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Silicon nanocrystals have a vast range of potential applications, from improving the efficiency of solar cells and optoelectronic devices 
to biomedical imaging and drug delivery, wastewater treatment, and antibacterial activities. In this study a photochemical etching 
technique was used to create layers of porous silicon on a donor silicon wafer with orientation (111) and resistivity equal to 
1-10 ohmꞏcm. The process involved focusing sunlight onto the samples using a telephoto lens with a suitable focal length of 30cm and
a diameter of 90 mm, which provided sufficient energy to complete the chemical etching. By using a constant etching time of 60
minutes and different concentrations of hydrofluoric acid (ranging from 25% to 40%), layers with varying properties were obtained.
The resulting surfaces were studied using the atomic force microscope (AFM), revealing the formation of different nanostructures and
particles with varying shapes, sizes, and thicknesses depending on the preparation conditions. The average size of the particles was
found to be 90.43nm at a concentration of 40% acid, while decreasing to 48.7nm at a concentration of 25% HF acid.
Keywords: Photochemical Etching; Porous silicon; Morphology studies; Sunlight photochemical; AFM; SLPCE
PACS: 81.65.Cf, 81.05.Rm, 61.72.uf, 68.37.Ps, 73.63.Bd

INTRODUCTION 
Silicon nanocrystals are a class of nanomaterials that have gained significant attention due to their unique 

properties [1,2]. These particles are incredibly small, typically in the nanometer range, and possess both optical and 
electronic properties desirable for various applications in biomedicine [3,4], optoelectronics [5–7], and energy storage 
[8,9]. The fabrication of silicon nanocrystals can be achieved through several methods such as thermal decomposition of 
silane [10], green synthesis [11], plasma-enhanced chemical vapor deposition [12], dry/wet laser ablation [13,14], and 
thermally induced phase separation [15]. The size and surface chemistry of silicon nanocrystals can be tuned to control 
their properties, making them highly customizable for specific applications [16,17]. 

Silicon nanocrystals exhibit the quantum confinement effect, which results from the confinement of electrons and 
holes within the particles, leading to discrete energy levels [18,19]. This effect is influenced by the size of the particle 
and the Bohr radius. Manipulating the size and surface chemistry of silicon nanocrystals enables precise tuning of their 
optical and electronic properties, particularly their absorption and emission spectra within the visible and near-infrared 
regions of the electromagnetic spectrum [20,21]. Porous silicon nanocrystals possess unique optical and electronic 
properties, which arise from their porous structure. This structure increases their surface area, allowing them to interact 
with a broader range of molecules [22]. 

Silicon nanocrystals have a wide range of potential applications that can enhance the efficiency of different devices 
and technologies. In the field of photovoltaics, they can increase light absorption and reduce recombination losses, thereby 
improving the efficiency of solar cells [23]. Silicon nanocrystals can also serve as the active element in light-emitting 
diodes and other optoelectronic devices [24]. Additionally, they can be utilized as an anode material in lithium-ion 
batteries [25]. Moreover, silicon nanocrystals can be functionalized with biomolecules, making them valuable in 
biomedical imaging [26] and drug delivery [27]. They can also be used to remove heavy metal ions from wastewater 
applications [28]. Additionally, silicon nanocrystals exhibit antibacterial activity by generating reactive oxygen species, 
which can damage the cell membranes of bacteria [29]. 

To investigate how photochemical etching affects the surface topography of silicon wafers, researchers examine 
how the process modifies the physical and chemical characteristics of the surface [30,31]. This investigation can be 
accomplished using different techniques, including microscopy, spectroscopy, and profilometry [32–34]. By analyzing 
the alterations in surface topography, researchers can gain knowledge about how to optimize the process to attain 
particular outcomes, such as enhanced surface roughness or specific surface characteristics [30,35]. Such studies can be 
valuable for the development of novel technologies in fields such as microelectronics [36], optoelectronics [7], and 
photovoltaics [37]. 
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The article discusses the photochemical etching of silicon wafer, which employs a light through sun light 
photochemical etching (SLPCE) process to dissolve particular regions of a silicon surface, leading to the creation of 
unique patterns or structures. The study employs a novel and straightforward approach that utilizes natural sunlight instead 
of traditional light sources such as lasers, halogen lamps, and tungsten lamps that are commonly used for preparing 
materials in the microelectronics industry. The photochemical etching method is extensively utilized in the industry to 
develop complex patterns or structures on silicon wafers utilized in electronic devices and integrated circuits. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 To conduct the experiment, a single side polished silicon wafer with a (111) orientation and resistivity ranging from 

1-10 ohmꞏcm was utilized. The material was sliced into small pieces measuring 0.5×0.5 cm and subsequently cleaned
using distilled water and ethanol. Afterward, the samples were immersed in a diluted hydrofluoric acid solution (10%)
for 5 minutes to eliminate the oxide layer from the surfaces of the crystalline silicon.

The system comprises a Teflon container with a 7 cm inner diameter 3 cm tall on the inside, and 4 cm tall on the 
outside. The Teflon container's interior is designed as a U-shaped sample holder to accommodate the samples. 
Hydrofluoric acid of varying concentrations (40%, 35%, 30%, and 25%) is poured into the Teflon container, covering the 
sample's upper surface by a few millimeters. A lens with a suitable focal length is used to focus sunlight on the sample. 
The lens has a 9 cm diameter and a 30 cm focal length, and its inclination angle is adjusted by mounting it on an iron 
stand that allows free movement. This ensures that the sunlight spot is focused on the polished front side of the sample, 
as shown in Figure 1. 

(a)  (b)

Figure 1: (a) The setup of the system for preparing nanoporous silicon samples, (b) the Teflon container 

The optical power and intensity of illumination per cm2 on the lens surface can be calculated using the average 
radiation intensity at the top of the Earth's atmosphere, which is approximately 1361 W/m2. For the experiment, a digital 
light meter (Lutron LX-103) was used to measure the sun's light intensity, and 1000 W/m2 was considered a realistic 
average value for working conditions, which translates to 100 mW/cm2. The power was calculated by multiplying the 
lens area by the solar radiation falling on each centimeter of the lens, resulting in 6360 mW. This light energy, when 
focused on a sample measuring 1 cm2, produces an intensity of 6360 mW/cm2 or 6.36 W/cm2, which is sufficient to 
complete the photochemical etching process. If the same energy is focused on a sample measuring 25 cm2, the intensity 
increases fourfold to 25.44 W/cm2. 

The first sign that the photochemical dissolution process has begun is the appearance of some bubbles on the samples' 
surfaces. These bubbles are made of hydrogen and are the product of chemical reactions [38] that dissolve silicon. Another 
sign that the porous layer has formed on the sample surface is the short-term change in surface color, which eventually 
turns buffish-brown (like iron corrosion). As stated in this work, this procedure continues for a set period of time of 60 
minutes. The samples are meticulously taken out of the Teflon container using specialized forceps in order to preserve 
the surface and get them ready for analysis. The samples are then put in plastic receptacles with methanol in them to 
prevent oxidation. 

Atomic force microscopy was used to examine the surface topography of the generated samples, including the 
particle size, dispersion, thickness of the porous layer, and roughness. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Figure 2 shows an AFM image at the nanoscale, in which 3D images are displayed when scanning at about 2×2 μm 

for porous silicon layers. The Root Mean Square (RMS) roughness were 3.47 nm, 4.46 nm, 10.6 nm, and 4 nm at 
hydrofluoric acid etching concentrations of 40%, 35%, 30%, and 25%, respectively. When silicon is treated in diluted 
hydrofluoric acid, a condensation of Si-OH groups is formed due to rapid exchange of Si-F with water molecules followed 
by Si-O-Si bridges formation and oxide nuclei appear [39]. Strain and altered surface topography led to a changed rate of 
the logarithmic oxide growth. The oxide formation is accompanied by a slight corrosive attack of water molecules, leading 
to roughening of the surface [38]. At low concentrations of hydrofluoric acid, the silicon ions may not be fully removed 
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from the surface and can undergo a redeposition process, leading to a rougher surface. However, when the concentration 
of hydrofluoric acid is further reduced, the etching rate becomes slower, and the amount of silicon ions formed on the 
surface is also reduced. Therefore, the redeposition process is less likely to occur, resulting in a smoother surface and a 
decrease in RMS roughness [17,40]. Figure 3 shows the consistency between the roughness and thickness of the samples, 
where they are proportional to each other [41]. These images illustrated that porous silicon exhibited a sponge-like 
structure with high homogeneity and densely branching pores. 

  
(a) (b) 

  
(c) (d) 

Figure 2. AFM image of silicon wafer at hydrofluoric acid etching concentrations of (a) 40%, (b) 35%, (c) 30%, and (d) 25% 

 
 

Figure 3. The roughness and thickness of the samples at each concentration. 

Figure 4 illustrates the statistical measures (surface skewness and surface kurtosis) of the sample surface, 
demonstrating a comprehensive understanding of the etching process on the surface. The asymmetry of the surface height 
distribution about its mean (surface skewness) reveals that the surfaces of the samples treated with 40% and 35% 
concentrations contain more low valleys than high peaks, whereas those treated with 30% and 25% concentrations have 
more high peaks than low valleys. The sharpness of the surface height distribution relative to a Gaussian distribution 
(surface kurtosis) reveals that the surfaces have more high peaks and low valleys than a Gaussian distribution and they 
exhibit a platykurtic distribution because the kurtosis value is less than 3 for all samples [42]. 
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Figure 4. The statistical measures of the silicon surface: surface skewness (black line) and surface kurtosis (red line) for different 
hydrofluoric acid etching concentrations treatments 

The samples have been characterized by means of equivalent diameter distribution through digital image processing 
of AFM pictures. In Figure 5, the percentage of the total volume occupied by these particles as well as the percentage 
cumulation of particles that fall within a certain size range are shown. The average nanostructure diameters were 
90.43 nm, 75.55 nm, 67.45 nm, and 48.70 nm at hydrofluoric acid etching concentrations of 40%, 35%, 30%, and 25%, 
respectively as shown in Figure 6. These parameters can provide valuable insights into the distribution and size of surface 
features, which can be useful in many applications, such as materials science, nanotechnology, and biophysics. 

(a) (b)

(c) (d)
Figure 5. Equivalent diameter volume percentage (histogram in red) and cumulation percentage (black line) distributions at (a) 

40%, (b) 35%, (c) 30%, and (d) 25% hydrofluoric acid etching concentrations 

Figure 6. The average diameters of the samples at each concentration. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The photochemical etching method by focusing sunlight can be considered one of the approved methods for 

producing porous silicone layers. The preparation parameters for each experiment led to the production of layers of porous 
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silicon with different structures and properties. In this work, results showed that reducing the concentration of 
hydrofluoric acid when the other parameters (luminous intensity, etching time, and the type and resistivity of the silicon 
wafer) were constant led to a reduction in the size of the nanoparticles. The formation of a porous layer depleted of charges 
on bulk silicon, which is of the donor type, leads to the formation of a junction between them that can be used as a basis 
for the manufacture of diodes, photodetectors, gas sensors, and other electronic applications. Therefore, according to the 
finding more smaller nanoparticles can be obtain with lower hydrofluoric acid concentrations such as 20%, 15%, 10%, 
and 5%, while keeping other experimental constants. 
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Кремнієві нанокристали мають широкий спектр потенційних застосувань, від підвищення ефективності сонячних елементів і 
оптоелектронних пристроїв до біомедичної візуалізації та доставки ліків, очищення стічних вод і антибактеріальної 
діяльності. У цьому дослідженні метод фотохімічного травлення використовувався для створення шарів пористого кремнію 
на донорній кремнієвій пластині з орієнтацією (111) і питомим опором, рівним 110 Омꞏсм. Процес передбачав фокусування 
сонячного світла на зразках за допомогою телеоб’єктива з відповідною фокусною відстанню 30 см і діаметром 90 мм, що 
забезпечувало достатню енергію для завершення хімічного травлення. Використовуючи постійний час травлення 60 хвилин і 
різні концентрації фтористоводневої кислоти (від 25% до 40%), були отримані шари з різними властивостями. Отримані 
поверхні досліджували за допомогою атомно-силового мікроскопа (АСМ), виявляючи утворення різних наноструктур і 
частинок різної форми, розміру та товщини залежно від умов підготовки. Було встановлено, що середній розмір частинок 
становив 90,43 нм при концентрації 40% кислоти, а при концентрації 25% HF кислоти зменшувався до 48,7 нм. 
Ключові слова: фотохімічне травлення; пористий кремній; морфологічні дослідження; фотохімічні сонячні промені; АСМ; 
SLPCE 


