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Abstract 

Lateritic bauxites containing high levels of reactive silica are economically disadvantageous to 

convert into alumina due to their relatively high consumption of caustic in the Bayer Process. 

Efforts to remove reactive silica from bauxite ore prior to shipment have largely focused on 

gravitational methods such as washing, screening and the use of hydrocyclones.  The purpose of 

this work was to identify additives which might enhance this separation process economically.  

Initial testing consisted of laboratory centrifuge tests designed to simulate the gravitational forces 

in hydrocyclones. Additives that had the largest impact on separation efficiency were identified 

and these were also found to substantially reduce the viscosity of the slurry. One additive reduced 

reactive silica by greater than 40 % while increasing alumina recovery by approximately 20 % on 

a relative basis.  Subsequent pilot scale testing confirmed both the laboratory method and the 

performance of this additive. This approach lends itself to use in a CCD circuit, which was 

validated in lab testing.  Further trials are being planned at wash plants utilizing hydrocyclones 

and screens.   
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1. Background

As with most mineral resources, bauxite quality is generally deteriorating over time.  The relative 

value of these deposits depends largely upon the concentration of alumina and silica, as well as 

the mineralogy of these constituents.  Contracts for this raw material often specify a range of 

acceptable quality which may include penalties for failure to reach targeted assays and bonuses 

for exceeding them.  These values are based not just on market forces but on the relative cost of 

processing the ore. Additionally, the desirability of the ore will depend upon the cost of mining 

and transporting it.  Whether purchased on the open market or evaluated as an owned and 

internally utilized resource, the reactive silica content and available alumina are the primary 

considerations of bauxite users.  

The rationale for increasing alumina content includes reduced transportation, processing, and 

disposal costs, assuming the alumina is of the proper form (gibbsite vs boehmite).  Lower 

concentrations of reactive silica (generally kaolinite), will also reduce processing costs, mainly in 

the reduction of caustic soda required to remove the silica via precipitation of desilication product 

(DSP), the equations for which are shown below: 

Kaolinite dissolution 

𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 · 2𝑆𝑖𝑂2 · 2𝐻2𝑂 + 6𝑁𝑎𝑂𝐻 → 2𝑁𝑎2𝑆𝑖𝑂3 +  2𝑁𝑎𝐴𝑙𝑂2 + 5𝐻2𝑂 (1) 

𝐾𝑎𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑒 + 𝐶𝑎𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑐 →  𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚 𝑆𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑒 + 𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚 𝐴𝑙𝑢𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑎𝑡𝑒 + 𝑊𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑟 
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Sodalite precipitation 

 

6𝑁𝑎2𝑆𝑖𝑂3 + 6𝑁𝑎𝐴𝑙𝑂2 + 𝑁𝑎2𝑋 + 12𝐻2𝑂 
↔ 3(𝑁𝑎2𝑂 ∙ 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 ∙ 2𝑆𝑖𝑂2 ∙ 2𝐻2𝑂)𝑁𝑎2𝑋 + 12𝑁𝑎𝑂𝐻         (2) 

 
𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚 𝑆𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑒 + 𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚 𝐴𝑙𝑢𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑎𝑡𝑒 + 𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚 𝑆𝑎𝑙𝑡 → 𝑆𝑜𝑑𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑒 + 𝐶𝑎𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑐 

𝑊ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑒 𝑋 𝑐𝑎𝑛 𝑏𝑒 𝑜𝑛𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝑠𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑙 𝑖𝑛𝑜𝑟𝑔𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑐 𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 𝑠𝑢𝑐ℎ 𝑎𝑠 𝑆𝑢𝑙𝑝ℎ𝑎𝑡𝑒,  
𝐶𝑎𝑟𝑏𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑡𝑒, 𝑁𝑖𝑡𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒, 𝐴𝑙𝑢𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑎𝑡𝑒, 𝐶ℎ𝑙𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑑𝑒, 𝑜𝑟 𝐻𝑦𝑑𝑟𝑜𝑥𝑖𝑑𝑒 

 

So, despite releasing some of the free caustic consumed in the kaolinite dissolution in the 

precipitation step, each ton of reactive silica typically consumes 1 tonne or more of NaOH.  It has 

been reported that 75 % of caustic losses are due to DSP formation [1], although this value may 

have increased since being reported.  Caustic and bauxite can often comprise nearly half of 

alumina production costs, with caustic being the single highest cost additive to the process.  At 

$350 / t, a 1 Million Tonne per Year (MTPY) refinery processing a bauxite with 5 % reactive 

silica will incur a caustic loss via the above reactions of approximately $40 / t of alumina, 

depending on the available alumina of the bauxite being processed.  The price of caustic has 

historically been volatile, and its cost is driven by forces within the chlor-alkali market, which 

itself is dependent on the market for plastics.  This further increases the financial risk associated 

with high silica bauxites. 

 

Currently a number of bauxite producers, in Brazil, Indonesia and Australia for example, wash 

lateritic ores to remove kaolinite via processes utilizing screens and or hydrocyclones.  These 

facilities comprise approximately 25 % of the global bauxite tonnage, or more than 60 MTPY [2].   

 

The separation of the kaolinite and other clays from the desired alumina is by size, as the density 

of these components is similar [3].  Large volumes of water, often more than one ton per ton of 

bauxite feed, are required to facilitate this separation.  The waste material is typically collected in 

dams created at source’s mine site. This practice increases storage costs as well as corporate 

liability.   

 

Reducing waste and economically processing lower grade bauxites are of such concern that they 

are addressed in the Alumina Technology Roadmap, a producer-led initiative to coordinate efforts 

aimed at improving the industry’s long-term viability [4]. Given this, it is easy to understand the 

industry’s interest in addressing the rising kaolinite content in bauxite ores.  

 

2. Initial Developmental Work 

 

Over the past several years, alumina producers have asked suppliers such as Nalco for additives 

which might enhance the washing of bauxites, specifically to remove more of the kaolinite.  

Nalco evaluated numerous compounds, focusing initially on dispersants and surfactants which 

might further isolate the kaolinite from the rest of the slurry, with limited success.   

 

Beginning in 2016, a new team of Nalco researchers was assigned this project and the first task 

they handled was the development of a laboratory method that mimicked hydrocyclones in typical 

bauxite wash plants.   The procedure uses a centrifuge, operating at an rpm and duration designed 

to match the g-forces in the wash plant, to spin sample vials which are then separated by volume 

prior to analysis. The overflow and underflow of these vials were found to be very similar in size 

and consistency to that of known wash plants.   It thus was possible to evaluate many chemistries 

in a relatively short time.   
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In fact, the benefits of the fourth stage are minimal, as most of the recovery was completed by 

stage 3.  The economic efficacy of this approach is unclear, as it may also be possible to achieve 

similar results with a multi-stage hydrocyclone process. 

 

6. Additional Benefits and Future Work 

 

Justification for use of such additives, as covered earlier, are largely based on the reduction of 

soda losses.  However, given the increase in recovered alumina, there may be lower production, 

transportation, and waste storage costs for the refineries.  Ore sources once considered 

unprofitable might be utilized if efficiency improvements are large enough.  Assuming the 

washed bauxite is lower in moisture, there could be additional transportation and process dilution 

savings.  Some of these economic advantages are necessarily impacted by existing contract 

arrangements in which the value of the ore is based upon assays for reactive silica and alumina.  

This would affect the magnitude of the economic benefit from this approach, both for the refinery 

and the bauxite supplier.   

 

Pilot plant and full-scale plant tests are planned which will include in their design the 

optimization of dosage, finalizing the overall program to be utilized, and the evaluation of 

alternative process streams for treatment. 
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