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Gas discharge low-temperature air
plasma can be utilized for a variety
of applications, including biomed-
ical, at low cost. We term these
applications ‘frugal plasma’ – an
example of frugal innovation. We
demonstrate how simple, robust,
low-cost frugal plasma devices
can be used to safely disinfect
instruments, surfaces, and water.

Motivation for Frugal Plasma
Innovation
Among the fastest growing current appli-
cations of low-temperature (cold) plas-
mas is the field of medicine, including
hygiene. Starting from their capability to
kill microbes and their applicability to dis-
infect water, air, medical instruments, and
heat-sensitive materials, to the direct
applications on teeth, skin, or wounds,
or for shrinking tumors as potential cancer
therapies, the biomedical applications of
cold plasmas established the new domain
named ‘plasma medicine’. The key ques-
tion of how to design and run the plasma
sources for specific biomedical purposes
remains a challenge, because the physi-
cal and chemical effects of different
plasma sources are not fully understood,
and the mechanisms by which plasma
affect the biological liquids, cells, and tis-
sues are not well established [1].

The primary focus of this article is to
describe a class of simple, inexpensive
cold plasma devices operating in air,
sometimes using small amounts of water
that can be exploited for applications
such as biocides, disinfectants,
sterilization, and antisepsis, among
others. The simplicity and relatively low
cost of this class of plasma devices imply
that they can be thought of as a kind of
‘frugal technology’. We suggest that this
novel perspective might open up new
applications for atmospheric air plasmas.
The idea of making a technology simpler
with no ‘frills’ to render it inexpensive and
potentially more robust while still meeting
important social and environmental needs
has been referred to as ‘frugal innovation’
or ‘frugal engineering’ [2,3]. One guiding
principle in frugal innovation and engi-
neering is the Indian/Pakistani concept
of Jugaad, sometimes defined as ‘a cre-
ative or innovative idea providing a quick,
alternative way of solving or fixing a prob-
lem’ [4]. Of course, any viable and suc-
cessful technology must meet not only
minimal technical specifications but must
also satisfy numerous other constraints,
including safety, cultural, and local eco-
nomic issues, etc. Ideally, the technology
must also be scalable so that significant
numbers of people are served.

Air plasma technology fits naturally into
the context of frugal innovation. Frugal
plasma sources can be powered by inex-
pensive, portable solar energy panels
(e.g., www.wecaresolar.org). Such instal-
lations could charge batteries able to
power widely available low-cost small
neon-sign transformers as high-voltage
power supplies for several hours. Dielec-
tric barrier discharge (DBD), corona dis-
charge, or spark discharge as plasma
sources can easily utilize robust but inex-
pensive ceramics, syringe needles, or
automobile spark plugs as electrodes.
Using only little electricity, ambient air,
and water, the frugal plasma sources
can produce ozone for antisepsis or
water disinfection, or strongly bactericidal
nitrogen oxides to sterilize medical
instruments or make antimicrobial
plasma-activated water (PAW).

Frugal Plasma Examples
We describe here a few examples of sim-
ple, low-cost, and robust plasma sources
for biotechnology that utilize electrical dis-
charges in ambient air to create various
potentially useful chemical species, such
as ozone or nitrogen oxides, sometimes
mixed into water, to induce antimicrobial,
disinfection, and therapeutic effects.

Ozone Generators for Water Disinfection
or Wound Healing
Ozone (O3) generation by DBD or corona
discharge, invented by Siemens in 1857,
has been exploited commercially for
many years and is now a mature technol-
ogy used typically in large industrial
scales. O3 dissolved in water is one of
the strongest antimicrobial agents
known. It has been pointed out that under
conditions in which O3 is formed in air
DBD plasmas and dissolved in water, it
can (in some cases) be responsible for
most of the observed (very rapid) antimi-
crobial effects in PAW (e.g., [5]). Indeed,
there are many small and low-cost ozone
generators on the market now (e.g.,
http://www.ozonesolutions.com).
Recently, Kim and colleagues [6] reported
a breakthrough in the design of ozone-
creating atmospheric pressure micro-
plasma devices (e.g., http://engineering.
illinois.edu/news/article/16847). Some of
the ideas regarding frugal plasma could
certainly be applied to novel ozone-gen-
erating plasma devices based on DBDs or
corona discharges in air that can be
exploited for water disinfection and medi-
cal instrument sterilization by ozonated
water.

In the context of wound healing, recent
reports show that various plasma devices
are capable of promoting wound healing
[7]. The mechanisms responsible for
these effects are not yet fully understood,
but they probably include the effects of
reactive oxygen species, including ozone.

Portable Plasma Sources for Surface
Disinfection and Wound Healing
In air plasmas, it is known that low gas
temperatures (<350 K) and low power
deposition, as well as relatively dry air,
favor the formation of O3 over nitrogen
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Figure 1. Portable ‘Corona Pen’ and Its Antibacterial Effects. (A and B) Photographs of the positive air
streamer corona discharge generated by the portable air plasma pen and its antibacterial efficacy expressed as
decontaminated area of Escherichia coli grown directly on agar plates. (C) Logarithmic reduction of bacterial
concentration in E. coli biofilm grown on glass by positive and negative corona discharges, without andwith the
effect of water electrospray on the sample. Reproduced, with permission, from [105_TD$DIFF][11].
oxides and nitric acid. When depositing
more power in ambient air, nitrogen
oxides and nitric acid formation will com-
pete with O3 and the plasma electrons
dissociate ambient water molecules to
produce highly reactive OH (hydroxyl)
radicals that consequently recombine to
make hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) [8]. At
still higher powers, nitric oxide and its
related species (e.g., nitrite, NO2

�) are
created in significant quantities in air plas-
mas and these compounds have been
shown to be effective, for example, in
killing fungi growing under toenails [9]
and treating infected wounds [10].

Wepresent an example of a frugal portable
air plasma ‘corona pen’ that employs a
neon-sign transformer with a rectifier and
voltage multiplier to power a DC-positive
streamer or negative corona discharge on
a needle electrode in ambient air [11] that
generatesO3,NOx, andOHradicals at very
low power (<1 W). The streamer corona,
especially in combination with water, intro-
duced, for example, by electrospray, can
be strongly antibacterial for disinfection of
surfacesandeven inactivationofantibiotic-
resistant biofilms [11]. Figure 1 shows a
photograph of a positive streamer corona
discharge on this portable air plasma pen
and examples of a direct treatment of bac-
teria on agar plates by this plasma source.
Such sources have potential for medical
instrument disinfection or direct in vivo
application for wound healing or dentistry.
An example of a portable air plasmadevice
that could serve in this way is the battery-
powered, handheld ‘plasma flashlight’
[12]. Devices such as this could be manu-
factured for less than $100 with power
dissipation typically less thanseveralwatts.
Although yet to be demonstrated in clinical
practice, it seems likely that they would be
useful in both point-of-care applications
and centralized facilities.

Antimicrobial NOx Generation for
Medical Instrument Sterilization
As noted earlier, if the power dissipation in
air plasmas is further increased, the O3

production will be completely suppressed
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and the NOx production will dominate. It is
possible to create powerful antimicrobial
concentrations of NO and especially NO2

in such plasmas [13,14].

One example of this approach is the
‘NOxBox’, which uses a hybrid glow-
spark air discharge using a regular auto-
mobile spark plug, with relatively small
amounts of electrical power from inex-
pensive power supplies, to produce anti-
microbial NOx gases (Figure 2). This frugal
air plasma source dissipates approxi-
mately 30 W in a 1-L confined volume
to generate 2000–3000 ppm NOx in
[104_TD$DIFF][99_TD$DIFF]5 min, with the NOx generation rate of
over 1016 [103_TD$DIFF] NOx molecules/J. Approxi-
mately 80–90% of the NOx is in the form
of NO2, which is the dominant antimicro-
bial component. The strong antimicrobial
action of the NOx mixture after several
minutes of plasma operation was
demonstrated by measuring rates of
Escherichia coli disinfection on metal sur-
faces and in water exposed to the plasma
volume [14]. Scale-up to fill a 5–10-L con-
tainer with useful concentrations of NOx

that might be used, for example, for medi-
cal instrument sterilization, is relatively
straightforward.

Concluding Remarks on Frugal
Plasma Sources
There are many other potential applica-
tions for the kind of frugal plasma devices
presented here. One example is PAW
prepared by water interaction with air
plasma. PAW contains large concentra-
tions of reactive oxygen and nitrogen spe-
cies (RONS), such as H2O2, nitrates and
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Figure 2. ‘NOxBox’ for Medical Instrument Sterilization by Antimicrobial NOx. (A and B) Photographs
of the NOxBox with the detail of the hybrid glow-spark air discharge on a spark plug. (C) Temporal evolution of
Escherichia coli log reductions on stainless steel surfaces and in aqueous saline solution in the NOxBox
powered by the quasi-sinusoidal AC waveform from neon-sign transformer. Reproduced, with permission,
from [14].
nitrites, and peroxynitrites. Some of these
compounds have been used for food
preservation for many centuries. Many
RONS have potent antibacterial activity
against a range of pathogens. In particu-
lar, NO and NO2

� (nitrite) have various
physiological functions in organisms and
have been extensively explored for vari-
ous therapeutic applications [15].

One of the key advantages of air plasma-
based systems to generate these species
is that one needs only electricity and
ambient air (and water in some cases).
Many situations can be envisioned in
which supplies are difficult or impossible
to obtain, including natural disasters and
various other serious social disturbances
such as armed conflicts. A portable frugal
plasma system could be lifesaving in this
context, assuming that small amounts of
electrical power are available, such as
those provided by solar charging of bat-
teries or other sources.

It must be acknowledged that safety
issues are important when using plasma
devices that create large concentrations
of antimicrobial, but also potentially toxic,
compounds. In the case of antimicrobial
O3 or NO2 gases, for example, chronic
exposures can lead to various adverse
health effects. Care must therefore be
taken to minimize the risks for toxicity in
whatever application is chosen for frugal
plasma devices.

Acknowledgments
This work was supported in part by the Slovak

Research and Development AgencyAPVV-0134-12

and the US Department of Energy grant

(DE-SC0001934).

1Faculty of Mathematics, Physics and Informatics,

Comenius University, 84248 Bratislava, Slovakia
2Department of Chemical and Biomolecular Engineering,

University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720, USA

*Correspondence: machala@fmph.uniba.sk (Z. Machala).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tibtech.2017.07.013

References
1. Graves, D.B. (2014) Low temperature plasma biomedi-

cine: a tutorial review. Phys. Plasmas. 21, 080901

2. Rao, B.C. (2013) How disruptive is frugal? Technol. Soc.
35, 65–73

3. Bhatti, Y.A. and Ventreska, M. (2013) How Can ‘Frugal
Innovation’ Be Conceptualized? https://ssrn.com/
abstract=2203552

4. Ravi, N. et al. (2012) Jugaad Innovation: Think Frugal, Be
Flexible, Generate Breakthrough Growth, John Wiley &
Sons

5. Pavlovich, M.J. et al. (2013) Ozone correlates with anti-
bacterial effects from indirect air dielectric barrier discharge
treatment of water. J. Phys. D Appl. Phys. 46, 145202

6. Kim, M.H. et al. (2013) Efficient generation of ozone in
arrays of microchannel plasmas. J. Phys. D Appl. Phys. 46,
305201

7. Bekeschus, S. et al. (2016) The plasma jet kINPen – a
powerful tool for wound healing. Clin. Plasma Med. 4, 19–
28

8. Machala, Z. et al. (2013) Formation of ROS and RNS in
water electro-sprayed through transient spark discharge in
air and their bactericidal effects. Plasma Process. Polym.
10, 649–659

9. Xiong, Z. et al. (2016) Plasma treatment of onychomycosis.
Plasma Process. Polym. 13, 588–597

10. Suschek, C.V. and Opländer, C. (2016) The application of
cold atmospheric plasma in medicine: the potential role of
nitric oxide in plasma-induced effects. Clin. Plasma Med.
4, 1–8

11. Kovalová, Z., Leroy, M., Kirkpatrick, M.J., Odic, E. and
Machala, Z. (2016) Corona discharges with water electro-
spray for Escherichia coli biofilm eradication on a surface.
Bioelectrochem 112, 91–99

12. Pei, X. et al. (2012) Inactivation of a 25.5 mm Enterococcus
faecalis biofilm by a room-temperature, battery-operated,
handheld air plasma jet. J. Phys. D Appl. Phys. 45, 165205

13. Janda, M. et al. (2016) Generation of antimicrobial NOx by
atmospheric air transient spark discharge. Plasma Chem.
Plasma Process. 36, 767–781

14. Pavlovich, M.J. et al. (2014) Air spark-like plasma source
for antimicrobial NOx generation. J. Phys. D Appl. Phys.
47, 505202

15. Vitturi, D.A. and Patel, R.R. (2011) Current perspectives
and challenges in understanding the role of nitrite as an
integral player in nitric oxide biology and therapy. Free
Radic. Biol. Med. 51, 805–812
Trends in Biotechnology, Month Year, Vol. xx, No. yy 3

mailto:�machala@fmph.uniba.sk
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tibtech.2017.07.013
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0010
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2203552
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2203552
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0167-7799(17)30207-X/sbref0075

	Frugal Biotech Applications of Low-Temperature Plasma
	Motivation for Frugal Plasma Innovation
	Frugal Plasma Examples
	Ozone Generators for Water Disinfection or Wound Healing
	Portable Plasma Sources for Surface Disinfection and Wound Healing
	Antimicrobial NOx Generation for Medical Instrument Sterilization

	Concluding Remarks on Frugal Plasma Sources
	Acknowledgments
	References


