysite in the emulsion system, and no free oil
phase existed. Ten microliter drops of the emulsion were placed on a
glass slide with a cover glass, and the morphology of the emulsion was
photographed using a polarizing microscope (BX51, Olympus, Japan).
ImageJ was used to measure the droplet size.

2.3. Preparation of HNTs−CAP−Xylene Emulsion. A Picker-
ing emulsion of pesticide was prepared by adding 0.5 g of CAP to 1
mL of xylene and adding 9 mL of aqueous solutions at different
concentrations (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt %) of HNTs and sonicating for
20 min.

2.4. Characterization. Transmission electron microscopy (TEM)
(JEM-2100F, JEOL Ltd., Japan) and a particle analyzer (NanoBrook
Omni, Brookhaven Instruments Ltd., Holtsville, NY) were used to
test the diluted HNT aqueous dispersion. After diluting the O/W
emulsion to 0.05%, the particle size distribution was measured and
recorded using a zeta potential particle size analyzer (Zetasizer Nano
ZS, U.K.). Rheological behavior of HNTs−CAP emulsion was
measured by a rotational rheometer (Kinexus pro+, Austria) with a
20 mm diameter parallel plate model and a 400 μm thickness of the
emulsion sample. Frequency scans were performed at 0.01−100 Hz at
0.5% fixed strain. Shear viscosity was performed from 0.01 to 100 s−1.
The CAP emulsion and HNTs−CAP emulsion were lyophilized, the
samples were coated with gold on the surface of the lyophilized
samples, and the morphology of the samples was observed with a
scanning electron microscope (SEM) (Ultra 55 SEM instrument,
Zeiss, Germany). A Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR)
instrument (Nicolet iS50, Thermo Fisher Scientific Ltd., Waltham,
MA) was used to measure the infrared spectra of the HNTs,
lyophilized CAP emulsion, and lyophilized HNTs−CAP emulsion in
the range of 4000 to 400 cm−1. The X-ray powder diffraction (XRD)
patterns of HNT powder, CAP emulsion lyophilized powder, and
HNTs−CAP emulsion freeze-dried powder were measured with an
XRD instrument (MiniFlex-600, Rigaku Corporation, Japan) at a scan
rate of 5°min−1 ranging from 5° to 70°. The stability of HNTs, CAP
emulsion lyophilized powder, and HNTs−CAP emulsion lyophilized
powder was tested with a TGA instrument (Mettler Toledo,
Switzerland) from 30 to 800 °C under nitrogen atmosphere at a
temperature increase rate of 10 °C min−1.

2.5. Contact Angle of HNTs−CAP Emulsion on the Leaf
Surface. To determine the wetting property of the emulsions on the
crop leaves, 8 μL of CAP emulsion containing 0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt %
HNTs in water was dropped on the surface of maize leaves and
mulberry leaves, and the contact angle analyzer (DSA 100,
DataPhysics, OCA-25, Germany) was used to test the size of the
droplet contact angle on the leaf surface.

2.6. Surface Tension of HNTs−CAP Emulsion. Ten microliters
of CAP emulsion containing 0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt % HNT aqueous
solutions was placed into a 0.5 mm syringe and slowly squeezed out to
produce droplets. The surface tension was obtained from suspension
droplet analysis, pictures of the droplets were taken, and the surface
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tension values were calculated, observed, and recorded using built-in
software of the instrument (DSA 100, DataPhysics, OCA-25,
Germany). Measurements were taken at 60 s intervals to obtain a
relationship between time and surface tension.

2.7. Washout Resistance of HNTs−CAP Emulsion. The
concentration of HNTs−CAP emulsion was too large for practical
application in controlling pests. Diluting to a low concentration is a
common way to spray a pesticide formulation on crop leaves for
subsequent analysis.4 HNTs−CAP emulsion was diluted to 200 mg
L−1, and 0.5 mL of the sample diluent was sprayed on corn leaves
having an area of 4 × 4 cm and then dried naturally. To simulate
rainwater flushing, each leaf was tilted 30°, and deionized water was
dripped on the leaves at a rate of 20 mL min−1 and washed for 2, 4, 6,
8, and 10 min.4 After washing, the leaves were minced and collected
into centrifuge tubes, 5 mL of acetonitrile was added, the mixture was
sonicated and centrifuged, and the supernatant was aspirated. Finally,
the supernatant was vacuum-dried and dissolved in 1 mL of
acetonitrile. The amount of CAP was determined using high
performance liquid chromatography (Agilent 1260 Infinity II; Agilent
Technologies; Santa Clara, CA) equipped with a UV detector
according to the literature.25 Analytes were separated using an Agilent
Diamonsil C18 column (250 mm × 4.6 mm id, 5 μm). An
acetonitrile/water mixture (70:30, v/v) was used as the mobile phase
at a flow rate of 0.8 mL min, injection volume of 5 μL, column
temperature of 30 °C, retention time of approximately 12.5 min, and
UV detector detection wavelength set to 260 nm.

2.8. Pharmacodynamic Test of HNTs−CAP Emulsion. For the
insecticidal effect experiment, the emulsion was diluted to 30 mg/L
(30 ppm was the LC50 value for the CAP toward Spodoptera
frugiperda) because a high concentration leads to potential environ-
mental risk and high cost. The insecticidal experiment was conducted
on diluted CAP emulsion containing 5 wt % CAP, HNTs−CAP
emulsion (0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt % HNTs in water), and HNTs emulsion
(2 wt % HNTs) to 30 mg L−1. Moist filter paper was put into the
culture container, and 120 second instar larvae of S. f rugiperda were
taken. They were divided into 6 groups of 20 worms stochastically
and starved for 4 h. The same volume of corn leaves was soaked in the
same diluents and water for 10 s, and then they were allowed to dry

naturally. The leaves were placed in the culture vessels for different
times of 4, 8, 12, 24, and 36 h. Mortality of the pest for every group
was recorded. The experiment was repeated four times.

2.9. Safety Evaluation of HNTs−CAP Emulsion. E. coli was
cultured in Luria−Bertani medium at different concentrations (0,
31.25, 125, and 500 μg mL−1) at 37 °C for 24 h, and the absorbance
of E. coli was determined by UV−vis spectroscopy at 600 nm. Wheat
seeds were soaked in distilled water for 12 h and then transferred to
Petri dishes containing 6 mL of aqueous solutions of CAP emulsion
and HNTs−CAP emulsion at concentrations of 31.25, 125, and 500
μg mL−1 for 7 days. During this period, the wheat was treated with
different concentrations of the samples and the Petri dishes were kept
moist. After 7 days, the germination rate, root length, and shoot
length of the different groups were counted.

2.10. Statistical Analysis. The data were statistically analyzed
using SPSS software and displayed as the means and the standard
error (SE) by Tukey’s multiple range test (p < 0.05).

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Stability of HNTs−Xylene Emulsion. The basic

characterization of HNTs used is shown in Figure S1. HNTs
show a rod-like morphology with an empty lumen and high
aspect ratio, the adsorbed water on HNTs can be removed by
heating, and the structure of the tubes is stable. HNT surfaces
contain hydroxyl groups which can be employed for surface
modification. The purity of the HNTs is high as shown by
XRD, and the particle size distribution is narrow. Due to their
high aspect ratio, natural availability, and low toxicity, HNTs
have been widely investigated for the design of Pickering
emulsions. The anisotropic HNT particles can considerably
improve the stabilization of Pickering systems by irreversibly
anchoring at the oil−water interface and creating a physical
barrier which provides steric hindrance and inhibits Ostwald
ripening and coalescence.13 The preparation process of an O/
W emulsion of aqueous HNTs and xylene is illustrated in
Figure 1A. The appearance and morphology of HNTs−xylene

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the synthesis of HNTs−CAP emulsion (A). Appearances (B), polarizing microscope images (C), and droplet size
statistics (D) of emulsions composed of HNT dispersions with different concentrations (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt %) and xylene.
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emulsion with different HNT concentrations (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and
5 wt %) were then observed (Figure 1B and 1C). Due to the
presence of capillary force, HNTs gathered into bundles in the
oil−water system, laterally attached to the oil/water interface,
and covered the oil droplets, preventing them from coalescing.
Thus, HNTs would be used as the solid stabilizers in a
Pickering emulsion. It can be seen from Figure 1C,D that the
emulsion droplets in the emulsion tended to become smaller as

the concentration of HNTs increases. When the HNT
dispersion concentration was 2 wt %, the emulsion droplets
were the smallest. The emulsion droplets were homogenized,
and the oil droplet size decreased, which indicated that the
addition of HNTs could make the water−xylene emulsion
more stable. When the concentration of HNT dispersion was 2
wt %, the stabilizing effect of HNTs on the emulsion was the
best. As the hydrophilic HNTs were added, the water−xylene

Figure 2. Appearances of emulsions composed of HNT dispersions (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt %) and xylene after standing for 7 days (A). Polarizing
microscope images and droplet size statistics of the upper (B) and bottom (C) layer of the emulsion.

Figure 3. Appearances of HNTs−CAP (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt % HNTs) (A). Particle size distribution diagram (B) and the images of these
emulsions after standing for 14 days (C).
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system is in the state of an O/W emulsion, and HNTs are
aggregated at the water−oil interface. Therefore, the high
concentration of hydrophilic HNTs stabilize the interfaces of
the oil-in-water emulsion. Inorganic particles (including silica,
clay, hydroxyapatite) and some organic particles can effectively
serve as Pickering emulsifiers. It has been proposed that
compared to spherical silica emulsifiers, rod-shaped particles
can restrict the coalescence and deformation of droplets to a
larger extent at the water−oil interface, resulting in relatively
more stable emulsions.26

Emulsion destabilization refers to the separation of the
water−oil phase, which is the main phenomenon of emulsion
denaturation.27 Thus, the emulsion stability can be judged by
allowing it to stand. HNTs−xylene emulsions with different
HNT concentrations (0, 0.5, 1, 2, and 5 wt %) were allowed to
stand at room temperature for 7 days, as shown in Figure 2.
The xylene−water emulsions without HNTs were delaminated
and became transparent after standing for 7 days while the
HNT-treated emulsion appeared milky white, although
delamination also occurred. As the concentration of HNT
dispersion increased, the delamination phenomenon was
weakened. The upper and lower layers of the emulsion after
delamination were observed using a polarizing microscope
(Figure 2B,C). In the xylene−water system without HNTs, the
water−oil phase was completely separated, and the droplet
sizes of the upper and lower layers differed by 40 μm. With the
increase of HNT concentration, the droplet sizes of the upper
and lower layers were similar. When the concentrations of
HNT dispersion were 2−5 wt %, the droplet sizes were similar
to that of the emulsion before standing. It is suggested that raw
HNTs without any surfactants could act as effective stabilizers

for Pickering emulsions. HNTs have a large specific surface
area and special tubular structure, which limits the rotation of
its particles. Therefore, HNTs are easily adsorbed on the
water−oil surface and aggregate at the oil−water interface,
which can reduce the interfacial tension and energy between
the oil and water phases, resulting in a better emulsification
effect.11,28

3.2. Stability of HNTs−CAP Emulsions. Because HNTs
play a key role as stabilizers in Pickering emulsions, HNTs
could be used as an additive to form HNTs−CAP formulations
to improve the stability of CAP pesticide emulsions. The
pesticide emulsion formulation was composed of an aqueous
dispersion of HNTs and an oil phase of CAP dissolved in
xylene (Figure 3A). The droplet size distribution was measured
using dynamic laser scattering (Figure 3B). As the HNT
dispersion concentration increased, the emulsion droplet size
decreased. When the concentration of the HNT dispersion was
2 wt %, the smallest droplet had a particle size of 415.9 nm,
which was 0.36 times that of the CAP emulsion. Further
increasing the HNT concentration (5 wt %) led to increased
droplet size, because the nanotubes aggregated and decreased
the emulsifying efficiency. It is suggested that HNTs can
significantly reduce droplet size. Observing the appearance of
the emulsion when stored at room temperature was a simple
and intuitive way to investigate the stability of CAP emulsions.
From Figure 3C, the raw CAP emulsion showed distinct
delamination after 14 days compared to other emulsion
samples, and it was difficult to determine the polydispersity
index of the emulsion. It is generally known that an excellent
pesticide formulation should have good long-term stability.
With the concentration of HNT dispersion increased, the

Figure 4. FTIR (A), magnified FTIR in the range of 1300−1000 cm−1 (B), XRD (C), and TGA (D) of HNTs−CAP emulsion freeze-dried
powder.
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apparent phase separation degree of HNTs−CAP emulsion
tended to decrease. These results indicate that the addition of
HNTs could effectively improve the long-term storage stability
of pesticide emulsions.

3.3. Characterization of HNTs−CAP Emulsion Lyophi-
lizate. To investigate the interactions between HNTs and
CAP, the emulsion was freeze-dried and examined with FTIR
(Figure 4A and 4B). The characteristic absorption peaks of the
HNTs were located at 3695 and 3623 cm−1, which were
attributed to the stretching vibrations of the internal surface

hydroxyl groups and internal hydroxyl groups, respectively.29

The absorption peaks at 1744, 1690 cm−1 and 1252, 1164
cm−1 correspond to the C�O stretching vibration and amide
C−N stretching vibration absorption, which are the character-
istic absorption peaks of CAP.30 The characteristic absorption
peaks of HNTs and CAP coexist in the infrared spectrum of
HNTs−CAP emulsion freeze-dried powder, but the stretching
vibration peaks of C−N shift slightly from 1252 and 1163
cm−1 to 1254 and 1164 cm−1. This suggests that the binding
interactions between HNTs and CAP are weak, and the

Figure 5. SEM images of CAP and HNTs−CAP emulsions after lyophilization.

Figure 6. Rheological properties of HNTs−CAP emulsion with different HNT contents. Storage moduli (A) and loss moduli (B) at angular
frequencies from 0.01 to 100 Hz. Shear rate−dynamic viscosity diagram of HNTs−CAP emulsions with different HNT contents (C).
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stabilizing effect of HNTs for CAP emulsion can be attributed
to the changed rheology properties. Figure 4C shows the XRD
patterns of CAP, HNTs−CAP emulsion lyophilized powder,
CAP, and HNTs. The diffraction peaks of the HNTs appeared
at 12°, 20°, and 25°, corresponding to the (001), (020, 110),
and (002) planes, respectively.31 The structure of CAP
emulsion became amorphous after lyophilization. The
diffraction peaks of the HNTs could be clearly seen in the
spectrum of the lyophilized powder of HNTs−CAP emulsion,
and no obvious new peaks or peak shifts were found in the
pattern. Therefore, no intercalation occurs in the preparation
of HNTs−CAP emulsion. The thermal degradation curve of
CAP and HNTs−CAP emulsion freeze-dried powder are
compared in Figure 4D. After introduction of the HNTs, the
decomposition temperature of CAP increased. Therefore,
HNTs can significantly protect pesticides from heat decom-
position, and HNTs−CAP shows better thermal stability.
These results suggest that the interactions between HNTs and
CAP improve the thermal stability of CAP.

The three-dimensional structure of the freeze-dried
emulsion droplet was investigated by SEM (Figure 5). It can
be seen that the solidified emulsion particles are spherical in
the images. After the HNTs were added, the tubes gathered
around the spherical particles, and some tubes wrapped the
emulsion into a spherical shape. The oil/water interface was
laterally attached to hydrophilic HNTs such that the HNTs
aggregated into bundles due to capillary forces, covering the oil
droplets and preventing them from coalescing. HNTs solid
particles were compactly distributed at the oil−water interface
until the pesticide in the oil phase was completely wrapped,
which made the size of all the Pickering emulsion droplets
gradually smaller and evenly dispersed. It can also be seen from
the images that the Pickering emulsion became stable due to
the coalescence of the HNTs at the oil/water interface and
wrapping the oil droplets.

3.4. Rheological Properties of HNTs−CAP Emulsions.
The oil−water interface might adsorb solid particles to form a
particle monolayer that acts as a rigid network and provide a
physical barrier to coalescence, which controls the stability of

the Pickering emulsion. It is also possible that particle−particle
interactions form a 3D particle network in the continuous
phase and then increase the viscosity to improve the stability of
the emulsion, which is especially evident in clay-based
systems.32,33 The changes in viscosity and modulus of CAP
emulsion and HNTs−CAP emulsion were tested (Figure 6).
As the shear rate increased, the storage and loss moduli also
increased, and both the CAP and HNTs−CAP systems
presented similar fluid-like behaviors.34 The introduction of
HNTs increased the storage modulus of the emulsion. This
indicated that HNTs had a certain enhancement ability toward
CAP emulsions. From the shear rate−dynamic viscosity
changes of CAP emulsions and HNTs−CAP emulsions
(Figure 6C), it was found that with the increase of shear
rate, all the emulsions showed obvious shear thinning behavior.
The addition of HNTs increased the viscosity of the emulsion,
and with the concentration of HNT dispersion increased, the
shear viscosity increased except for the 5 wt % HNTs sample.
The slightly decreased viscosity of the 5 wt % sample was
attributed to aggregation of the nanotubes and the decreased
emulsifying ability as illustrated above. Furthermore, due to the
electroviscosity effects of the charged droplets, the increase of
the surface charge density on the droplets leads to the increase
in viscosity.35 The increase in viscosity helps to inhibit the
movement of oil droplets, reducing the migration rate and
collision probability of the oil droplets, thereby enhancing the
stability of the emulsion. These results suggest that HNTs can
improve the viscosity and strength of CAP emulsion and then
enhance the stability of the emulsion.

3.5. Foliar Adhesion and Washout Resistance of
HNTs−CAP Emulsions. The contact angle and surface
tension of pesticide formulations are important parameters
affecting their spreading, wetting, and adhesion behavior on
plant leaves.36 The droplet wettability of a leaf surface is largely
affected by the contact angle, which ranges from good
wettability (θ < 60°), moderate wettability (60° ≤ θ < 80°),
poor wettability (80° ≤ θ < 100°), to very poor wettability (θ
≥ 100°).37 The larger the contact angle of the droplet on the
leaf surface, the less wet the liquid will be on that surface.

Figure 7. Contact angle image (A) and average contact angle statistics (C) of HNTs−CAP emulsion with different HNT contents on corn leaves.
Contact angle images (B) and average contact angle statistics (D) of HNTs−CAP emulsion with different HNT contents on mulberry leaves.
Surface tension of HNTs−CAP emulsion with different HNT contents (E). Data values correspond to mean ± SD. Error bars represent SD ****p
< 0.0001, **p < 0.01, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA).
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Foliar contact angles of HNTs−CAP emulsions were measured
on corn leaves and mulberry leaves, and the contact angle
results are shown in Figure 7A−D. With the introduction of
HNTs, the contact angle of CAP emulsion on corn leaves
decreased from 95.9° to 69.6−77.8°, from poor wettability to
moderate wettability, while the contact angle of CAP emulsion
on mulberry leaves decreased from 82.8° to 58.8−65.2°.
Therefore, HNTs can improve the wettability of CAP
emulsion formulations on leaves. Figure 7E shows that the
surface tension of HNTs−CAP emulsion is lower than that of
CAP emulsion. The lower the surface tension of the pesticide
preparation, the greater the retention on the same leaves. The
bouncing of pesticide droplets on the surface of cabbage leaves,

which have lower surface tension, can be reduced.38 The lower
surface tension can indirectly prevent droplets from flowing
away from plant leaves. As decreased surface tension and static
contact angle of the droplet on the blade surface occur, the
droplet retention rate is improved.39 Thus, HNTs can reduce
the surface tension and contact angle of CAP emulsion on
leaves, improving the adhesion and retention of CAP on the
leaf surface.

Pesticides are deposited on plant leaves by spraying and then
exert their effects when pests eat the leaves. The potency of
pesticides can be prolonged by improving the adhesion of
pesticide liquid to leaves and resistance to scour.4 Owing to the
nanoscale size effect and changed wetting property, the

Figure 8. Schematic diagram of HNTs−CAP emulsion on corn leaves washed by rainwater (A) and the residue rate of CAP on corn leaves after
washing at different times (B).

Figure 9. Insecticidal efficacy of HNTs−CAP emulsion toward S. f rugiperda: Pest state on corn leaves by soaking in 30 ppm of HNTs−CAP
emulsion (A), 24 h mortality (C), and mortality statistics at different times (D) (red circle indicates dead larvae). Images of the leaf by removing
the pest (B) and residue area statistics (E) after feeding for 36 h. Data values correspond to mean ± SD. Error bars represent SD ****p < 0.0001,
*p < 0.05, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA).
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HNTs−CAP emulsions widely cover the leaf surfaces before
washing and form a scattered distribution state based on the
textures of the leaf surfaces4 (Figure 8A). Figure 8B shows the
residual amount of CAP on corn leaves after HNTs−CAP
emulsions at different concentrations of HNTs (0, 0.5, 1, 2,
and 5 wt %) were continuously applied. The washout
resistance was improved with the increase in HNT
concentration. With the increase in washing time, HNTs
increased the pesticide residue on the leaf surface compared
with that of the control group. After washing for 2 min, the
pesticide residue rates from CAP emulsion and HNTs−CAP
emulsion formulation were 25% and 40−60%, respectively.
When the HNT concentration was 5 wt %, the residue rate of
pesticide emulsion was 60%, which is 2.4 times that of CAP
emulsion. Another research study using nanocapsule-loaded λ-
cyhalothrin (NCS@LC) showed that the residue rate of the
NCS@LC group was still approximately 60%, after washing for
2 min.40 After 10 min of washing, the pesticide residue rates of
CAP emulsion and HNTs−CAP emulsion were 18% and
26%−48%, respectively. When the concentration of HNT
dispersion was 5 wt %, the residue rate of pesticide emulsion
was 2.7 times higher than that of CAP emulsion. Compared
with the raw CAP emulsion, the washout resistance of the
pesticide emulsion was significantly enhanced after the
addition of HNTs. These results demonstrate that HNTs
can enhance the foliar adhesion of CAP and reduce the loss of
effective components of CAP. Nanopesticide fate including
stability, release kinetics, leaching, and elemental analysis of

plants and soil, needs to be evaluated in detail. Halloysite clay,
as a soil component and Chinese mineral medicine, can be
eaten and is safe for humans.41 However, to avoid risk, precise
guiding of the clay at targeting sites inside plants needs to be
explored, and the understanding of enhancing the efficacy and
preventing nanotube release into the environment should be
improved.42 Previous findings indicate that HNTs are safe for
plant growth at a commonly used dose.43

3.6. Insecticidal Efficacy of HNTs−CAP Emulsion. Fall
armyworm, S. f rugiperda, a highly destructive agricultural pest,
has spread with remarkable speed, and caused high losses to
maize production globally.19 CAP is one of the effective
pesticides against S. f rugiperda. Therefore, S. f rugiperda was
used to evaluate the insecticidal effects of HNTs−CAP and
CAP emulsion, and the results are shown in Figure 9. The
mortality rate of insects on corn leaves soaked in water was 0.
After S. f rugiperda gnawed on corn leaves soaked with CAP
reagent for 4 h, the insects began to die, and the mortality of all
HNTs−CAP groups was significantly higher than that of the
CAP emulsion group (0 wt % HNTs). The experimental
results showed that the mortality rates of all experimental
treatment groups tended to balance in 24 h, and that the CAP
emulsion group had the lowest mortality rate of 56%. At this
time, the larval mortality increased with the increase in HNT
dispersion concentration except for the 5 wt % HNTs sample.
When the concentration of HNT dispersion was 2 wt %, the
mortality of larvae was 83%, which is 1.5 times that of the CAP
emulsion group. This indicated that HNTs have a controlled

Figure 10. Effect of CAP and HNTs−CAP emulsions on Escherichia coli activity. OD value at 600 nm of E. coli (A), bacterial activity (B), and
digital photo of E. coli colonies (C) cultured after 24 h.
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release effect toward CAP on foliar surfaces. A previous study
showed mortality of about 40% of larvae after 10 days of
feeding on baby corn dipped in ZnO nanoparticle solution.44

In contrast, HNTs are inexpensive nanomaterials and
significantly increase larval mortality. HNTs demonstrate a
promising potential to be used as an alternative to the more
lethal insecticides in controlling S. f rugiperda and other species.
Figure 9B,E shows the statistics of the state of corn leaves and
the gnawed area. The corn leaves soaked in water were
significantly eaten by S. f rugiperda. In the four experimental
groups treated with HNTs−CAP emulsion dilution, most of
the larvae died, and the leaves were gnawed on a small area.
The gnawed area of the corn leaves soaked in the CAP
emulsion dilution was 3 times that of the HNTs−CAP
emulsion treatment group. These results indicated that
HNTs−CAP emulsions can provide better insecticidal activity
and leaf protection. As expected, pure HNTs did not show any
insecticidal effects toward S. f rugiperda (Figure S2). HNTs−
CAP can improve foliar adhesion, washout resistance, and
insecticidal effect of the emulsion, thereby protecting plants,
and HNTs have a great potential in the field of pesticide
carriers.

3.7. Biosafety of HNTs−CAP Emulsions. Pesticides
might enter the soil environment during application due to
migration, rain wash, and runoff. When a pesticide is applied in
fields, plants, insects, and soil microbes are supposed to be

exposed to the same concentration of pesticide. CAP is
significantly toxic to aquatic organisms; thus, a biosafety
evaluation toward model organisms should be performed. To
evaluate the biosafety of HNTs−CAP emulsions, the effects of
different concentrations of HNTs−CAP emulsions on bacteria
(Escherichia coli) and plants (wheat) were investigated (Figure
10). Because the absorbance at 600 nm was proportional to the
concentration of E. coli strains, the growth status of E. coli can
be determined by UV−vis spectroscopy. In Figure 10A, E. coli
was treated with different concentrations of CAP emulsion and
HNTs−CAP emulsion (31, 125, and 250 μg/mL), and the
absorbance of E. coli decreased as the emulsion concentration
increased. At the same concentration, the absorbance of E. coli
treated with HNTs−CAP emulsion was higher than that of
CAP emulsion. The biological activity of E. coli is shown in
Figure 10B after culturing for 24 h. The activity of E. coli
cultured with HNTs−CAP was comparable to that of the CAP
emulsion at low concentrations. The activity of E. coli cultured
in HNTs−CAP emulsion was higher than that in CAP
emulsion at higher concentrations. From these results, the
effects of CAP emulsions on E. coli growth and metabolism
were not altered by introduction of HNTs, and HNTs were
even more beneficial to E. coli growth and metabolism. This
was further demonstrated by digital photographs of E. coli
(Figure 10C). Similarly, Xiang et al. cultured the bacteria (E.

Figure 11. Effects of CAP and HNTs−CAP emulsions on wheat growth. Appearance (A), root length (B), and wheat stem length (C) of wheat
cultured for 7 d.
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coli) with different concentrations of nano pesticide carrier to
evaluate the biosafety of the carrier.45

Pesticides may reach nontarget areas and humans via wind
drift, surface runoff, leaching, and bystander exposure.
Specifically, pesticide residues reaching wheat grains may
lead to risks for humans from consumption of wheat-based
food products.46 So, wheat seeds were used as models to study
the effects of CAP emulsion and HNTs−CAP emulsion on
wheat germination and growth (Figure 11). At the same
concentration, the germination rates of wheat seeds cultured
with CAP emulsion and HNTs−CAP emulsion were the same,
and both were 100%. The root/stem length of wheat cultured
in HNTs−CAP emulsion was similar to that of wheat cultured
in CAP emulsion. This indicated that HNTs−CAP have no
significant effect on wheat seed germination rate and wheat
growth, which demonstrates that HNTs as a pesticide carrier
have good biological safety.

4. CONCLUSIONS
HNTs, a tubular natural clay, can significantly improve the
stability of water−xylene emulsion. HNTs were then
introduced to the pesticide formulation by dissolving the
CAP in xylene as the oil phase and HNT dispersions as the
water phase. HNTs adsorbed and aggregated at the interface of
CAP oil droplets, forming a three-dimensional network
structure and preventing coalescence of the emulsion.
HNTs−CAP emulsion showed increased leaf adhesion, rain
erosion resistance, and insecticidal effect. The residue rate of
pesticide emulsion in HNTs−CAP emulsion was 2.7 times
higher than that in CAP emulsion. S. f rugiperda was selected as
a pest model, and the mortality of all HNT−CAP emulsion
groups was significantly higher than that of CAP emulsion
group. When the HNT dispersion concentration was 2 wt %,
the larva mortality was 83%, which was 1.5 times that of the
CAP emulsion group. Moreover, HNTs have good biosafety
toward E. coli and wheat models. This work provides a new
natural nanomaterial for the development of stable storage and
rain resistance of water-insoluble pesticide emulsions to
control crop pests with modern agriculture technology.
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Figure. S1. TEM (A), SEM (B), thermogravimetric analysis (C), FTIR (D), XRD (E), particle size 

distribution and zeta potential (F) of HNTs. 
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Figure. S2. Insecticidal efficacy of HNTs emulsion towards S. frugiperda: Pest state on corn 

leaves by soaking in 30 ppm HNTs emulsion (A), and mortality statistics at different times (B) 

(red circle indicates dead larvae).  

 

 

 


