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Abstract: MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) metal-organic frameworks (MOFs) are ex-

cellent vehicles for drug delivery systems (DDSs) due to their high biocompatibility and 

stability in physiological fluids, as well as their pore diameter in the mesoporous range. 

Although they are appropriate for the internal diffusion of 20-(S)-camptothecin (CPT), 

a strongly cytotoxic molecule with excellent antitumor activity, no stable delivery sys-

tem has been proposed so far for this drug based in MOFs. We here present novel DDSs 

based in amine functionalized MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) nanoMOFs with cova-

lently bonded CPT. These CPT nanoplatforms are able to incorporate almost 20% of this 

molecule and show high stability at physiological pH, with no non-specific release. 

Based on their surface charge, some of these CPT loaded nanoMOFs present improved 

cell internalization in in vitro experiments. Moreover, a strong response to acid pH is 

observed, with up to four fold drug discharge at pH 5, which boost intracellular release 

by endosomolytic activity. These novel DDSs will help to achieve safe delivery of the 
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very cytotoxic CPT, allowing to reduce the therapeutic dose and minimizing drug sec-

ondary effects.  

 

Keywords: metal-organic frameworks, drug delivery, pH-responsive, biodegradability, 

camptothecin 

 

1. Introduction 

Current biomedical research focused on the fight against cancer seeks to design new 

selective treatments, which efficiently kill tumor cells avoiding the undesirable side ef-

fects produced by chemotherapy [1]. In this field of application, metal-organic frame-

works (MOFs) have been studied as efficient pharmacological vehicles since 2006 [2–

4]. MOFs offer very attractive properties, such as high porosity, structural and compo-

sitional tunability and easy surface functionalization making these materials suitable for 

many different applications [5], such as gas adsorption [6], catalysis [7], non-linear op-

tics [8], or sensors [9]. They take advantage of their lack of toxicity, easy size-reduction 

to the nanoscale and the intrinsic relative lability of metal ligand bonds, which favors 

their biodegradability [10]. Moreover, they have been shown to be very efficient as con-

trast agents in magnetic resonance imaging, computed tomography and optical imaging 

[11,12], as sensitizing agents in photothermal [13] and photodynamic therapy [14], and 

as drug delivery systems (DDSs) [11,15–17]. In this context, MOFs belonging to the 

family of MILs (Materials of Institute Lavoisier), which are formed by carboxylate lig-

ands and iron (III) as a non-toxic cation, have shown enormous potential in the loading 

and safe release of large drug quantities [18–20].  

Besides, 20-(S)-camptothecin (CPT) is a natural alkaloid with strong antitumor activity 

against a broad spectrum of cancers [21,22]. Since its discovery by Wall et al. in 1966, 



efforts have been done in the implementation of this drug to the current treatments 

against cancer [23]. However, this molecule has found no clinical application, due to its 

extremely poor solubility in water and most organic solvents, its low stability at physi-

ological pH, which cleavages its lactone ring to give the little active carboxylate deriv-

ative, and its strong toxicity, producing hemorrhagic cystitis and myotoxicity [24,25]. 

At this point, drug incorporation to stable and biocompatible nanoparticles can minimize 

these limitations to CPT systemic delivery. In this sense, there are very few works in 

which CPT molecule has been loaded on the structure of a MOF, always through in situ 

trapping or via post-synthetic adsorption [26–28], giving very unstable DDSs which suf-

fer of significant non-specific release during transport.  

In order to achieve efficient delivery and intracellular CPT discharge, in this work we 

present novel DDSs based in nanoMOFs structures MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) 

modified with amino groups. We selected these materials due to their large pore dimen-

sions, in the mesoporous range, making feasible CPT molecule accommodation inside 

the inner cavities, and we have covalently bonded the drug through specific linkers over 

the amino groups. The resulting conjugates incorporated to the best of our knowledge 

the highest CPT quantity reported in a DDS (almost 20 %) and showed high stability in 

physiological pH. Moreover, due to their positive charge, CPT containing MIL-101(Fe) 

derivatives presented promoted cell internalization in in vitro testing, and also deployed 

a noticeable acid pH-responsive behavior, which can boost drug release after cell uptake 

at the lysosomal stage, improving the safe delivery and controlled release of the anti-

tumor moiety.  

2. Materials and methods 

All reagents used in this work were of ACS purity or higher, and were obtained from 

different commercial suppliers. 1,3,5-tribromobenzene (99%), bis(pinacolato)diboron 



(99%), potassium acetate (99%), 1,1’-Bis(diphenylphosphi-no)ferrocenepalladium(II) 

dichloride (Pd(dppf)Cl2, 98%), methyl 4-bromo-2-aminobenzoate (98%), cesium fluo-

ride (99%), 4-(tert-butoxy)-4-oxobutanoic acid (95%) and 5-hexynoic acid (95%) were 

purchased from Fluorochem. 2-Aminoterephtalic acid (99%), iron (III) chloride hexa-

hydrate (FeCl3·6H2O, 98%), 1,4-dioxane (99.8%), sodium sulphate (99%), 1 N sodium 

hydroxide aqueous solution (NaOH), hydrochloric acid solution (HCl, 37%), acetic acid 

(AcOH, 99%), 4-(dimethylamino)pyridine (DMAP, 99%), N,N-diisopropylcar-

bodiimide (DIC, 99%), trifluoroacetic acid (TFA, 99%), N-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)-

N’-ethylcarbodiimide hydrochloride (EDC, 99%), 1-hydroxybenzotriazole hydrate 

(HOBT, 97%), N,N-diisopropylethylamine (DIPEA, 99%), tert-butyl nitrite (t-BuONO, 

96%), azidotrimethylsilane (TMSN3, 95%), tetrakis(acetonitrile)copper(I) hexafluoro-

phosphate (Cu(CH3CN)4PF6, 97%), trichloroacetic acid (TCA, 99%), hydrofluoric acid 

solution (HF, 40%), terephthalic acid (98%) and rhodamine B (RhB, 97%) were pro-

vided by Sigma-Aldrich. Moreover, dimethylformamide (DMF, extra pure) and ammo-

nium chloride (99%) were acquired from Acros Organics, 1,3,5-tri(4-carboxy-

phenyl)benzene (BTB, 97%) from ABCR, camptothecin (CPT, 95%) from Carbosynth, 

and HPLC grade solvents from Scharlab. Water was deionized to 18.2 mΩ·cm-1 by using 

a miliQ pack system.  

Human cell lines HeLa cervical adenocarcinoma, bone marrow SH-SY5Y neuroblas-

toma and fibroblast 3T3 were originally obtained from the American Type Culture Col-

lection (Rockville, MD), maintained in MEM (Earle’s), DMEM (Dulbecco’s Modified 

Eagle’s Medium) and DMEM + F12 respectively, supplemented with 10% fetal bovine 

serum (FBS, from Lonza, Verviers, Belgium) and Penicillin/streptomycin 1 % at 37 °C 

under a humidified atmosphere of 95% air and 5–10% CO2. Various cell imaging rea-

gents were used, Lysotracker Green® (Invitrogen), DRAQ5TM (Biostatus) and DAPI 

(Roche).  



2.1. Synthesis of amine functionalized Iron (III) MOFs 

Amine MIL-101(Fe) (M1-NH2) was prepared following a previously reported solvother-

mal procedure [29]. Briefly, a solution of 0.181 g of 2-aminoterephthalic acid (1 mmol) 

and 0.541 g of FeCl3·6H2O (2 mmol) in 12.14 mL of DMF was heated to 110 ºC for 24 

h. After cooling down to room temperature, the resulting suspension was filtered off and 

washed three times with DMF (15 mL each) and another three times with EtOH (15 mL 

each). Finally, the material was redispersed in 35 mL of absolute ethanol and centrifuged 

washing three times at 13336 G for 20 minutes each wash, was dried under vacuum, 

yielding 0.242 g of M1-NH2. 

Amine MIL-100(Fe) (M2-NH2) was prepared in two steps. Firstly, we synthesized the 

ligand 1,3,5-tris(2-amino-4-carboxyphenyl)benzene (BTB-NH2) as described elsewhere 

(Supporting Information) [30]. Then, we used this ligand for M2-NH2 synthesis through 

an aging approach of Fe3+ with water and acetic acid [31,32] to give small crystals with 

a large number of amine groups. 0.161 g of FeCl3·6H2O (0.60 mmol) was dissolved in 

15.2 mL of DMF and then 122 µL of mQ water and 498 µL of AcOEt were added. The 

solution was allowed to age for two days at room temperature prior to the addition of 

0.191 g of the BTB-NH2 ligand (0.40 mmol) were dissolved in 5 mL of DMF. The re-

sulting mixture was placed in an autoclave and heated at 120 °C for 24 hours. The solid 

obtained was collected by filtration and washed three times with DMF, three times with 

absolute ethanol, redispersed in ethanol and washed by centrifugation 3 times at 27216 

G for 10 minutes. Finally, the solid was dried under vacuum, yielding 0.184 g. 

  



2.2. Incorporation of camptothecin to amine functionalized nanoMOFs 

2.2.1. Synthesis of CPT prodrugs 

For the CPT incorporation over amine functionalized nanoMOFs, CPT was previously 

linked with a lateral chain by ester bond. We here have prepared two CPT prodrugs with 

variable covalent bond, 20-OH-hemissucinate camptothecin (CPT-Suc) [33], and camp-

tothecin-5-hexinoate (CPT-HA) [34]. Details on the synthesis and chemical ch 

2.2.2. Covalent linking of 20-OH-hemissucinate camptothecin 

M1-NH2: 0.242 g of M1-NH2 were dried at 100 °C under vacuum (8 torr) for 24 h in a 

50 mL 2-neck round bottom flask. 0.042 g of CPT-Suc (0.094 mmol), 0.023 g of EDC 

(0.12 mmol), 0.025 g of HOBT (0.18 mmol) and 10 mL of dry DCM were added to 

another 50 mL 2-necked round bottom flask and the mixture was maintained under con-

stant stirring under a N2 atmosphere and at 0 °C for 30 minutes. After this time, the 

mixture was added over the dry M1-NH2 and then 16.52 μL of DIPEA (0.095 mmol) 

was added, the mixture was stirred for 16 h at room temperature under N2 atmosphere. 

The obtained solid was collected by filtration, washed with DCM 3 times and MeOH 3 

times and, subsequently, redispersed in MeOH and washed 5 times. Finally, the sample 

was dried under vacuum overnight, obtaining 0.249 g of M1-S-CPT sample. 

M2-NH2: The same procedure was followed as for the functionalization of M1-NH2, but 

in this case, reagent quantities were: 0.050 g M2-NH2, 0.012 g CPT-Suc (0.027 mmol), 

0.005 g EDC (0.026 mmol), 0.005 g HOBT (0.037 mmol) and 3.16 µL DIPEA (0.018 

mmol). This gave 0.044 g of M2-S-CPT sample. 

2.2.3. Covalent linking of camptothecin-5-hexinoate 

M1-NH2: 0.050 g of dry (M1-NH2) were placed into a 50 mL 2-neck round bottom flask, 

3.0 mL of anhydrous THF, 0.187 mL of t-BuONO (1.309 mmol) and 0.168 mL  of 



TMSN3 (1.122 mmol) were added following this order. This mixture was allowed to 

react overnight at room temperature under Ar atmosphere to produce the azide interme-

diate derivative M1-N3. The compound was separated by filtration and washed 3 times 

with 8 mL of THF, 3 times with 8 mL of DCM and another 3 times with 8 mL of toluene 

[35,36]. 

The still wet solid was transferred to a 50 mL 2-necked round bottom flask under Ar 

atmosphere and suspended in 1 mL of dry and degassed DMF. The suspension was then 

treated with 0.5 mL of a solution 0.099 g of CPT-HA (0.2244 mmol) and was kept stir-

ring at room temperature for 5 h. Subsequently, 0.041 g of CuI(CH3CN)4PF6 (0.224 

mmol) dissolved in 0.3 mL of dry and degassed DMF was added to the mixture. Finally, 

the reaction mixture was heated at 85 °C for 14 h with constant magnetic stirring. Once 

cooled, the solid was recovered by filtration and washed 3 times with DMF, 3 times with 

DCM and finally 3 times with MeOH. Then, the solid was redispersed in MeOH and 

washed 5 times at 13336 G for 20 minutes each wash, and finally it was dried under 

vacuum overnight, giving 0.088 g of M1-C-CPT. 

M2-NH2: The same procedure was followed as for the functionalization of M1-NH2, but 

in this case, reagent quantities were: 0.085 g M2-NH2, 5.4 mL THF, 0.457 mL t-BuONO 

(3.20 mmol), 0.335 mL TMSN3 (2.24 mmol), 0.231 g CPT-HA (0.52 mmol), 2.6 mL 

DMF, 0.098 g CuI(CH3CN)4PF6 (0.53 mmol) dissolved in 0.51 mL of dry and degassed 

DMF. Gave 0.086 g of M2-C-CPT. 

2.2.4. Incorporation of camptothecin by adsorption 

For the purpose of comparison with novel DDSs based in MIL nanoMOFs containing 

covalently bonded CPT we also prepared classical DDSs obtained by single adsorption 

of the drug over amine functionalized MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101 (Fe) structures.  



M1-NH2: In order to achieve an efficient adsorption of CPT by the material, 0.100 g of 

M1-NH2 and 0.201 g of CPT (0.58 mmol) were mixed in a 50 mL 2-necked round bot-

tom flask. 3 mL of dry and degassed DMF were added and the mixture was stirred at 85 

°C under an Ar atmosphere overnight. Once cooled, the solid was recovered by filtration 

and washed 3 times with DMF, 3 times with DCM and finally 3 times with MeOH. 

Then, the solid was redispersed in MeOH and washed 5 times at 13336 G for 20 minutes 

each wash, and finally it was dried under vacuum overnight, yielding 0.099 g of M1-A-

CPT. 

M2-NH2: The same procedure was followed as for the CPT adsorption inside of M1-

NH2, but in this case, the amounts used were 0.079 g M2-NH2, 0.217 g CPT (0.62 mmol) 

and 3 mL of dry and degassed DMF. This gave 0.077 g of M2-A-CPT. 

2.3. Incorporation of rhodamine B to amine functionalized nanoMOFs 

In order to monitor cell internalization and cell tracking processes of MOF nanoparticles, 

a fluorochrome (Rhodamine B, RhB) was incorporated to M1-NH2 and M2- NH2 surface 

by amide bond, obtaining, respectively, M1-RhB and M2-RhB materials. 

M1-RhB: 0.155 g of M1-NH2 were dried at 100 °C under vacuum (8 torr) for 24 h in a 

50 mL 2-neck round bottom flask. 0.0024 g of RhB (0.005 mmol), 0.0012 g of EDC 

(0.006 mmol), 0.0013 g of HOBT (0.009 mmol) and 10 mL of dry DCM were added to 

another 50 mL 2-necked round bottom flask and the mixture was maintained under con-

stant stirring under a N2 atmosphere and at 0 °C for 30 minutes. After this time, the 

mixture was added over the dry M1-NH2 and then 0.8 μL of DIPEA (0.005 mmol) was 

added, the mixture was stirred for 16 h at room temperature under N2 atmosphere. Fi-

nally, the solid was collected by filtration, washed with DCM 3 times and MeOH 3 

times, then, the solid was redispersed in MeOH and washed 5 times at 13336 G for 20 



minutes each wash, and finally it was dried under vacuum overnight, obtaining 0.147 g 

of M1-RhB. 

MIL-100(Fe)-RhB: The same procedure was followed as for the functionalization of 

M1-NH2, but in this case, the amounts used were 0.058 g M2-NH2, 0.0009 g RhB (0.002 

mmol), 0.0005 g EDC (0.001 mmol), 0.0006 g HOBT (0.004 mmol) and 0.3 µL DIPEA 

(0.005 mmol), giving 0.039 g of M2-RhB. 

2.4. Materials Characterization 

Liquid 1H NMR spectra were recorded in DMSO-d6 at 300 MHz, using a Bruker 

AMX300 instruments. For 1H spectra, chemical shifts are given in parts per million 

(ppm) and are referenced to the residual solvent peak. Coupling constants (J) are given 

in Hertz (Hz). 13C NMR spectra were recorded at 75 MHz using a Bruker AMX300 in-

strument. Quadrupole time-of-flight mass spectra (Q-TOF) were recorded on an Aquity 

UPLC Waters coupled with Xevo Qtof MS with an Aquity UPLC BEH C18 (1.7µm, 50 

x 21 mm) column and using positive electrospray ionization. The products were eluted 

utilizing a constant solvent mixture 50:50 v/v (solvent A = 0.1 % CH3COOH/CH3CN; 

solvent B = H2O) at 0.5 mL min-1. Powder X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were col-

lected on a Philips X’Pert diffractometer equipped with a graphite monochromator, op-

erating at 40 kV and 45 mA using nickel-filtered Cu Kα radiation (λ = 0.1542 nm). 

Liquid nitrogen adsorption–desorption isotherms were measured in a Micromeritics 

Flowsorb apparatus. The surface area and pore diameter calculations were done by the 

BET–BJH method. Samples for transmission electron microscopy (TEM) were ground 

finely and directly transferred to carbon coated copper grids. TEM micrographs were 

collected using a JEOL JEM 2100F microscope operating at 200 kV. Infrared spectra 

were recorded at room temperature in the 400–3900 cm−1 region by using a Nicolet 

205xB spectrophotometer, equipped with a Data Station, at a spectral resolution of 1 



cm−1 and accumulations of 128 scans. ζ-potential measurements were conducted in a 

Zetasizer Nano ZS (Malvern Instruments Ltd., Worcestershire, UK). Dried material was 

re-suspended in deionized water (pH 7) at a concentration of 5 µg/mL and measurements 

were performed at 25 ºC. Organic and water contents were calculated from elemental 

analysis (FISONS, EA 1108 CHNS-O) and thermogravimetric (TGA) measurements 

(Mettler-Toledo TGA/SDTA851e).  

2.5. Materials stability and camptothecin release 

Material stability and non-specific drug release was monitored over CPT loaded samples 

in DMEM supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% antibiotic (strep-

tomycin/penicillin), by incubating 1 mg mL-1 at 37 °C (Thermomixer®, 1500 rpm) from 

1 to 48 h. Afterwards, samples were centrifuged (21,100 G, 15 min), and the supernatant 

was treated with 500 µL of 5% aqueous solution of trichloroacetic acid at 4 °C to pre-

cipitate serum proteins, which were separated after centrifugation (6200G, 10 min) prior 

to freeze-drying. In all cases, the residue was reconstituted with 2 mL of a methanol/HCl 

(95:5 v/v) solution. Then, CPT and/or CPT derivatives were quantified by fluorescence 

high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC-FL, 460 nm). Experiments were done 

in triplicate. In addition, to study the influence of pH over CPT release, DMEM pH was 

adjusted in the range 3-5 by using HCl (0.1 M).  

Besides, CPT total amount in every sample was determined by complete nanoMOF hy-

drolysis in alkaline medium (1 mg mL-1, NaOH 0.03 M) at 37 °C in a Thermomixer® 

equipment (1500 rpm). After 3h, samples were centrifuged (21,100 G, 15 min), the su-

pernatant freeze-dried and further dissolved with methanol/HCl solution (5%), and fi-

nally analyzed by HPLC-FL. Triplicate samples were measured in all cases. 

  



2.6. Cell internalization assays 

NanoMOF uptake in HeLa cells was initially studied by colocalization experiments by 

laser confocal scanning microscopy (LCSM), Leica TCS-SP2-AOBS). 37500 cells/well 

(Lab-tek® 2-chambered #1.0 borosilicate coverglass systems) were seeded and stabilized 

for 24 h in DMEM + F12 medium supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% antibiotic (strep-

tomycin/penicillin) at 37 °C in 95% air and 5% CO2 environment. Then, the growth 

medium was exchanged and cells with fresh medium were treated with M1-RhB and 

M2-RhB, with final doses of 5 and 10 μg mL-1 of both materials, during 24 h. After 

incubation, cells were repetitively washed with PBS to completely remove non-internal-

ized particles. Before image acquisition cells were incubated at 37 ºC for 1 hour with 10 

µM Lysotracker Green®, fixed with 4 % paraformaldehyde and incubated for 5 minutes 

with DAPI. 

Moreover, quantitative cell internalization determinations were carried out by flow cy-

tometry. For this purpose, HeLa cells were seeded in 12-well plates at a density of 75,000 

cells/well and allowed to attach for 24 h. Then, RhB-labeled nanomaterials (M1-RhB 

and M2-RhB) were added to wells (in triplicate) at a final concentrations of 1, 5, 25 and 

50 μg mL-1 and maintained for 24 additional hours. After repetitively washing with PBS, 

adhered cells were trypsinized, carefully collected in DMEM medium and treated with 

2 μL of DRAQ 5™. Flow cytometric analyses were performed in a FC500 MPL Flow 

Cytometer (Beckman-Coulter). Data were analyzed and plotted for RhB and DRAQ 5TM 

in a two-way dot plot. Previously, calibration was carried out for two different gated 

regions: cells with no nanoparticles and DRAQ 5TM and cells with DRAQ 5TM and na-

noparticles. All data were expressed as mean ± standard deviation (SD). 

  



2.7. Cytotoxicity study 

Fibroblast 3T3, HeLa and Neuroblastoma SH-SY5Y cells (40,000 cell mL-1, 20,000 

cells mL-1 and 50,000 cells mL-1, respectively) were seeded and stabilized for 24 h in 

DMEM (3T3 and HeLa) or DMEM + F12 (SH-SY5Y), supplemented with 10% FBS 

and 1% antibiotic (streptomycin/penicillin) at 37 °C in 95% air and 5% CO2 environ-

ment. Then, cells were treated with unloaded nanoMOFs, CPT loaded nanoMOFs or 

CPT (in DMSO), with final doses ranging from 0.0002 to 20 μg mL-1 in CPT equivalents 

during 72 h. At the end of the incubation period, MTT (3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-

2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide) solution in PBS was added at a final concentration of 

1 mg mL-1 to the wells and 3 h later formazan crystals were dissolved in DMSO and 

spectrophotometrically measured at 595 nm (1681130 iMark TM Microplate Reader). 

IC50 calculation survival data were evaluated by nonlinear regression sigmoidal dose-

response (variable slope) curve-fitting using Prism 6.0 software (GraphPad, San Diego, 

CA). At least three independent experiments were performed for every sample, and each 

experiment was carried out by triplicate. All data were expressed as mean ± standard 

error (SEM). 

3. Results 

CPT containing MOFs were prepared by post-synthetic modification of amine contain-

ing MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) materials. In a first step, MOFs were synthesized at 

the nanoscale with amine functionalized polycarboxylate ligands and iron (III). In par-

allel, prodrugs of CPT with two different linking groups were prepared by esterification. 

Then, in a second step CPT prodrugs were incorporated over MOF structure by amide 

bond formation or click chemistry. The different synthetic protocols used are summa-

rized in Scheme 1. Moreover, Table 1 compiles the different samples obtained and their 

main physico-chemical properties.  



3.1. Amine functionalized Iron (III) MOFs 

Two different metal-organic frameworks have been used as base material for the cova-

lent and stable linking of camptothecin molecule. Iron (III) polycarboxylate materials 

MIL-101(Fe) and MIL-100(Fe) functionalized with amine groups were synthesized at 

the nanoscale by using solvothermal synthesis methodologies.  

 

Scheme 1. Synthesis layout of CPT-loaded Fe (III) MOFs nanoparticles. 

Table 1 Compositional and textural properties of the as-synthesized materials in the present work. 

a As determined by HPLC with fluorescence detection. 
b As determined by the TEM study of single particles: mean ± SD (n≥200).  
c As determined by nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms (BET-BJH method); Area = Surface area; Vp = pore volume; Dp = 
pore diameter.  
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CPTa (wt. %) Size (nm)b BETc ζ-potential (mV) 
Area (m2·g-1) Vp (cm3·g-1) Dp (nm) 

M1-NH2 Nano-MIL-101(Fe)-NH2 - 193 ± 38 1824 0.38 3.9 +16.2 

M1-S-CPT Nano-MIL-101(Fe)-Suc-CPT 17.6 189 ± 61 1254 0.16 3.6 +6.4 

M1-C-CPT Nano-MIL-101(Fe)-Click-CPT 18.0 194 ± 81 143 0.03 3.4 +3.4 

M1-A-CPT Nano-MIL-101(Fe)-NH2 + CPT 6.2 189 ± 85 169 0.05 3.8 +7.8 

M1-RhB Nano-MIL-101(Fe)-RhB - 185 ± 56 1325 0.14 3.8 +9.4 

M2-NH2 Nano-MIL-100(Fe)-NH2 - 117 ± 33 88 0.09 7.2 -31.5 

M2-S-CPT Nano-MIL-100(Fe)-Suc-CPT 1.3 112 ± 37 71 0.07 3.5 -27.0 

M2-C-CPT Nano-MIL-100(Fe)-Click-CPT 9.2 132 ± 51 70 0.09 3.6 -45.8 

M2-A-CPT Nano-MIL-100(Fe)-NH2 + CPT 0.9 98± 28 71 0.08 3.1 -19.3 

M2-RhB Nano-MIL-100(Fe)-RhB - 111 ± 38 79 0.08 3.9 -27.7 

 



In the case of M1-NH2, octahedral monodisperse nanoparticles of 193 ± 38 nm average 

diameter were observed by TEM, in which the (111) planes of its structure could be 

appreciated with an interplanar distance of 5.1 nm (Fig. 1a) and the typical powder XRD 

pattern of these materials (Fig. 2 and Fig. S1). Nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms 

showed that M1-NH2 material has a huge external surface area (>1800 m2 g-1) and large 

pores of about 3.9 nm diameter (Table 1, Fig. S2), also reported by other authors [11], 

whereas elemental analysis revealed an amino group concentration of 3.6 mmol g-1, very 

close to the stoichiometric calculation (3.8 mmol g-1).  

 
Fig. 1. Transmission electron microscopy micrographs of (a) M1-NH2 and (b) M2-NH2 nanoparticles. 

In the case of M2-NH2 material we introduced acetic acid in the synthetic process to 

modulate crystal growth rate, as already shown for other MOF structures [12,32], ob-

taining monodispersed nanoparticles of about 117 ± 33 nm average diameter, as deter-

mined by TEM measurements (Fig. 1b). However, with the use of BTB-NH2 ligand with 

three primary amino groups per molecule in M2-NH2 synthesis coordination polymers 

with low crystallinity were obtained, as shown by XRD pattern (Fig. 2).  

Unfortunately, BET area and pore volume are highly reduced in this material (Table 1 

and Fig. S2), despite the large theoretical values [31]. This phenomenon has been at-

tributed to the high cross-linking degree between the BTB-NH2 ligands and very large 

pore diameter (7.2 nm), as previously reported [30,31]. Also consistent with the multi-
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functionalized ligand used for the synthesis, this material presented a higher amino 

group concentration of 5.2 mmol g-1, whereas stoichiometric calculation gives 4.4 mmol 

g-1. We assign such discrepancy to structural defects and some BTB-NH2 ligand adsorp-

tion. 

 
Fig. 2. Powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) patterns of as-made M1-NH2 and its CPT derivatives and as-
made M2-NH2 and its CPT-derivatives. 
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3.2. Incorporation of camptothecin 

As commented above, for CPT incorporation over amine functionalized MOFs, the drug 

was previously esterified with a linker chain. Subsequently, these CPT prodrugs were 

conjugated with nanoMOF primary amine groups through amide bond or click chemis-

try. No morphology changes were associated to post-synthetic treatments (Fig. S3).  

In the first case, the amide bond is performed between amino groups and the terminal 

carboxylic acid of CPT-Suc. This approach allowed us to incorporate almost 18 wt% 

CPT in M1-NH2, which is consistent with the high surface area and crystallinity of this 

material. Actually, a significant reduction of surface area and pore diameter (Table 1) 

was noticed, which is associated with some pore blocking by conjugated CPT, although 

no change in crystallinity was observed according to the XRD pattern (Fig. 2, M1-S-

CPT). Conversely, M2-NH2 sample only bonded 1 wt% CPT by the same procedure. 

We attribute this reduced reactivity and small drug loading capability to the hindered 

accessibility of amino groups in a MOF structure with low crystallinity and surface area, 

as already shown by other authors [37–39].  

Amide bond successful formation between CPT-Suc and M1-NH2 was assessed by two 

wide and broad stretching N-H vibration bands at 3460 cm-1 and 3362 cm-1 in the FTIR 

spectrum [40]. In addition, the low intensity band at 1745 cm-1 corresponds to stretching 

vibration of CPT lactone carbonyl group (vC20=O22) [41] (Fig. 3). This band is not 

evident in M2-S-CPT FTIR spectrum, due to the low CPT quantity incorporated.  

As a second strategy for CPT covalent bonding to amine functionalized nanoMOFs we 

took advantage of click chemistry [42], by using CPT-HA prodrug. Firstly, we reacted 

amino containing MOF nanoparticles with t-BuONO and TMSN3 in order to quantita-

tively convert -NH2 into azido (-N3) groups, and then we completed the [3+2] coupling 

with CPT-HA addition.  



By this protocol we incorporated 18 wt% CPT in M1-C-CPT and 9 wt% CPT in M2-C-

CPT. The superior reactive efficacy of the click chemistry process is reflected by the 

high CPT loading obtained onto M2-NH2 sample, despite of the commented lower ac-

cessibility of amino groups. Unfortunately, M1-N3 product suffered a significant loss of 

crystallinity (Fig. S4) and, consequently, a sharp surface area drop (Table 1). This effect 

was not so apparent for M2-N3, due to the lower crystallinity and surface area of M2-

NH2 sample. (Fig. S4, Table 1). 

 
Fig. 3. FTIR spectra of the as synthetized M1-NH2 and its CPT-loaded derivatives and M2-NH2 and its 
CPT-loaded derivatives, showing the principal vibrational bands. 

 
Azide formation in nanoMOFs was monitored by the asymmetric stretching band due to 
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and M2-N3 samples (Fig. S5), and was fully suppressed after completing alkyne addi-

tion. Also, CPT incorporation was proven by carbonyl group band at 1750 cm-1 (Fig. 3) 

[41]. 

For the sake of comparison, we also loaded CPT by physical adsorption into amine func-

tionalized nanoMOFs. In this sense, samples M1-A-CPT and M2-A-CPT, incorporated, 

respectively, 6 and 1 wt% CPT, which is consistent with the observed surface area dif-

ferences between these samples. No visible change in crystallinity was detected (Fig. 

S6), but M1-NH2 suffered an important surface area reduction, due to internal pore 

blocking (Table 1, Fig. S7).  

3.3. Materials stability study and influence of pH 

CPT loaded nanoMOFs may suffer of non-specific release in physiological conditions, 

mostly by direct hydrolysis of the ester bond between drug and vehicle, then releasing 

free CPT, or by material structure disintegration, which releases different CPT + lateral 

chain fragments. In this context, the stability of nanoMOF-CPT conjugates was tested 

in DMEM (pH 7.4) supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% antibiotic at 37 °C with shak-

ing (1500 rpm, Thermomixer®).  

M1-S-CPT and M1-C-CPT samples discharged at pH 7.4, respectively, 8 and 12 % total 

CPT in the first hour, and no further release took place up to 48 h (Fig. 4a,b). This release 

pattern corresponded mostly to physically adsorbed CPT prodrugs (CPT-Suc or CPT-

HA, as detected by HPLC-FL), due to the large surface area and highly ordered porosity 

of M1-NH2 material. Also, a very small quantity of free CPT was also detected, probably 

caused by prodrug hydrolysis. In a further try to fully eliminate the adsorbed CPT pro-

drug from particle surface, we washed out as-synthesized M1-S-CPT and M1-C-CPT 

samples with SDS and Tween-20 surfactants. Unfortunately, this treatments are quite 



aggressive to the structure of functionalized MOF, and in all cases this was seriously 

altered, as observed in the XRD patterns (data not shown). 

 
Fig. 4. In vitro stability and CPT release profiles of M1-S-CPT (a) M1-C-CPT (b) and M2-C-CPT (c) 
under physiological and acid pH. CPT release percentage was calculated with regards incorporated drug 
total quantity (as determined by complete nanoMOF hydrolysis in alkaline medium). Legend: pH = 7.4 
(), pH = 5.00 (), pH = 3.00 (▲). CPT release data are expressed as the mean ± SD (n=3).  

 
Conversely, covalently linked CPT remained stable in physiological conditions. This 

initial CPT burst release was not observed over M2-C-CPT sample, as its lower crystal-
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specific release limited to 2 % (Fig. 4c). M2-S-CPT was not considered for this study 

due to its lower CPT content. 

However, CPT nanoplatforms prepared by physical adsorption revealed very unstable 

in cell culture medium and, for instance, M1-A-CPT sample discharged almost 50% of 

its therapeutic load in the first 6 hours, and completed the process in 24 h (Fig. S8).  

No release measurement was taken from M2-A-CPT by same rationale than M2-S-CPT. 

Besides, some MOFs based on iron (III) carboxylates are sensitive to moderate acid pH, 

as that of lysosomes, which accelerates their degradation rate. This is due to organic 

linkers protonation and loss of Fe3+/2+ species, which leads to structure collapse. In our 

case, after cell internalization of MOF nanoparticles and endosomal-lysosomal traffick-

ing, this can release different CPT derivatives to the cytosolic medium, where specific 

enzymes hydrolyze the ester bond between CPT and the linker chain [13,44,45]. In this 

context, we subjected CPT containing samples M1-S-CPT, M1-C-CPT and M2-C-CPT 

to stability experiments in acidified DMEM medium (pH 5.0 or pH 3.0) supplemented 

with 10% FBS and 1% antibiotic at 37 °C with shaking (1500 rpm, Thermomixer®). 

Results (Fig. 4) showed an important increase of CPT release for MIL-101(Fe) based 

DDSs at pH 5, estimated over 35% for M1-S-CPT and 23% for M1-C-CPT at 48 h, and 

no additional CPT discharge was achieved for pH 3. Most of this CPT was released as 

fragments from MOF structure degradation. They were identified by UPLC-MS/MS 

with the general formula CPT-Linker-Ligand and are presented in the Supporting Infor-

mation (compounds 1 and 1’ in Fig. S9) together with their corresponding release curves 

(Fig. S10). Moreover, significant quantities of physically adsorbed CPT prodrugs (CPT-

Suc or CPT-HA) were also released, and a small quantity of free CPT was also detected, 

resulting of the promoted ester bond hydrolysis in acid medium.  



Conversely, M2-C-CPT was very little affected by acid pH. As commented before, the 

lower crystallinity and surface area of MIL100(Fe) based materials precludes diffusion 

inside the framework, which minimizes the effect of medium conditions over structure 

components.  

3.4. Cell internalization study 

Cell uptake studies over HeLa cell line were carried out with RhB derivatives of Iron 

(III) nanoMOFs. These incorporated about 1 % of the fluorochrome with no significant 

changes in crystallinity (data not shown), and a slight reduction of surface area attributed 

to some pore blocking by the organic ligand (Table 1). Flow cytometry analysis showed 

strong differences in cell internalization between M1-RhB and M2-RhB at low particle 

concentration (1-5 µg mL-1, Fig. 5 and Table 2). For instance, at 5 µg mL-1 M1-RhB was 

loaded by 95.9 ± 1.0 %, whereas only 20.3 ± 13.0 % M2-RhB was uptake. We arraign 

this effect to the high negative ζ-potential of M2-NH2 and derivatives in physiological 

medium (Table 1), which limits intracellular diffusion due to electrostatic repulsion with 

cell membrane [44]. Conversely, M1-NH2 derived materials showed ζ-potential positive 

(Table 1), favoring the cell internalization process.  

Table 2 Flow cytometry results over HeLa cells incubated with different particle concentration of 
RhB-functionalized samples. Data corresponding to cell internalization percentage are expressed 
as mean ± SD (n=3). 

Sample 1 µg mL-1 (%) 5 µg mL-1 (%) 25 µg mL-1 (%) 50 µg mL-1 (%) 

M1-RhB 81.7 ± 11.5 95.9 ± 1.0 98.4 ± 0.9 100 ± 0.004 

M2-RhB 22.1 ± 28.9 20.3 ± 13.0 80.5 ± 3.8 99.98 ± 0.033 
 

 
Additional cell uptake studies were done by CLSM. HeLa cells were incubated with 

M1-RhB or M2-RhB sample in the range 5-10 µg mL-1 for 24 hours, and the internalized 

nanoparticles were monitored by colocalization experiments. In the case of M1-RhB, 

successful material internalization by HeLa cells was clearly observed, with almost 



100% colocalization of nanoparticles and lysosomes (Fig. 5d-f). On the contrary, M2-

RhB underwent lower cell internalization (estimated over 35%, Fig. 5g-i), which is con-

sistent with flow cytometry results.  

 

Fig. 5. Representative graphics of flow cytometry assays for HeLa cells incubated 24 h with 5 µg mL-1 of 
RhB loaded MOFs and after DRAQ5 staining. Two-way plots were obtained as shown, (a) HeLa cells. 
(b) M1-RhB. (c) M2-RhB. Two different gated regions were quantified: cells with no nanoparticles (black 
dots) and cells with nanoparticles (red dots). Experiments were performed by using triplicate samples. 
Colocalization studies are presented for M1-RhB (d-f) and M2-RhB (g-i) at 10 µg mL-1. Images d and g 
show a general view of the cells after being incubated with the materials, which are marked in red (RhB, 
nanoparticles in cytosol), lysotracker® (green, acidic organelles) and DAPI (blue, cell nuclei). Images e 
and h present details of these pictures showing colocalization of M1-RhB and M2-RhB nanoparticles with 
acidic organelles (yellow dots). Green lines indicate the regions of interest (ROI) selected for signal in-
tensity plots (f and i). 
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3.5. Cytotoxicity study  

Cytotoxic activity by MTT assay was validated solely over M1-NH2 derivatives with 

CPT (M1-S-CPT and M1-C-CPT). No further in vitro study was done over M2-C-CPT 

sample, due to its lower CPT content and limited intracellular diffusion. Also, samples 

with physically adsorbed CPT (e.g., M1-A-CPT) are not appropriate for in vitro or in 

vivo studies, as they are not able to impose any controlled release over the drug. 

Firstly we tested the biocompatibility of the non-loaded material (M1-NH2) over HeLa 

and SH-SY5Y cell lines at the corresponding nanoparticle concentration range. Results 

(Fig. 6) indicate that even at the highest particle loading (100 µg mL-1), the relative cell 

viability was above 80%. Despite MTT testing limitations for accurate cell viability de-

termination, these results correspond to an acceptable biocompatibility profile [46]. Sub-

sequently, a dose range of 0.001-20 µg mL-1 of equivalent CPT was used with M1-S-

CPT and M1-C-CPT samples. For the purpose of comparison, CPT cytotoxic activity 

was also determined (Fig. S11). Both tested materials presented similar half-maximal 

inhibitory concentration (IC50) values, which is consistent with their similar CPT load. 

However, cytotoxic activity was lower than free CPT (Table 3). In this sense, it have 

been shown that CPT esterification over nanoparticles can limit enzymatic ester cleav-

age at the cytosol, precluding complete release and limiting the cytotoxic activity 

[28,45].  

Moreover, in order to state an estimation of the possible secondary effects that these 

formulations could have on healthy tissue, we have tested free CPT and M1-S-CPT and 

M1-C-CPT samples in normal fibroblasts 3T3. The obtained results are presented in 

Table 3 and Fig. S12. It is noticeable that the fibroblast cell line is very much resistant 

to the M1 nanomedicines than the cancer cells, showing IC50 values over two orders 



higher for both materials. We attribute these differences to the promoted particle endo-

cytosis inherent to the cancer cell lines [47]. 

 

Fig. 6. In vitro MTT cell viability assays in HeLa () and neuroblastoma SH-SY5Y (∆) cell lines. (a) M1-
S-CPT. (b) M1-C-CPT. Sample concentration is referred to CPT equivalent (lower scale). Non-loaded 
material (M1-NH2) was tested over HeLa cell line (□), and its concentration is referred at the upper scale. 
Cell viability data are expressed as mean ± SEM (n=3). 

Table 3 IC50 values for MIL101-derivatives over HeLa, neuroblastoma and fibroblast 3T3 cell lines. 

Cell line CPTa M1-S-CPTa M1-C-CPTa 

HeLa 0.003 ± 0.001 0.078 ± 0.016 0.063 ± 0.015 

Neuroblastoma (SH-SY5Y) 9.77·10-4 ± 3.7·10-5 0.040 ± 3.2·10-3 0.029 ± 2.5·10-3 

Fibroblast 3T3 0.009 ± 0.003 3.794 ± 0.459 6.393 ± 0.773 

a Each value indicates the mean ± SEM (µg/mL). All the experiments were carried out in triplicate. 

4. Discussion 

CPT has been covalently conjugated over different nanoplatforms, like cyclodextrins 

[48] or silica nanoparticles [45]. However, none of these supports is able to incorporate 

quantities above 10%. The introduction of CPT onto metal-organic frameworks by co-

valent bonding has allowed achieving a superior drug loading (up to 18%). We have 

found that material crystallinity and surface area determine the accessibility to amine 

groups and, consequently, CPT loading and CPT release. Moreover, such dramatic dif-

ferences between MIL-101(Fe) and MIL-100(Fe) structures may be due to structural 
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larger cages occupation, selective in the case of MIL-100(Fe), or complete in MIL-

101(Fe) [2]. 

For CPT incorporation into amine-derivatized MOFs the drug is previously esterified 

with a linker chain, which may be linked over the primary amine groups by amide bond 

or click chemistry. No significant differences are noticeable for M1-NH2, which is con-

sistent with a drug loading level close to material maximum capacity. However, the su-

perior reactive efficacy of the click chemistry process brings a significant improvement 

in CPT incorporation on the lower surface area M2-NH2 sample [42].  

These materials present good stability in physiological conditions, and no discharge of 

covalently conjugated drug is observed at pH 7.4, although there is some initial release 

of physically adsorbed species, mostly in M1-NH2 derivatives, as its high surface area 

promotes this action. Conversely, samples obtained by single physical adsorption of 

CPT into the pores of M1-NH2 or M2-NH2 structures are unacceptable as DDSs, as they 

are not able to impose any specific drug discharge mechanism, losing more than 50% of 

their therapeutic load at the first stages of the process by non-specific release.  

Conversely, the release profile for covalent conjugates of CPT with MIL-101(Fe) struc-

ture changes dramatically at acid pH. Here, it must be taken into account that after cell 

uptake, the endosomolytic trafficking (lysosomal lumen’s pH 4.5-5 [49]) promotes drug 

discharge for acid-responsive systems. In this context, we have found at pH 5 an increase 

in CPT release for MIL-101(Fe)-based DDSs of 2 to 4 fold with regards physiological 

pH. Actually, most of the recent studies about pH-sensitive MOFs for drug controlled 

release have been carried out over ZIF materials (mainly ZIF-8), due to the high sensi-

tivity of imidazole ring to acidic conditions [50,51]. Also, other functional MOF struc-

tures containing borate units [52], phosphate [53] or polycarboxylic ligands [54,55] are 

prone to protonation and framework disassembly in acidic conditions. In the case of M1-



S-CPT and M1-C-CPT samples approach, acid pH promotes carboxylate groups proto-

nation, leading to loss of iron species and framework collapse. As a result, CPT is mostly 

release coupled to the corresponding structural ligand. Such previous digestion of MIL-

101(Fe) structure by lysosomal activity is expected to pave the way for improved CPT 

release through ester hydrolysis at the cytosol by specific carboxylases. On the contrary, 

it has been reported that MIL-100(Fe) structure degradation under acid pH is very grad-

ual and uncompleted [55], as the low crystallinity and surface area hinder internal diffu-

sion and, in that sense, M2-C-CPT material showed little additional drug release with 

regards physiological pH.   

We have found significant differences in cell internalization between CPT loaded M1-

NH2 and M2-NH2 materials, both in flow cytometry and CLSM studies. On one hand, It 

must be taken into account that the positive charge of MIL-101(Fe) structure favors a 

strong opsonization process with serum proteins in cell culture medium, resulting in 

protein corona formation and, as a consequence, the endocytosis activity is highly pro-

moted [56]. On the other hand, the very negative ζ-potential of MIL-100(Fe) derivatives 

contributes to colloidal stability in physiological medium [56,57], but limits cell uptake 

due to electrostatic repulsion over cell membrane [58]. Such limited intracellular diffu-

sion, gathered to the lower CPT loading achieved in M2-NH2 sample, prompted us to 

preclude MIL-100(Fe) based DDSs from further in vitro studies.  

The biological activity of the novel CPT conjugates with amine functionalized MIL-

101(Fe) nanoparticles was tested over HeLa and neuroblastoma cell lines, showing less 

cytotoxicity that CPT, with IC50 values over 1 order higher than the free drug. This is 

not surprising, as the expected mechanism of intracellular drug release (20-O-ester bond 

hydrolysis by cytosolic carboxylases after cell uptake) is affected for some steric re-

strictions that forbid a complete release process. Actually, comparable limitations for 



complete intracellular release of CPT and lower IC50 values are reported in other DDSs 

where drug is covalently linked to the carrier [45,48,59].  However, CPT stabilization 

on MOF pores ensures that drug is not released in circulation and that its activation is 

only possible when nanoparticles are internalized into tumor cells. In this sense, the high 

CPT loading capability of MIL-101(Fe) material provides high cytotoxic activity even 

at low dose, and stimuli-responsive intracellular drug discharge, due to the high sensi-

tivity of these DDSs to acid pH, which are desired properties for in vivo administration 

of pharmaceutical forms. 

Furthermore, the possible effect of M1-S-CPT and M1-C-CPT on healthy tissues may 

be roughly estimated by testing them in normal cell cultures. For this sake, we investi-

gated their cytotoxicity over fibroblasts 3T3. This cell line showed clearly higher re-

sistance to the MIL-101(Fe) nanomedicines than cancer cells, with IC50 values over 2 

order higher than HeLa and neuroblastoma, which we explain by the promoted particle 

endocytosis inherent to the cancer cell lines. It must be taken into account that the endo-

cytosis is a multicomponent process entailing selective packaging of cell-surface pro-

teins (e.g., cytokines receptors and adhesion components) in cytoplasmic vesicles (en-

dosomes), which is enhanced and skewed in cancer cells [47]. In brief, that means that 

these nanomedicines are able to impose stronger cytotoxicity against the malign cells 

than normal cells, even when using no targeting device. 

5. Conclusions 

Although MOFs are promising structures for CPT delivery due to their tailorable poros-

ity and easy functionalization [2], very few works have reported on the use of these 

materials for CPT loading, always through in situ trapping or via post-synthetic adsorp-

tion [28]. In this context, we here present novel DDSs based in amine functionalized 

MIL-100(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) nanoMOFs with covalently bonded CPT, which are able 



to achieve efficient delivery to cancer cells and selective intracellular drug discharge. 

For this purpose, we have esterified CPT to different linker chains that are conjugated 

to MOF structure amine groups by amidation or click chemistry reaction. The resulting 

CPT nanoplatforms are able to incorporate almost 20% of this molecule and show high 

stability at physiological pH, without unspecific release of the covalently coupled drug. 

Furthermore, CPT loaded MIL-101(Fe) derivatives present improved cell internalization 

due to their positive ζ-potential, and a strong response to acid pH, increasing drug dis-

charge over 2 to 4 fold at pH 5, which boost intracellular release by endosomolytic ac-

tivity. Overall, these nanoMOFs constitute an appropriate vehicle for the safe delivery 

to cancer cells of the very cytotoxic CPT molecule with straightforward potential for in 

vivo application, as they allow reducing the therapeutic dose and minimize drug second-

ary effects.  
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