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Degradable and Printed Microstrip Line for Chipless
Temperature and Humidity Sensing

James Bourely,* Jaemin Kim, Christian Beyer, Oleksandr Vorobyov, Xavier Aeby,
Gustav Nyström, and Danick Briand*

Research on chipless and passive architectures for environmental sensing is
generating high interest because they do not require any semiconductor
components or batteries to operate, thus resulting in an eco-friendlier
footprint. This study demonstrates a printed microstrip line with multiple
resonators using biodegradable materials to continuously monitor
temperature and relative humidity (RH). Constructed with a paper substrate
and printed zinc conductive lines, and encapsulated with beeswax to protect
against the interference of humidity, the microstrip line integrates
spiral-shaped resonators. One resonator operates at 1.2 GHz for temperature
sensing, while another, coated with konjac glucomannan serves for relative
humidity sensing at 2 GHz. The multi-resonating features allow for a
simultaneous assessment of temperature and humidity. The microstrip line
displays a linear sensitivity to temperature of −1.35 MHz °C−1 and a
non-linear relative humidity sensitivity ranging between −0.8 and
−8 MHz/%RH from 30% to 70% RH. Its degradation in a lab-made compost
for 70 days shows the removal of the transducing layer in 7 days and
degradation of the cellulosic substrate starting after 5 weeks. The developed
environmental sensing devices are notably promising for future applications
in smart packaging and the tracking of goods aiming at the minimization of
electronic waste.
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1. Introduction

Our reliance on Internet-of-Things
electronics is anticipated to double
by 2030.[1–3] But, the proliferation
of connected devices also results in
an escalation in electronic waste.[4]

With less than 20% of electronics
being properly recycled,[5] novel so-
lutions relying on more eco-friendly
materials to simplify recycling and
enable circularity, are required.[6]

In recent years, the integration of
wireless sensing technologies into logis-
tics operations has revolutionized sup-
ply chain management.[7] Wireless sen-
sors have emerged as critical compo-
nents, enabling real-time monitoring and
tracking of goods throughout the sup-
ply chain and therefore enhancing ef-
ficiency and transparency.[8] With the
increasing demand for precise envi-
ronmental monitoring, the development
of wireless devices capable of sens-
ing temperature and relative humid-
ity has received significant attention.[8]

Standard data loggers, integrating temperature and humidity
sensing functionalities, are bulky.[9] They typically utilize stan-
dard printed circuit board designs made of copper and FR4, pow-
ered by a battery and incorporated with a variety of sensors.[10]

Positioned on pellets or within containers during shipment,
these loggers are therefore impractical for tracking individual
packages in smart packaging applications due to their cost and
size.[11]

A promising solution for the cost-effective and scalable
deployment of monitoring devices involves leveraging print-
ing techniques and flexible substrates, which hold poten-
tial for widespread adoption across various supply chain
departments.[12–15] Hybrid-electronic systems, fabricated with
printing technologies on flexible substrates and combined with
silicon components, have been developed to track environmen-
tal parameters for the monitoring of goods.[16–19] They consist of
a printed radio frequency (RF) circuit, a sensing unit, an inte-
grated circuit (IC) and energy harvesting components or batter-
ies, all integrated onto a flexible substrate. These various wire-
less printed sensing platforms were designed to monitor tem-
perature and relative humidity.[20–30] They have the added bene-
fit of allowing interrogation by existing regular Radio Frequency
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Identification (RFID) readers. Nevertheless, they still rely on sil-
icon components rendering their end-of-life disposal and recy-
cling complex.[31,32]

Chipless wireless sensors represent a paradigm shift from tra-
ditional semiconductor-based integrated circuits.[33–36] These un-
tethered sensors, which do not need active circuitry for data pro-
cessing and communication, operate on the principle of encod-
ing the information in the frequency and amplitude of electro-
magnetic (EM) waves.[37,38]

Far-field (distance at which the EM field behave predominantly
as a propagating wave) structures are used to maintain a reason-
able wireless device size of a few centimetres and to increase op-
erating distance.[39] The far-field tags operate at frequencies in
the Ultra-High-Frequency (UHF band = 300 MHz – 3 GHz) and
higher. A robust platform for encoding and transmitting infor-
mation is the microstrip line. This type of chipless device consists
of a dielectric substrate layer on which is patterned an electrically
conductive trace. It operates based on the modulation of the EM
signals along the transmission line. The electric field emanating
from the transmission conductor extends beyond the confines of
the dielectric material potentially interacting with the surround-
ing media.[40]

By mechanically deforming, and therefore changing the shape
of the conductive layer and the propagating EM wave, strip lines
have been applied to monitor the deformation and stress of ma-
terials for potential usage as wireless strain gauges for building-
health monitoring.[41] Furthermore, the EM modulation of the
microstrip line can be made sensitive to environmental param-
eters such as humidity or temperature, by implementing mate-
rials that would have their permittivity or conductance affected
by changes in the surrounding environmental conditions.[42]

Polyamide, having its dielectric properties sensitive to temper-
ature, was coated on a copper/FR4 microstrip line at 4.5 GHz
and used for wireless thermal sensing.[43] By absorbing mois-
ture, various biopolymers like psyllium or alginate deposited on
a copper on an FR4 microstrip line at 3.4 GHz were demon-
strated to sense relative humidity for applications in contactless
RH sensing.[44] Being easily integrated with microfluidics, mi-
crostrip line devices measuring the chemical binding of specific
analytes on FR4 substrate relying on phenylboronic acid to sense
glucose at 1.2 GHz,[45] or using a well to detect the presence
lambda DNA up to 17 GHz,[46] have been investigated, showing
that microstrip lines could be useful for non-invasive body moni-
toring or wireless sensing of cell and molecule activity. However,
the presented types of microstrip lines still rely on a bulky Vec-
tor Network Analyzer to record the signal. Potential real-world
applications of microstrip lines for chipless and wireless sensing
would involve adding two polarized radiating patch antennas on
either side of the microstrip line, increasing the device footprint
and would be interrogated using a dedicated reader.[40,47]

By combining the advantages of using printing processes and
implementing the chipless principle, different printed chipless
RFID tags have been developed for sensing.[48–51] More specif-
ically, wireless printed chipless structures taking the shape of
slots or loops have been developed to sense temperature using
a thermal-sensitive resistive material affecting the conductivity,
frequency and amplitude of the resonator. Examples, such as a
PEDOT:PSS layer deposited on a printed silver on PET resonator
at 1.2 and 5.8 GHz,[52] carbon applied over a printed silver coil-

antenna on PET resonating at 13.58 MHz,[53] or carbon nan-
otubes over two silver printed split-ring resonators on paper at
2.5 GHz,[54] have been reported. Relative humidity was detected
using the interaction between water molecules and moisture-
sensitive materials locally changing the permittivity of the res-
onator. Paper was considered as both active material and sub-
strate with silver-printed ring resonators operating at 300 MHz,
7 GHz and 24 GHz,[55–57] and Nafion was coated over a printed
silver ring resonator on paper at 2.8 GHz.[58] Only one known
chipless and printed tag combining humidity and temperature
sensors has been reported. Its sensing capabilities are achieved
with a hygroscopic KaptonHN and thermally sensitive Stanyl
polyamide tape positioned along the slot of a silver-printed res-
onating loop structure made on KaptonHN or PET substrates and
resonating between 5 and 25 GHz.[59] These types of low-cost,
small footprint and chipless wireless resonators could see appli-
cation in the field of smart packaging by implementing identifi-
cation and sensing for the monitoring of perishable goods during
transport or storage.[60]

Achieving a high electrical conductivity is essential for ensur-
ing a good RF signal-to-noise ratio and thus providing long-range
communication.[33] As a result, most printed wireless devices for
environmental sensing have traditionally relied on silver as their
primary conductive material, despite employing environmentally
friendly substrates such as paper.[11,61] In this context, it is worth
noting that, in addition to being an expensive and precious mate-
rial, silver accounts for 80% of the toxicity of paper-based printed
electronics.[62] Alternatively to using silver inks, biodegradable
metal particles such as zinc have been demonstrated in wireless
applications.[63] An entirely eco-friendly printed chipless sensor
combining both temperature and humidity monitoring has yet
to be achieved and would be beneficial in enabling sensing while
reducing electronic waste.

In this paper, a novel and environmentally non-harmful
printed chipless temperature and humidity sensor is proposed.
By leveraging additive patterning of eco-resorbable zinc particles,
we realize a microstrip line consisting of multi-resonating spi-
ral structures on paper operating between 1 and 3 GHz. The de-
vice is encapsulated with beeswax to prevent interfering mois-
ture uptake of the substrate and oxidation of the zinc layer. One
resonator is used to sense temperature at 1.2 GHz while being
insensitive to humidity. A second resonator at 2.0 GHz is imple-
mented to detect relative humidity with the addition of a super-
absorbent plant-based polymer. The multi-resonating design en-
ables the accurate simultaneous assessment of relative humidity
and temperature. The microstrip line was shown to decompose
in a simulated compost environment over multiple weeks.

By utilizing biodegradable materials and environmentally be-
nign fabrication processes, these eco-friendly chipless devices
represent a significant step towards more sustainable sensing
systems applied to logistics and beyond.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Design and Fabrication of the Microstrip Line

The design of the microstrip line consisting of three spiral-
shaped resonators made from biodegradable materials is visible
in Figure 1a. The microstrip line is made of zinc printed on a
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Figure 1. Design of the microstrip line a). Sensing mechanism depicting the effects of temperature and relative humidity on the properties of the
materials of the two sensing resonators b). A fabrication process of the eco-friendly microstrip line sensor with corresponding microscope optical
images (scale bar = 2 mm) c). Screen printing and hybrid sintering of the zinc (i), beeswax soaking in the paper (ii), beeswax encapsulation lamination
over the zinc layer (iii) and konjac glucomannan drop-casting (iv). Equivalent electrical circuit of the transmission line (d).

paper substrate and encapsulated with beeswax and has one res-
onator coated with konjac glucomannan.

The multiple resonances induced by the spiral resonators can
be leveraged for sensing where independent resonators can be
designed to target a specific environmental parameter. Two spi-
rals were used for sensing either temperature or relative humid-
ity. The sensing mechanisms for temperature and humidity are
depicted in Figure 1b. A temperature change (ΔT) will affect the
dielectric permittivities of the beeswax 𝜖b, of the paper substrate
soaked with wax 𝜖S and of the konjac 𝜖k, and the conductivity of
the zinc 𝜎. Due to the positive thermal coefficient of resistivity
of the zinc film,[61] its evolution in resistance will affect the real
and imaginary parts of the recorded signal and therefore shift
the magnitude of the S12 signal.[64] Second, the impedance Z0
is inversely proportional to the relative permittivity of the dielec-
tric materials.[65] The permittivity of beeswax 𝜖b is, as well, tem-
perature dependant which will locally affect the resonance of the
microstrip line.[66] The temperature effect on the permittivity of

konjac can be considered as neglectable in comparison to the ef-
fect of the absorbed humidity.[67]

A variation in relative humidity (ΔRH) will not affect the
hydrophobic beeswax coating, but induce a change of thick-
ness Δh of the super-absorbent konjac glucomannan under
the charge or discharge of water (𝜖water = 80), which will re-
sult, at the same time, in a modification of its permittivity.[67,68]

The combined effects of permittivity and dimension changes
of the konjac glucomannan layer due to moisture absorption
lead to variations in the RF losses and will be selectively de-
tectable over one of the resonators of the encapsulated microstrip
line.

In summary, changes in environmental parameters are influ-
encing the electrical and dielectric properties of the constituting
materials along the microstrip line, which result in the alteration
of the impedance, capacitance, and RF losses of the different
spirals leading to individual shifts of their respective resonance
frequency.[64]
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Figure 2. Measurement setup a). Environmental climatic test profile b). Typical recorded data of the S12 signal from 1 to 3 GHz for the eco-friendly
microstrip line c).

The process flow used to fabricate the microstrip line is avail-
able in Figure 1c. Zinc nanoparticles are screen-printed onto an
800 μm-thick paper substrate and sintered following a hybrid sin-
tering process (Figure 1c-i). Applying the optimal process param-
eters, this method provides the highest electrical conductivity re-
ported for a printed zinc trace of 𝜎 = 5.62*106 Sm−1 or 33%
of bulk zinc. With very good reproducibility and high stability
over time, this sintering process renders the zinc films suitable
for RF applications, as already shown.[63] Because of the porous
paper structure, cellulose fibres absorb water, leading to an in-
crease in overall substrate permittivity and loss, thereby caus-
ing a shift in the resonance frequency of the resonators, see
the effect of humidity on the pristine paper substrate in supple-
mentary Figure S1a (Supporting Information). To mitigate water
absorption interference, the paper substrate was saturated with
beeswax after printing the zinc layer, serving as a moisture bar-
rier (Figure 1c-ii). To prevent the oxidation of the zinc trace, a
100 μm-thick, 1 cm-wide and 4 cm-long beeswax layer was then
laminated over the transmission line. (Figure 1c-iii).[69] Finally,
to act as a humidity-sensitive layer, konjac glucomannan, a plant-
based super-absorbent capable of gaining fifty times its weight
in water, was drop-casted over one of the resonating structures
composing the microstrip line (Figure 1c-iv).[70]

Optical imaging of the cross-section of the fabricated device
and a confocal microscopy height scan of the zinc layer are de-
picted in supplementary Figures S2 and S3 (Supporting Infor-
mation). The thicknesses of the zinc conductor, beeswax encap-

sulation and konjac glucomannan are measured to be ≈ 17, 100
and 40 μm, respectively.

The microstrip line is designed to operate in the upper limit of
the UHF band (1–3 GHz). A simplified equivalent circuit for the
three-spiralled microstrip line considered in this work is given
in Figure 1d. The spirals were placed at least 5 mm apart to re-
duce interference with their neighbours. To minimize the total
size of the microstrip line, the width of the spirals was kept con-
stant at 4.4 mm with a 400 μm-wide spiral-shaped slot making
3 turns, visible in Figure 1c-i. The obtained resonant frequency
fi for a given spiral is inversely dependent on the capacitance Ci
and inductance Li. Increasing the longitudinal length of the spi-
rals results in a gain in the inductance and capacitance.[71] Thus, a
longer spiral will result in a smaller frequency of resonance. The
length of each spiral from left to right is 5, 12 and 7 mm, provid-
ing resonances at f3 = 2.6 GHz, f1 = 1.2 GHz and f2 = 2.0 GHz,
respectively (Figure 1d). The spiral positioned in the middle of
the microstrip line resonating at 1.2 GHz is used for temperature
sensing and the one on the right, resonating at 2.0 GHz, is ap-
plied to humidity sensing. The remaining resonator on the left at
2.6 GHz could be potentially used for differential measurements,
act as an identification signature or eventually be functionalized
for sensing a specific analyte. The latter, however, could not be
exploited in this work due to the high-frequency noise produced
by the climatic chamber under operation visible in Figure 2c.

A preliminary study, presented in supplementary Figure
S4 (Supporting Information), shows that the unexploited
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Figure 3. Temperature response and sensitivity. S12 signal at 15, 25 and 35 °C of a microstrip line at 50% RH from 1 to 2.3 GHz a). Averaged frequency
variation of the first resonating peak at 1.2 GHz in response to temperature at 30%, 50% and 70% RH, with linear approximation (n = 4) b). Resonating
frequency position of the first peak against relative humidity at 15, 25 and 35 °C (n = 4) c).

spiral resonating at f3 could be removed to minimize the device
footprint as it has a minimal impact on the frequencies of oper-
ation f1 and f2 of the two other resonators. Indeed, the variation
on the pristine frequencies of resonance f1 and f2 induced by re-
moving the last spiral resonating at f3, is less than 0.2% of the
respective resonance frequencies. This variation is even much
smaller than the reproducibility deviation of the resonance fre-
quencies f1 and f2 between fabrication batches measured to be
7%, as illustrated in Figure S5 (Supporting Information). A way
to improve the reproducibility of the fabricated microstrip line
would be to utilize an automated screen printer and acid spray
dispenser for the sintering of zinc as well as an automated lami-
nator for the deposition of the beeswax encapsulating layer, which
would strongly reduce the variabilities associated with the man-
ual fabrication procedures applied in this study.

2.2. Climatic Chamber Testing and Measured Signal

The microstrip line was connected to a Vector Network Analyzer
(VNA) to record the complex scatter parameters during climatic
testing. The resulting magnitude of the scattering parameter S12
and the phase of the device under test (DUT), that is, the mi-
crostrip line, were computed.

Figure 2a represents the DUT connected to the VNA and
placed inside the climatic chamber. Depicted in Figure 2b is the

environmental cycling in temperature and humidity. The mi-
crostrip line is analysed at 15, 25 and 35 °C with controlled rela-
tive humidity values from 30% to 70% RH. All recorded S12 states
corresponding to the different combinations of temperature and
humidity levels can be seen in Figure 2c. The plotted data is taken
at the end of each cycling step to ensure that saturation is reached.

2.3. Temperature Response of the Microstrip Line

The resonance at 1.2 GHz is used to sense temperature varia-
tions. For temperature-sensing, we rely on two effects, namely
the influence of temperature on both the resistivity of the zinc
and the permittivity of the dielectric materials. Those effects are
visible in Figure 3a where the magnitude and frequency of res-
onance of the microstrip line are reduced when increasing the
temperature. Only the data at 50% RH for the three temperatures
was presented for visual clarity but entire recorded signals, show-
ing similar behaviour for other RH percentages, can be seen in
Figure 2c.

Analysing the sensitivity of the first resonance at 1.2 GHz ver-
sus temperature for 4 different samples shows a very linear be-
haviour R2

> 0.99 as seen in Figure 3b. From 15 to 35 °C, the
total variation in the peak frequency is included between −25
and −26 MHz at all humidity levels tested, resulting in a sensitiv-
ity of −1.35 MHz °C−1. The insensitivity of this first resonating
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Figure 4. Relative humidity response and sensitivity. S12 signal at 30%, 40%, 50%, 60% and 70% RH at a temperature of 35 °C from 1 to 2.3 GHz a).
Resonating frequency position of the 2 GHz peak against relative humidity for temperatures of 15, 25 and 35 °C (n = 2) b). Averaged frequency variation
of the resonating peak at 2.0 GHz in response to humidity at 15, 25 and 35 °C (n = 2) c).

frequency to moisture, even at a high RH percentage (70%), is
provided thanks to the hydrophobic beeswax protection applied.
To investigate a temperature range applicable to cold chain mon-
itoring of goods during transport and storage,[72] the microstrip
line was also tested from −10 to 35 °C, at ambient humidity due
to limitation in the regulation of the RH in the climatic chamber
used at these low temperatures. The temperature sensor showed
a linearity of R2 = 0.989 for a sensitivity of −1.06 MHz °C−1 as
seen in Figure S6 (Supporting Information).

In Figure 3c, one can notice that the average resonance fre-
quency changes by 3 MHz across the whole humidity range,
which corresponds to a possible maximum error of ≈ 2 °C on the
temperature. A possible improvement in the temperature mea-
surement error due to variations in relative humidity might be
to increase the thickness of the encapsulating beeswax over the
resonator f1. However, there will be a compromise in thickness to
consider since this will induce over the second resonator f2 a non-
desired increase of its sensitivity to temperature while potentially
reducing the response to humidity due to excess losses.

This structure entirely made of biodegradable materials
achieved a similar temperature sensitivity to what has been re-
ported in the literature, but one needs to keep in mind that
those resonators do not have the same shape, and therefore not
the same resonance frequency, which influences the sensitiv-
ity reached. A wireless copper resonator on ROGER RO4003C
substrate showed a variation of −0.1 MHz °C−1 at 2.2 GHz,[38]

while a printed silver on PVC chipless sensor had a sensitivity of

−1.1 MHz °C−1 between 1 and 6 GHz.[52] A printed silver on PET
resonating tag with polyamide tape at 8.8 GHz showed a change
of −0.8 MHz °C−1.[59] A summarized comparison of our work
with chipless devices used for temperature sensing reported in
the literature is available in Table S1 (Supporting Information).

Furthermore, the temperature effect on the phase of the
1.2 GHz resonator as a potential metric for sensing was analysed
and is reported in supplementary Figure S7 (Supporting Infor-
mation). The position of the inversion in the phase correspond-
ing to the resonance is shifted by -1 MHz °C−1 and the phase is
changed by −0.25 °°C−1. Tracking the phase could therefore be
an additional method to evaluate temperature variations.

2.4. Relative Humidity Response of the Microstrip Line

The effect of humidity on the S12 magnitude of the microstrip line
can be seen in Figure 4. In Figure 4a, one can view the S12 signal
as a function of the tested frequency from 1 to 2.3 GHz for differ-
ent humidity levels at 35 °C (signals for the other temperatures
were removed for visual clarity but are available in Figure 2c).
Five relative humidity values, from 30% to 70% RH with 10%
RH steps, were tested according to a climatic profile available
in Figure S6 (Supporting Information). The resonating peak at
f2 = 2.0 GHz in the S12 signal shifts to the left with the pres-
ence of konjac glucomannan enhancing the losses as it absorbs
moisture. Water intake inside the super-absorbent plant-based
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biopolymer leads to swelling as seen in supplementary Figure S8
(Supporting Information) where the thickness of konjac nearly
doubles when increasing the relative humidity from 30% to 70%
RH. The dielectric properties of the konjac glucomannan are
modified due to the increase in permittivity and morphology near
the resonator. This results in a loss in magnitude supported by
a shift in resonance frequency. The humidity-response curves
of the microstrip line exhibit a non-linear behaviour noticeable
in Figure 4b. This correlates with previous research on the ad-
sorption of water in such biopolymers and with the non-linear
swelling behaviour of the konjac aforementioned which results
in the permittivity and losses varying in a non-linear manner as
well.[68] As the humidity level rises, the polymer matrix can more
easily swell which leads to an increase in water intake.[73]

The super-high absorption rate of konjac allows for a full-
scale response of −160 MHz from 30% to 70% RH despite the
presence of beeswax over the zinc resonator. The sensitivity of
the 2.0 GHz resonator to humidity, presented in Figure 4c, is
−0.8 MHz/%RH for changes in the lower relative humidity range
(below 40% RH) but reaches −8 MHz/%RH between 60% and
70% RH. The standard deviation in humidity-response across
n = 2 samples (displayed as error bars in Figure 4b) was com-
puted for all temperatures to be 15 MHz at 30% RH notably due
to instabilities in the regulation of the climatic chamber at this
low humidity level (visible in Figure 2b), decreasing to 6 MHz
at 70% RH. Considering a shift in response of −160 MHz be-
tween 30% to 70% RH, this 6 MHz deviation would represent an
average error across devices of 3.7% RH and is on par with the
RH precision of the climatic chamber (±3% RH). Implementing
a fabrication process allowing to reduce the beeswax thickness
would diminish the resonator losses and therefore enhance the
humidity sensitivity of the device when coated with konjac gluco-
mannan. Nonetheless, the reported relative humidity sensitivity
is within the higher range of sensitivities found in the literature
thanks to the use of the high absorbent rate of konjac. Chipless
inkjet-printed silver resonators on PET operating between 3 and
7 GHz displayed a sensitivity of −6.8 MHz/%RH,[56] a wireless
copper resonator on ROGER RO4003C substrate had a variation
of −0.5 MHz/%RH at 2.2 GHz,[38] and a wireless silver tag on
PET with KaptonHN presented a sensitivity of −2.4 MHz/%RH
at 8.5 GHz.[59] A summarized comparison of our work with chip-
less devices used for relative humidity sensing reported in the
literature is available in Table S1 (Supporting Information).

Furthermore, as can be observed in Figure 4c, the reduction
in frequency at f2 of approximately 13 MHz with a rise of 10 °C
in temperature at a given relative humidity can be explained by
the previously discussed effects of temperature on the resonator.
It corresponds to the temperature-sensitivity aforementioned of
−1.35 MHz °C−1. A way to reduce the effect of temperature on the
resonator f2 would be to apply, a non-temperature-sensitive and
biodegradable interlayer, to be defined, between the konjac and
the spiral, knowing that the temperature effects due to the TCR
of the zinc would remain. Nevertheless, resonance frequency cal-
ibration using the 1.2 GHz resonator could be performed to dis-
criminate the effects of temperature on the 2.0 GHz resonator.

Additionally, as for the previously discussed resonance
frequency-variation to moisture, the magnitude evolution of
the 2.0 GHz resonator to changes in relative humidity fol-
lows, as well, a non-linear trajectory visible in Figure S9a (Sup-

porting Information). In Figure S9b (Supporting Information),
the variation of magnitude to humidity is linearly correlated
to the variation of the frequency of resonance for said hu-
midity. The monitoring of the magnitude of the S12 signal
of the 2.0 GHz resonator could also be considered for rel-
ative humidity sensing, knowing the temperature from the
1.2 GHz resonator. The change in phase of the 2.0 GHz res-
onator as a function of the relative humidity is also reported
in Figure S10 (Supporting Information). But, the resonance of
the phase at 70% RH is no longer properly defined and cannot
be detected, limiting the use of the phase for sensing relative
humidity.

The continuous response of the 2.0 GHz sensor is depicted
in Figure 5a for variations in the humidity profile applied in the
climatic chamber as shown in Figure S11 (Supporting Informa-
tion). The climatic chamber has an intrinsic response time mea-
sured to be 120 s for every 10% RH step. The S12 signal of the
DUT is collected every 30 s and the response time of the mi-
crostrip line is computed at 63% of the value at saturation, from
which is subtracted the response time of the chamber, as well
at 63%. Response times of 234, 222 and 216 s are derived for
each transition step of 10% RH from 40% to 70% RH at 25 °C.
Figure 5b plots the precision of the humidity sensor after two
repeated cycles as represented in Figure S11 (Supporting Infor-
mation). The largest error in precision was measured at 30% and
40% RH with a shift of 5 MHz dropping below the limit of detec-
tion of the VNA (LoD = 0.3 MHz) for humidity values above 60%
RH, regardless of temperature value. Due to the non-linearity of
the humidity response, this 5 MHz difference in the measured
frequency would correspond to an error in the relative humid-
ity of 6% below 40% RH and of less than 1% RH above 50% RH.
These errors resemble the relative humidity uniformity of the cli-
matic chamber (±3% RH). The reversibility, measured using the
climatic cycle in Figure 2b at 35 °C, is plotted in supplementary
Figure S12 (Supporting Information) and computed to be 5 MHz
at 30% RH, and the highest hysteresis observed in the humidity
response was measured to be 5 MHz at 50% amounting to a po-
tential error of 1% RH.

2.5. Stability and Degradation of the Microstrip Line

Finally, the stability of the device at ambient lab conditions and
its degradation in lab-made compost were studied.

The evolution of the electrical resistance of the microstrip
line with and without beeswax encapsulation, measured over 3
months at ambient temperature and relative humidity, is pro-
vided in Figure S1b (Supporting Information). The beeswax en-
capsulation prevented the oxidation of the biodegradable metal.
The drift in resistance of the zinc microstrip line after 12 weeks
was reduced from 60% to less than 2% with the implementation
of beeswax.

We also assessed the degradation of the paper-based tempera-
ture and humidity-sensing microstrip line in a lab-made compost
environment over 70 days. As no standards currently exist for
the degradation of electronic devices, the compost was designed
to respect the ISO standard 20 200 used for the disintegration
of polymers in soil. Pictures, presented in Figure 6, were taken
every week to track the degradation. After 1 week, the konjac
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Figure 5. Response of the 2 GHz sensor over one humidity cycle at 25 °C to four 10% RH steps starting at 30% RH up to 70% RH a) and precision of
the sensor across two full climatic cycles for 30% RH to 70% RH at 15, 25 and 35 °C b).

completely disappeared and the beeswax was no longer protect-
ing the zinc. This was likely facilitated by the temperature of 58 °C
used for the test which is near the melting temperature of the
beeswax Tg = 60 °C. On week 2, the zinc, which is no longer
encapsulated by the wax deteriorated and after week 5, the pa-
per started to degrade. Finally, on week 10, the paper was decom-
posed into multiple pieces.

3. Conclusion

In this study, a chipless and degradable multi-resonating mi-
crostrip line sensor was printed using zinc on paper and encap-
sulated with beeswax. The fabricated device is capable of sensing
temperatures from −10 to 35 °C and relative humidity from 30%
to 70% RH while being fully made of eco-friendly materials. We
showed that beeswax, as an encapsulant, can be used to protect
the zinc/paper microstrip line from the interference of humidity
for reliable temperature sensing with a linear sensitivity between
−1.06 and −1.35 MHz °C−1. Konjac glucomannan was applied
as a functional layer for humidity-sensing exhibiting a sensitivity
of up to −8 MHz/%RH, a maximum hysteresis of 5 MHz, and
a response time below 4 min for 10% RH change. The error in
reproducibility for the humidity detection across the microstrip
lines was 3.7%. The multi-resonating architecture allows for the
in-situ compensation of the effect of temperature on the relative
humidity sensing response. Higher humidity sensitivities could
potentially be reached by decreasing the thickness of the beeswax
encapsulation, but would require a specific process development.

While the device remains tethered to a VNA for S12 data record-
ing, to have it deployed in the field, future work for a wireless
operation would entail the integration of dual-polarized patch
antennas on both ends of the microstrip line for signal recep-
tion and transmission. To ensure a minimal footprint of the en-
visioned wireless device while extending its operational range,
meticulous design optimization of the antenna patches would be
needed.

Being capable of degrading in a compost environment, the de-
veloped environmental sensing devices are promising for future
applications in the domain of smart packaging, for tracking and
monitoring of sensitive goods during their transport and storage,
while allowing for the minimization of electronic waste.

4. Experimental Section
Conductive Ink Preparation: Solid zinc spherical nanoparticles (500 nm

average diameter, 99.9% purity) were purchased from US Research Nano-
materials. Polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP) (Mw = 360 K) and pentanol (99%)
were purchased from Sigma–Aldrich. Respectively, the three components
were mixed in a 25:1:5 weight ratio following the recipe developed by Dr.
Fumeaux.[63] PVP and zinc powders were added first to prevent agglom-
eration with pentanol. The final formulation was homogenized for 30 min
at 300 rpm in a planetary mixer (Thinky ARE-250).

Konjac Glucomannan Extract Preparation: Konjac glucomannan flakes
were purchased from a local pharmacy. 5 g of konjac flakes were added to
50 mL of deionized water (DIW). The mix was sonicated until the forma-
tion of the hydrogel. After 1 h, the konjac hydrogel was placed in 200 mL
of IPA for purification and stirred at 300 rpm and 50 °C for 12 h. The

Figure 6. Degradation of the microstrip line in a lab-made compost over 10 weeks.

Adv. Electron. Mater. 2024, 2400229 2400229 (8 of 10) © 2024 The Author(s). Advanced Electronic Materials published by Wiley-VCH GmbH
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hydrogel inside the container was removed and the IPA was left to evap-
orate at 70 °C, leaving a solid residue of konjac. 1 mL of DIW is added
and mixed with the remaining solid residue and stored in the fridge
at 4 °C for later usage. The konjac glucomannan hydrogel had to be
purified with IPA to allow the extract to adhere to the beeswax encap-
sulation as drop-casting the polymer before purification would lead to
delamination.

Device Fabrication: The zinc microstrip line was screen printed onto
an ArjoWiggins XD 800 μm-thick paper substrate using a steel-wire mesh
purchased from Soral AG, Switzerland. The zinc layer was hybrid sintered
using a combination of acetic acid and photonic flash sintering.[63] To en-
sure the highest electrical conductivity, the optimal sintering parameters
were considered. Therefore, 10% acetic acid in DIW was sprayed over the
zinc using an airbrush followed by two photonic flashes of 7 J cm−2 pulse
energy using a Novacentrix PulseForge 1200. 200 mg of beeswax was then
melted into the paper at 80 °C during 2 h to ensure the paper was fully sat-
urated, excess beeswax was removed with an absorbent cloth. Saturation
of the paper with beeswax was validated visually by observing an optical
cross-section as seen in supplementary Figure S13 (Supporting Informa-
tion). A 100 μm-thick, 1 cm-wide, and 4 cm-long strip of beeswax were
formed in a mould and then laminated over the microstrip line to encap-
sulate the zinc, leaving the extremities of the microstrip line uncovered
to allow for electrical connection. Finally, 20 μL of the konjac extract was
drop-casted above the 2.0 GHz resonator and confined using a removable
6×8 mm2 adhesive well.[44] The konjac was left to dry at room temperature
overnight and the well was removed to obtain the finalized device.

Data Acquisition during Climatic Testing: Before testing, a copper-tape
backplane was added to the prepared biodegradable device. A two-port
vector network analyzer (Agilent E5071C) was connected to the microstrip
line using a custom magnetic SMA connector (Figure S14, Supporting In-
formation) to prevent soldering on the zinc film. The device under test was
placed inside a climatic chamber (Espec SH-262 with ±0.3 °C and ±3%
RH uniformity, with %RH control below 15 °C not possible). Temperature
and relative humidity in the climatic chamber were recorded every 30 s.
Real and imaginary parts of the signal were recorded every 30 s during
the climatic cycle and computed for S12 magnitude and phase. The com-
puted data was taken at the end of every climatic step by averaging three
consecutive recordings. Temperature testing conducted from −10 to 35 °C
involved no humidity control with continuous monitoring of the S12 signal
every 5 s following a temperature ramp.

The detection of the local minimum in the magnitude or phase across
the operating frequencies was performed by interpolating, either the S12
magnitude or phase, with a 4th-order polynomial function around a given
resonating peak (presented in Figure S15, Supporting Information). The
polynomial fitting ensures better detection of the S12 local minimum at the
resonance peak by removing potential noise artifacts. A 4th-order fit was
chosen as it interpolates the raw S12 signal more precisely compared to a
standard RLC circuit matching where R, L and C values need to be fit man-
ually. The 4th-order polynomial fitting error was smaller than the 0.3 MHz
limit of detection of the VNA. The various magnitudes and frequencies
of resonance were extracted for a total of 4 samples and the results were
averaged and presented with standard deviation.

Degradation of the Microstrip Line: The fabricated device was placed
into a compost for 70 days and pictures were taken every week to follow
the evolution of the degradation. The compost was prepared to recreate
2.2 kg of synthetic solid waste according to Table 1 of ISO 20200 which
is used to assess the disintegration of polymers in soil. The sample was
placed in a fine-mesh metal bag and buried in the compost with controlled
water-content and pH. The reactor was stored at 58 °C in an oven over
10 weeks. After each week, the sample was removed from the bag and a
picture was taken. The water and pH were then controlled before placing
the sample back into the reactor.

Supporting Information
Supporting Information is available from the Wiley Online Library or from
the author.
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