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Oxygen: Evidence by ESR Analysis with a
Selective Spin Trapping Agent
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Our previous study suggested that UVB irradiation of the organophosphorus pesticide, fenthion and its
photodegradation product, 3-methyl-4-methylthiophenol (MMTP) yielded fenthion sulfoxide and 3-methyl-4-
methylsulfinylphenol (MMSP), and that the formation mechanism was related to generation of singlet oxygen (1O2).
The objective of this study was to elucidate the 1O2-triggered photooxidation mechanism of fenthion in detail. Gen-
eration of 1O2 in the photooxidative reaction was directly detected by electron spin resonance (ESR) technique with
2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-4-piperidone (TMPD) as a selective 1O2 spin trapping agent which yields 2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-4-
piperidone-1-oxyl (TEMPONE). When fenthion and MMTP solutions were irradiated by UVA or UVB light, the
TEMPONE signal was observed. However, no signal was detected after exposure of MMSP, dimethyl phosphorothioate
or fenthion sulfoxide solutions to the UV light. The production of the signal in fenthion and MMTP solutions was
more predominant under UVB irradiation than under UVA irradiation. When the signal was detected in these solu-
tions, fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP were also formed in amounts proportional to the signal intensity. The TEMPONE
signal intensity and the formation of these oxidative products were significantly inhibited by the addition of 1O2

scavenger, L-histidine or sodium azide to the reaction medium. The study provided the first direct evidence that 1O2

is generated during photolysis of fenthion and MMTP by UV irradiation. We also proposed its oxidation mechanism
of fenthion and MMTP.
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INTRODUCTION

The organophosphorus pesticide, fenthion
(phosphorothioic acid O,O-dimethyl O-[3-methyl-
4-(methylthio)phenyl] ester) is widely used as an ef-
fective insecticide for the control of fruit flies, leaf-
eating larvae, stem borers, bugs and various other
insect pests of rice, fruits, vegetables, beets, etc.1–3)

The persistence of this compound in the environ-
ment is affected by several factors: photolysis,4,5)

biotransformation in plants,6) metabolism in insect
bodies7) and bacteriological degradation.8) A previ-
ous study showed that aqueous fenthion was easily
photodegraded by UV irradiation to form fenthion

sulfoxide, 3-methyl-4-methylthiophenol (MMTP),
3-methyl-4-methylsulfinylphenol (MMSP) and dim-
ethyl phosphorothioate. Thus, photolysis may play
an important role in the degradation of fenthion in
the environment.9)

Aqueous photolysis mechanisms of fenthion
were proposed on the basis of two kinds of reac-
tions, one is pH-dependent photochemical hydroly-
sis of the phosphorus-O-phenyl ester (Fenthion →
MMTP + Dimethyl phosphorothioate), and the other
is oxidation of sulfide (Fenthion → Fenthion sul-
foxide, MMTP → MMSP).9) This oxidative reaction
was indirectly suggested to be triggered by singlet
oxygen (1O2), because the co-addition of 1O2 scav-
enger, L-histidine or sodium azide resulted in de-
creased formation of these oxidative products. How-
ever, there has been no report that directly demon-
strates 1O2 generation in the photolysis of fenthion;
thus, such direct detection is essential for understand-
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ing the oxidation mechanism. The electron spin reso-
nance (ESR) technique with 2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-4-
piperidone (TMPD) as a selective 1O2 spin trapping
agent which yields 2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-4-piperidone-
1-oxyl (TEMPONE) by 1O2-triggered oxidation is
generally used for direct detection of 1O2 genera-
tion.10–14) The objective of this study was to eluci-
date the photooxidation mechanism of fenthion by
1O2 in detail. We therefore performed ESR analysis
using TMPD to detect 1O2 directly which was gen-
erated in UV-irradiatied fenthion and its
photodegradation products: MMTP, MMSP, dim-
ethyl phosphorothioate and fenthion sulfoxide. We
also looked into the relation between generations of
1O2 and formation of the oxidation products.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Chemicals —–—  Fenthion (> 98.0% purity), fenthion
sulfoxide (> 99.0% purity) and MMTP were
purchased from Wako Pure Chemical Industries
(Osaka, Japan). TMPD (> 98.0% purity) was from
Aldrich (Milwaukee, WI, U.S.A.). Dimethyl
phosphorothioate (> 98.0% purity) was the gener-
ous gift of Mr. K. Yoshii, the National Institute of
Health Sciences, Osaka Branch. MMSP was syn-
thesized using the oxidation reaction of technical-
grade MMTP according to the method described by
Cabras and Plumitallo2) with slight modification.
Purity of the chemicals was determined by the liq-
uid chromatography (LC)/MS and 1H-NMR meth-
ods as described previously.9)

UVA or UVB Irradiation —–—  The reaction mix-
ture (1 ml) containing 50 mM each of fenthion,
fenthion sulfoxide, dimethyl phosphorothioate,
MMTP or MMSP and 0.1 M potassium buffer
(pH 7.4) with or without 0.3 M TMPD as the spin
trapping agent was placed in a quartz cell and irra-
diated with UVA fluorescent light (FL20S-BLB;
wavelength from 320 to 400 nm, max at 352 nm) or
UVB fluorescent light (FL-20SE; wavelength 280
to 320 nm, max at 315 nm) for 5 min at room tem-
perature. Light intensity on the surface of sample
was adjusted to 1.0 mW/cm2 by a UVX digital radi-
ometer and a UVX sensor (UVP, Inc., U.S.A.).
ESR Analysis —–—  Each reaction mixture after UV
irradiation was quickly transferred to a flat quartz
ESR cuvette (LLC-04B, LABOTEC Co., Ltd.,
Tokyo, Japan), which was fixed to the cavity (ES-
UCX2, JEOL Co., Ltd., Tokyo, Japan) of an ESR
spectrometer. ESR spectra of 2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-4-

piperidone-1-oxyl (TEMPONE) which was yielded
from TMPD by 1O2-triggered oxidation were mea-
sured with a JEOL JES-TE300-II ESR spectrometer
(Tokyo, Japan) 1 min after irradiation of the reac-
tion mixture to correct the reaction effect. The analy-
sis conditions were as follows: modulation fre-
quency, 100 kHz; modulation amplitude, 63 µT;
scanning field, 335.8 ± 5 mT; response time, 0.1 sec;
sweep time, 2 min; microwave power, 10.0 mW;
microwave frequency, 9.42 GHz; temperature, room
temperature.
Analysis of Fenthion and its Photodegradation
Products —–—  Irradiated reaction mixture was filled
with methanol to a volume of 2 ml. Quantitative
analyses of fenthion, fenthion sulfoxide, MMTP and
MMSP in the sample solution were performed by
high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC)
as described previously.9)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A previous study showed that formation of
fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP as photooxidation
products of fenthion and MMTP was strongly in-
hibited by the addition of 1O2 scavenger, L-histidine
or sodium azide.9) Thus it was indirectly suggested
that 1O2 contributes to the photooxidative mecha-
nism of fenthion and MMTP. In this study, 1O2 gen-
eration was directly detected using the ESR tech-
nique to clarify the photooxidation mechanism of
fenthion in detail. TMPD is known to be a selective
1O2 spin trapping agent and yields TEMPONE by
1O2-triggered oxidation. Therefore, the TEMPONE
signal generated from fenthion, MMTP, MMSP, dim-
ethyl phosphorothioate and fenthion sulfoxide solu-
tion following UVA or UVB irradiation was mea-
sured by ESR analysis.

As shown in Fig. 1, the characteristic ESR spec-
tra of three equal-intensity lines of TEMPONE were
observed after irradiation of fenthion and MMTP
solution by either UVA or UVB light for 5 min.
Table 1 shows the signal intensity of TEMPONE
generated in the reaction mixture containing fenthion
and each of its photodegradation products follow-
ing this irradiation. Significantly high signal inten-
sity was observed in the solutions of fenthion and
MMTP compared with that of the control. However,
the intensities in MMSP, dimethyl phosphorothioate
and fenthion sulfoxide solution were at the same
level as those in the control. These results indicate
that 1O2 is generated when fenthion and MMTP so-
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Fig. 1. Evidence of 1O2 Formation in UVA or UVB Irradiated Fenthion and MMTP by TEMPONE-ESR Signal
Reaction mixture contained 0.3 M TMPD in 0.1 M potassium buffer (pH 7.4). After the reaction mixture (A), fenthion (B) or MMTP (C) was added

and irradiated by UVA or UVB light, and then ESR analysis was performed.

Table 1. Formation of 1O2 in the Reaction Mixture Containing Fenthion or its Photodegradation Products
Following UVA and UVB Irradiation

Addition Relative TEMPONE signal intensitya)

UVA UVB

None (control) 1.0 1.0

Fenthion 2.5 ± 0.35* 2.8 ± 0.29*

MMTP 2.2 ± 0.31* 3.8 ± 0.41*

MMSP 0.8 ± 0.12 0.8 ± 0.16

Dimethyl phosphorothioate 0.8 ± 0.10 1.0 ± 0.29

Fenthion sulfoxide 0.8 ± 0.17 0.9 ± 0.15

Reaction mixture containg fenthion, MMTP, MMSP, dimethylphosphorothioate or fenthion sulfoxide was
irradiated by UVA or UVB light. a) TEMPONE signal intensity was expressed as the ration of signal area of
adduct to that of Mn+ at the lowest magnetic field. The relative intensity was calculated by dividing the signal
of control value. Data were shown as mean ± S.D. of three samples with statistically significant differences
compared with the control (*p < 0.05).

lutions are irradiated by UVA or UVB light, with
the 1O2 generation by UVB irradiation being more
efficient.

As shown in Fig. 2, the addition of 1O2 scaven-
ger, L-histidine or sodium azide in the reaction me-
dium effectively prevented the signal that was gen-
erated by irradiation of both UV lights. These ESR
observations provide the definitive evidence that
during the photolysis of fenthion by UV, 1O2 is gen-
erated from dissolved oxygen in the presence of the
parent compound and MMTP as the photooxidative
product.

Earlier findings suggested that dissolved oxy-
gen contributed to the generation of 1O2 in the pho-
tooxidative reaction of fenthion.9) 1O2 is known to
be produced when dissolved oxygen is irradiated by
short-wave UV light having a wavelength of less
than 200 nm; the reaction does not proceed under
irradiation of the oxygen by UVA or UVB because

dissolved oxygen cannot be excited at a UV wave-
length greater than 280 nm.15) Moore et al.16) re-
ported, however, that 1O2 was generated by UVA ir-
radiation of dissolved oxygen in aqueous solution
when a photosensitizer such as nalidixic acid or
oxolinic acid was added. Therefore, fenthion and
MMTP seem to act as photosensitizers in the photo-
oxidative reaction.

The effects of 1O2-scavenger on the formation
of fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP in fenthion or
MMTP solution by the irradiation were of interest.
As shown in Table 2, UVA and UVB irradiation of
fenthion and MMTP caused the formation of their
oxidative products, in amounts proportional to their
TEMPONE signal intensity (Table 1). Furthermore,
when 1O2 generation was diminished by the addi-
tion of 1O2 scavengers to the reaction mixture
(Fig. 2), formation of these oxidative products was
significantly inhibited (Table. 2). These results
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clearly indicate that 1O2 contributes to the photooxi-
dation of fenthion to fenthion sulfoxide and of
MMTP to MMSP. Notice that since TMPD competes
with L-histidine and sodium azide in reaction with
1O2, the inhibition effects of these scavengers esti-
mated by the ESR measurements (Fig. 2) were much
lower than those by the distribution analysis of the
oxidized products (Table 2).

Both fenthion and MMTP have two-coordina-
tive sulfide in their molecules. Since the sulfur atom
in this sulfide has two lone pairs, the sulfide easily
undergoes nucleophilic attack by 1O2 as a kind of
electrophilic reagent and forms sulfoxide.17) Actu-
ally, Foote and Peter18) and Jensen and Foote19) indi-
cate that sulfoxide [R2SO] is formed by the nucleo-
philic attack of 1O2 to sulfide [R2S] and the reaction
proceeds via a persulfoxide [R2S+OO–] as the inter-

mediate. Thus we suggest that the oxidation of
fenthion and MMTP to form their sulfoxides pro-
ceeds by nucleophilic attack of 1O2 to sulfide, and
we therefore propose the oxidation mechanism of
fenthion and MMTP shown in Fig. 3.

1O2 is generated from dissolved oxygen in the
photochemical reaction of fenthion and MMTP so-
lution under UVA or UVB irradiation, and reacts with
the methylthio group in their compounds, yielding
fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP through the interme-
diate persulfoxide.

In a conclusion, we suggest that 1O2 has a major
contribution to the photolysis of fenthion in a water
environment.
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Fig. 2. Effect of 1O2-Scavengers on the Formation of 1O2 in Fenthion or MMTP Solution by UVA or UVB Irradiation
Each reaction mixture containing 50 mM fenthion or 50 mM MMTP, 0.3 mM TMPD and 100 mM L-histidine or 100 mM sodium azide was irradiated

with UVA ( ) or UVB ( ) light for 5 min. TEMPONE signal in each mixture was measured by ESR. The intensities were expressed as mean ± S.D.
of three samples with statistically significant differences compared with the control at p < 0.05(*) and p < 0.01(**).

Table 2. Effect of 1O2-Scavenger on the Formation of Fenthion Sulfoxide and MMSP in Fenthion or
MMTP Solution by UVA or UVB Irradiation

Formation of photooxidation products mM (%)

Fenthion sulfoxide MMSP

Addition UVA UVB UVA UVB

None (control) 3.1 ± 0.9 (100) 4.3 ± 1.4 (100) 6.9 ± 1.4 (100) 8.2 ± 3.1 (100)

L-histidine 0.4 ± 0.1* (13) 0.8 ± 0.2* (19) 2.0 ± 0.5* (29) 2.2 ± 0.6* (27)

Sodium azide 0.1 ± 0.1* (3.2) 0.2 ± 0.1* (4.6) 0.5 ± 0.2* (7.2) 0.5 ± 0.1* (6.1)

The initial concentration of each fenthion and MMTP was 50 mM. Fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP were formed
from fenthion and MMTP, respectively. After fenthion or MMTP solution was irradiated by UVA or UVB light
with or without (control) L-histidine or sodium azide for 5 min, concentration of fenthion sulfoxide and MMSP were
determined. The figure in parentheses are the percentage of each productive concentration for control. Percentage was
calculate on the basis of the average value. Data were shown as the mean ± S.D. of three samples with statistically
significant differences compared with the control at p < 0.01(*).



38 Vol. 49 (2003)

Quarantine Station) for useful advice, and to Mr.
Kimihiko Yoshii (The National Institute of Health
Sciences, Osaka Branch) for his kind gift of dim-
ethyl phosphorothioate.

REFERENCES

1) Wang, T., Kadlac, T. and Lenahan, R. (1989) Per-
sistence of fenthion in the aquatic environment. Bull.
Environ. Contam. Toxicol., 42, 389–394.

2) Cabras, P. and Plumitallo, A. (1991) High-perfor-
mance liquid chromatography separation of fenthion
and its metabolites. J. Chromatogr., 540, 406–410.

3) Terr, R. R. and David, H. H. (1999) Metabolic Path-
ways of Agrochemicals (Philip, J. J., Philip, W. J.,
Peter, H. N. and Jack, R. P., Eds.) Carried Press,
U.K., pp. 326–331.

4) Cabras, P., Angioni, A., Garau, V. L. and Minelli, E.
V. (1997) Effect of epicuticular waxes of fruits on
the photodegradation of fenthion. J. Agric. Food.
Chem., 45, 3681–3683.

5) Minelli, E. V., Cabras, P., Angioni, A., Garau, V. L.
and Mekis, M. (1996) Persistence and metabolism
of fenthion in orange fruits. J. Agric. Food. Chem.,
44, 936–939.

6) FAO/WHO 1971 Evaluations (1973) Pesticide Resi-
dues in Food, FAO/WHO, Rome, pp. 110–119.

7) Stone, B. F. (1969) Metabolism of fenthion by the
southern house mosquito. J. Econ. Entomol., 62,
977–981.

8) Engelhardt, G. and Wallnofer, P. R. (1975) Inhibi-

Fig. 3. Proposed 1O2-Triggered Oxidation Mechanism of Fenthion to Fenthion Sulfoxide and MMTP to MMSP

tion of phenylamide hydrolysis of Bacillus
sphaericus with methylcarbamate and organophos-
phorus insecticides. Appl. Microbiol., 29, 717–721.

9) Hirahara, Y., Ueno, H. and Nakamuro, K. (2002)
Aqueous photodegradation of fenthion by ultravio-
let B irradiation: contribution of singlet oxygen in
photodegradation and photochemical hydrolysis.
Water Res., in press.

10) Takayama, F., Egashira, T. and Yamanaka, Y. (2001)
Singlet oxygen generation from phosphatidycholine
hydroperoxide in the presence of copper. Life Sci.,
68, 1807–1815.

11) Mao, Y., Zang, L. and Shi, X. (1995) Singlet oxy-
gen generation in the superoxide reaction. Biochem.
Mol. Biol. Int., 36, 227–232.

12) Toufektsian, M. C., Tanguy, S., Jeunet, A., Leiris, J.
G. and Boucher, F. R. (2000) Role of reactive oxy-
gen species in cardiac preconditioning: study with
photoactivated rose bengal in isolated rat hearts. Free
Rad. Res., 33, 393–405.

13) Konda, R., Kasahara, E., Dunlap, W. C., Yamamoto,
Y., Chien, K. and Inoue, M. (2001) Ultraviolet irra-
diation of titanium dioxide in aqueous dispersion
generates singlet oxygen. Redox Rep., 6, 319–325.

14) Kumari, M. V., Yoneda, T. and Hiramatsu, M. (1996)
Scavenging activity of “beta catechin” on reactive
oxygen species generated by photosensitization of
riboflavin. Biochem. Mol. Biol. Int., 38, 1163–1170.

15) Calvert, J. G. and Pitts, J. N., Jr. (1967) Photochem-
istry, Wiley and Sons, Inc., New York, pp. 180, 205.

16) Moore, D. E., Hemmens, V. J. and Yip, H. (1984)
Photosensitization by Drugs: Nalidixic and Oxolinic
Acids. Photochem. Photobiol., 39, 57–61.



39No. 1

17) Ose, S. (1982) Organic Chemistry of Sulfur,
Kagakudojin Press, Kyoto, p. 318.

18) Foote, C. S. and Peter, J. W. (1971) A reaction inter-
mediate in sulfide photooxidation. J. Am. Chem.

Soc., 93, 3795–3796.
19) Jensen, F. and Foote, C. S. (1988) Reaction of sin-

glet oxygen with organic sulfides. A theoretical
study. J. Am. Chem. Soc., 110, 2368–2375.


