
SODIUM THIOSULFATE GOLD LEACHING Reference Vol. 2023, Issue 3

SODIUM THIOSULFATE GOLD LEACHING
Reference

sodium thiosulfate gold leaching is an innovative and environmentally friendly method used in the
extraction of gold from ores and concentrates. As the demand for sustainable mining practices
increases, sodium thiosulfate has gained recognition as a viable alternative to traditional
cyanide-based leaching processes. This article explores the fundamentals of sodium thiosulfate gold
leaching, its advantages, working mechanisms, process parameters, and applications in modern
mining operations.

Understanding Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching

What is Sodium Thiosulfate?

Sodium thiosulfate (Na?S?O?) is a chemical compound that acts as a complexing agent in various
industrial processes. It is known for its relatively low toxicity, biodegradability, and stability under
certain conditions. These properties make it an attractive alternative to cyanide in gold extraction.

Traditional Gold Leaching Methods

Historically, cyanide leaching has been the dominant method for gold recovery due to its high
efficiency and cost-effectiveness. However, cyanide poses significant environmental and health
hazards, including toxicity to aquatic life and potential groundwater contamination. Consequently,
the industry has been exploring safer alternatives such as sodium thiosulfate.

Why Use Sodium Thiosulfate for Gold Leaching?

Sodium thiosulfate offers several advantages:

- Lower environmental impact and toxicity
- Effective at neutral pH, reducing the need for pH adjustments
- Capability to recover gold from complex ores and refractory concentrates
- Compatibility with existing processing infrastructure

The Chemistry of Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching

Gold Complex Formation
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In the leaching process, sodium thiosulfate reacts with gold (Au) to form a soluble complex, primarily
the [Au(S?O?)?]³? ion. This complex is stable in aqueous solution, allowing for efficient gold
extraction.

Reaction Mechanism

The core reaction involves the reduction of gold in the presence of thiosulfate ions:

\[ \text{Au} + 2\, \text{S}_2\text{O}_3^{2-} \rightarrow [\text{Au}(\text{S}_2\text{O}_3)_2]^{3-} \]

This reaction occurs under controlled conditions, with the formation of the stable gold-thiosulfate
complex facilitating subsequent recovery.

Factors Influencing the Reaction

Several parameters impact the efficiency of gold leaching:

- pH level
- Temperature
- Concentration of sodium thiosulfate
- Presence of oxygen or other oxidants
- Ore mineralogy and particle size

Process Parameters for Effective Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching

Optimal pH Range

Unlike cyanide leaching, sodium thiosulfate operates effectively within a neutral to slightly alkaline
pH range (around 7 to 9). Maintaining this pH range minimizes the degradation of thiosulfate and
prevents the formation of insoluble gold compounds.

Temperature Considerations

Leaching typically occurs at temperatures between 20°C to 50°C. Elevated temperatures can
increase reaction rates but must be balanced against energy costs and potential decomposition of
thiosulfate.

Concentration of Thiosulfate

The concentration of sodium thiosulfate in the leaching solution directly affects gold recovery
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efficiency. Typical concentrations range from 0.05 M to 0.2 M, depending on ore characteristics.

Oxygen and Oxidants

Oxygen plays a vital role in maintaining the oxidation state of gold and facilitating the formation of
the soluble complex. Sometimes, supplemental oxidants like oxygen or air are bubbled through the
solution to enhance leaching efficiency.

Leaching Duration and Agitation

The process duration can vary from a few hours to over 24 hours. Proper agitation ensures uniform
contact between the leaching solution and ore particles, promoting higher recovery rates.

Advantages of Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching

Environmental Benefits

Compared to cyanide, sodium thiosulfate is less toxic and biodegradable, reducing environmental
risks associated with gold mining operations. Its use minimizes the potential for groundwater
contamination and toxic emissions.

Selective Leaching

Sodium thiosulfate exhibits high selectivity for gold, especially in complex ores containing copper,
silver, or other metals. This selectivity minimizes the dissolution of unwanted minerals, simplifying
downstream purification.

Effective on Refractory Ores

Some ores resistant to cyanide leaching can be effectively processed using sodium thiosulfate,
expanding the range of recoverable gold deposits.

Operational Flexibility

The process operates effectively at near-neutral pH, reducing the need for pH adjustments and
corrosion-resistant equipment, thereby lowering operational costs.

Challenges and Limitations

Cost Considerations
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While environmentally friendly, sodium thiosulfate can be more expensive than cyanide, especially
at large scales. Developing cost-effective regeneration and recycling methods for the leaching
solution is ongoing.

Stability and Decomposition

Thiosulfate can decompose under certain conditions, especially at high temperatures or in the
presence of oxygen, leading to reduced efficiency. Proper process control is essential.

Gold Recovery and Precipitation

Recovering gold from the sodium thiosulfate complex requires additional steps such as
electrochemical reduction or precipitation with agents like zinc or aluminum.

Gold Recovery Techniques from Thiosulfate Leaching Solutions

Electrowinning

Electrowinning involves passing an electric current through the leaching solution to deposit gold
onto cathodes, producing high-purity gold.

Precipitation

Chemical agents like zinc dust or aluminum can be added to precipitate gold from solution. This
method is cost-effective but requires careful handling.

Ion Exchange and Resin Adsorption

Resin-based adsorption techniques can selectively recover gold from complex solutions, enabling
reuse of the leaching solution.

Applications and Future Prospects

Mining Operations

Sodium thiosulfate leaching is increasingly adopted in gold mining operations seeking sustainable
practices, especially where cyanide use is restricted or prohibited.

Recycling and E-Waste Processing

The method is suitable for recovering gold from electronic waste and other recycled materials due to
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its ability to leach gold from complex matrices.

Research and Development

Ongoing research aims to improve the efficiency, reduce costs, and develop regenerative processes
for sodium thiosulfate solutions, broadening its industrial application.

Conclusion

Sodium thiosulfate gold leaching presents a promising, environmentally friendly alternative to
traditional cyanide-based methods, aligning with sustainable mining initiatives. Its ability to
effectively extract gold from various ores, especially complex and refractory types, makes it a
valuable tool in modern mineral processing. While challenges such as cost and solution stability
remain, advances in process optimization and recovery techniques continue to enhance its viability.
As the industry moves towards greener practices, sodium thiosulfate is poised to play a significant
role in the future of gold extraction.

Keywords: sodium thiosulfate, gold leaching, eco-friendly gold extraction, gold recovery, complex
ores, sustainable mining, gold processing, leaching process, environmental impact
 
Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching: An In-Depth Review of Its Mechanisms, Applications, and Future
Prospects

Gold extraction has historically been dominated by cyanide-based processes, owing to their high
efficiency and well-understood chemistry. However, environmental concerns, regulatory restrictions,
and the pursuit of more sustainable practices have spurred interest in alternative leaching agents.
Among these, sodium thiosulfate gold leaching has emerged as a promising and environmentally
friendly alternative. This review provides a comprehensive analysis of sodium thiosulfate's role in
gold recovery, exploring its chemical mechanisms, advantages, limitations, recent developments,
and future outlook.

Introduction to Gold Leaching Methods

Gold recovery from ore typically involves crushing, grinding, and various chemical treatments to
dissolve and extract gold particles. Traditional methods include:

- Cyanide Leaching: The dominant process, utilizing sodium cyanide to form soluble gold
complexes.

- Aqua Regia: A mixture of hydrochloric and nitric acids, capable of dissolving gold but with
significant environmental and safety concerns.
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- Thiosulfate Leaching: An alternative that forms stable gold complexes with thiosulfate ions,
offering a greener approach.

The shift toward sodium thiosulfate gold leaching is motivated by its reduced toxicity, lower
environmental impact, and potential to process refractory ores.

Chemical Foundations of Sodium Thiosulfate Leaching

Gold Chemistry in Leaching Solutions

Gold, in its metallic form (Au^0), is chemically inert under normal conditions. To recover gold via
leaching, it must be oxidized to a soluble complex. In cyanide systems, this involves formation of the
[Au(CN)_2]^? complex. In thiosulfate systems, gold forms stable complexes with thiosulfate ions
(S_2O_3^2?).

Formation of Gold-Thiosulfate Complexes

The core reaction involves the oxidation of metallic gold by an oxidizing agent in the presence of
excess thiosulfate:

Au^0 + 2 S_2O_3^2? + ½ O_2 + H_2O ? [Au(S_2O_3)_2]^3? + 2 OH^?

This process results in the formation of the tris-thiosulfate gold complex, which is soluble in aqueous
media and can be recovered through various means.

Role of Sodium Thiosulfate

Sodium thiosulfate (Na_2S_2O_3) acts as both a complexing agent and a reducing agent,
facilitating the dissolution of gold without excessive oxidation of other minerals. Its effectiveness
depends on:

- The presence of suitable oxidants (e.g., oxygen, copper sulfate, or other oxidizers)
- pH control (usually slightly alkaline)
- Proper temperature conditions

Mechanisms of Sodium Thiosulfate Gold Leaching

Oxidation and Complexation Steps

The leaching process involves two primary steps:
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- Oxidation of Gold: Gold metal is oxidized to Au^3+ ions or equivalent species using an oxidant.
- Complex Formation: The Au^3+ ions quickly react with thiosulfate ions to form stable soluble

complexes.

The overall process is often influenced by factors such as:

- Oxidant type and concentration
- pH levels
- Temperature
- Lixiviant composition

Reaction Kinetics and Factors Affecting Leaching Efficiency

Several parameters impact the rate and completeness of leaching:

| Parameter | Effect on Leaching |

|--------------|------------------|

| Temperature | Higher temperatures generally increase reaction rates, but excessive heat can
cause decomposition of complexes. |

| pH | Slightly alkaline conditions (pH 9-11) favor complex stability. |

| Oxidant Concentration | Adequate oxidant levels are essential; too little results in incomplete
leaching, too much may cause unwanted side reactions. |

| Oxygen Availability | Dissolved oxygen acts as a primary oxidant; aeration or oxygen sparging can
enhance leaching rates. |

| Particle Size | Finer particles increase surface area, improving leaching kinetics. |

Advantages of Sodium Thiosulfate in Gold Leaching

The adoption of sodium thiosulfate for gold extraction offers several benefits over conventional
cyanide processes:

Environmental Friendliness
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- Non-toxic and biodegradable, reducing environmental hazards.
- Lower risk of groundwater contamination.
- Reduced need for extensive detoxification procedures.

Selectivity and Refractory Ore Processing

- Ability to leach gold from ores with high copper content or complex mineralogy where cyanide is
ineffective or causes interference.

- Effective in processing refractory ores such as carbonaceous or arsenic-bearing gold ores.

Operational Flexibility

- Compatible with various process configurations, including heap leaching, agitation leaching, and
in-situ recovery.

- Can be integrated with existing recovery techniques such as resin adsorption or solvent
extraction.

Potential for Gold Recovery from Waste Streams

- Used in recovery from electronic waste, jewelry, and other secondary sources.

Limitations and Challenges of Sodium Thiosulfate Leaching

Despite its advantages, sodium thiosulfate leaching faces several challenges:

- Higher Reagent Costs: Thiosulfate is generally more expensive than cyanide, impacting
economic viability.

- Complex Leaching Kinetics: The process may be slower, requiring longer residence times.
- Complex Waste Management: Thiosulfate solutions can form sulfur-containing residues,

requiring proper disposal or treatment.
- Limited Industrial Scale Adoption: While promising in laboratory and pilot-scale studies,

large-scale commercial application remains limited due to process optimization needs.
- Stability of Complexes: Gold-thiosulfate complexes can decompose under certain conditions,

leading to potential gold losses.

Recent Developments and Innovations
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Research efforts have focused on overcoming the limitations and optimizing sodium thiosulfate
leaching:

- Enhancing Kinetics: Using catalysts such as copper sulfate or employing elevated temperatures.
- Oxidant Optimization: Incorporating oxygen, hydrogen peroxide, or ferric ions to improve

oxidation efficiency.
- Process Integration: Combining thiosulfate leaching with resin adsorption or electrochemical

recovery.
- Recycling and Reuse: Developing methods to regenerate thiosulfate solutions, reducing reagent

costs.
- Hybrid Systems: Combining cyanide and thiosulfate processes to leverage the strengths of both.

Case Studies and Industrial Applications

While still emerging, several pilot and demonstration projects highlight the potential of sodium
thiosulfate:

- Refractory Gold Ores: Successful leaching of ores with high sulfide content where cyanide fails.
- Electronic Waste Recycling: Recovery of gold from circuit boards with high copper content.
- Environmental Remediation: Use in cleaning up gold-contaminated soils or waste streams.

Notably, some companies are exploring integrated flow sheets that incorporate thiosulfate leaching
for environmentally sensitive projects.

Future Outlook and Research Directions

The future of sodium thiosulfate gold leaching hinges on:

- Cost Reduction: Developing cheaper reagents, catalysts, and process efficiencies.
- Process Optimization: Enhancing kinetics, selectivity, and throughput.
- Scale-Up and Commercialization: Transitioning from pilot studies to full-scale operations.
- Environmental and Regulatory Support: Favorable policies may accelerate adoption.
- Novel Technologies: Combining nanotechnology, electrochemical methods, or bioleaching for

synergistic effects.

Ongoing research aims to establish sodium thiosulfate as a mainstream alternative to cyanide,
especially in environmentally constrained regions.
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Conclusion

Sodium thiosulfate gold leaching represents a promising, environmentally friendly alternative to
traditional cyanide processes. Its ability to leach gold from refractory ores and waste streams,
coupled with lower toxicity, makes it an attractive option for responsible mining and recycling
operations. However, challenges related to cost, kinetics, and process stability must be addressed
through continued research and technological innovation. As the industry gravitates toward greener
practices, sodium thiosulfate-based leaching is poised to play an increasingly significant role in
sustainable gold recovery in the coming decades.

References

(Note: In an actual publication, references to scientific papers, patents, and industry reports would
be included here to substantiate the review.)
 

 QuestionAnswer What is the role of sodium thiosulfate in gold leaching processes? Sodium
thiosulfate acts as a leaching agent that dissolves gold from ores, especially as an alternative to
cyanide, by forming stable gold-thiosulfate complexes that facilitate gold recovery in a safer and
more environmentally friendly manner. How does sodium thiosulfate compare to cyanide in gold
extraction? Sodium thiosulfate is considered a less toxic and more environmentally sustainable
alternative to cyanide for gold leaching, offering effective gold recovery with reduced health and
environmental risks, particularly in ores with complex mineralogy. What are the key factors
influencing the efficiency of gold leaching with sodium thiosulfate? Factors include pH level,
temperature, concentration of sodium thiosulfate, oxygen availability, and ore mineralogy, all of
which impact the formation of gold-thiosulfate complexes and overall leaching performance. Are
there any challenges associated with using sodium thiosulfate for gold leaching? Yes, challenges
include controlling the leaching conditions to prevent thiosulfate decomposition, managing the
stability of gold complexes, and optimizing the process to prevent excessive reagent consumption
and ensure economic viability. What advancements are being made to improve sodium thiosulfate
gold leaching techniques? Recent advancements focus on optimizing leaching conditions,
developing catalyst systems to enhance gold dissolution, recycling and regenerating thiosulfate
solutions, and integrating process automation to improve efficiency and sustainability. 

 
Related keywords: sodium thiosulfate, gold leaching, gold extraction, cyanide alternative, gold
recovery, gold dissolution, thiosulfate leaching process, gold refining, metal leaching, precious
metals extraction

CHEMISTRY OF GOLD EXTRACTION
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chemistry of gold extraction is a fascinating and complex field that combines principles of
chemistry, mineralogy, and engineering to efficiently recover gold from ore deposits. Understanding
the chemical processes involved is essential for optimizing extraction methods, reducing
environmental impact, and improving economic viability. This article provides an in-depth overview
of the chemistry of gold extraction, covering traditional techniques, modern innovations, and the
fundamental chemical reactions that underpin these processes.

Introduction to Gold and Its Occurrence in Nature

Gold (Au) is a noble metal renowned for its malleability, corrosion resistance, and valuable
properties. In nature, gold is primarily found in native form as nuggets or grains within rocks and
alluvial deposits. It also occurs as various mineral compounds, notably in sulphide and telluride ores.

Gold's chemical inertness stems from its stable electron configuration, making it resistant to
oxidation and corrosion. This inertness, while beneficial for jewelry, presents challenges in extracting
gold from ore, necessitating specialized chemical methods to solubilize and recover it efficiently.

Traditional Methods of Gold Extraction

Historically, gold extraction relied on physical separation techniques such as panning, sluicing, and
sluicing, which are suitable for placer deposits. However, for primary ore deposits, chemical
methods became essential.

Amalgamation with Mercury

- Involves mixing crushed ore with mercury, which forms an amalgam with gold.
- The amalgam is then heated to evaporate mercury, leaving behind gold.
- This method is simple but hazardous due to mercury vapor emissions and environmental

concerns.

Cyanide Leaching

- The most widely used modern method for gold recovery.
- Involves dissolving gold into a solution of sodium or potassium cyanide.
- The chemical reaction is fundamental to understanding gold extraction chemistry.

Chemistry of Gold Cyanidation

Cyanidation revolutionized gold extraction due to its efficiency and scalability. The process involves
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the leaching of gold from ore using aqueous cyanide solutions, followed by recovery of gold from the
solution.

Gold Cyanide Complex Formation

The core chemical principle is the formation of a soluble gold complex:

\[

4 \text{Au} + 8 \text{CN}^- + \text{O}_2 + 2 \text{H}_2\text{O} \rightarrow 4 \text{Au(CN)}_2^- + 4
\text{OH}^-

\]

- Gold reacts with cyanide ions in the presence of oxygen to form the dicyanoaurate complex,
\(\text{Au(CN)}_2^-\).

- This complex is stable and soluble in water, allowing gold to be separated from the solid ore.

Role of Oxygen and Carbonate/Bicarbonate Buffers

- Oxygen acts as an oxidizing agent, facilitating the formation of gold cyanide complexes.
- Bicarbonate or carbonate buffers maintain pH levels typically around 10-11, optimizing leaching

efficiency and minimizing cyanide decomposition.

Factors Influencing Cyanide Leaching Efficiency

The success of cyanide leaching depends on various parameters:

- Particle Size: Finer particles increase surface area, enhancing leaching rates.
- Cyanide Concentration: Higher cyanide levels improve gold dissolution but raise costs and

environmental risks.
- Oxygen Availability: Adequate aeration ensures sufficient oxygen for complex formation.
- pH Levels: Maintaining alkaline conditions (around 10-11) is critical for cyanide stability and

safety.
- Ore Mineralogy: Presence of sulphides or other minerals can consume cyanide or interfere

with gold dissolution.

Alternative and Modern Gold Extraction Methods
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While cyanidation remains dominant, environmental concerns and the desire for greener processes
have spurred the development of alternative techniques.

Thiosulfate Leaching

- Uses ammonium or sodium thiosulfate as a leaching agent.
- Suitable for ores where cyanide is ineffective or undesirable.
- The chemical reaction involves complex formation with gold:

\[

\text{Au} + 2 \text{S}_2\text{O}_3^{2-} \rightarrow \text{Au(S}_2\text{O}_3)_2^{3-}

\]

- Advantages include lower toxicity and potential for recycling.

Chlorination and Chloride Leaching

- Involves forming soluble gold chloride complexes using chlorine or hydrochloric acid.
- Suitable for refractory ores resistant to cyanide leaching.
- The key reaction:

\[

4 \text{Au} + 8 \text{Cl}^- + \text{O}_2 + 2 \text{H}_2\text{O} \rightarrow 4 \text{AuCl}_4^- + 4
\text{OH}^-

\]

- Requires careful handling due to the corrosive nature of chlorine.

Thiosemicarbazone and Other Organic Leaching Agents

- Emerging methods utilizing organic compounds for selective gold leaching.
- Potential for environmentally friendly processes.
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Gold Recovery from Leach Solutions

Once gold is dissolved into the leach solution, it must be recovered for processing.

Activated Carbon Adsorption

- Gold-cyanide complexes adsorb onto activated carbon particles.
- The process, known as carbon-in-pulp (CIP), involves passing the solution through a bed of

activated carbon.

Electrowinning

- Gold ions are reduced electrochemically onto cathodes.
- Involves passing an electric current through the leach solution to deposit metallic gold.

Precipitation Techniques

- Use of zinc dust ( Merrill-Crowe process) to precipitate gold:

\[

2 \text{Au(CN)}_2^- + \text{Zn} \rightarrow 2 \text{Au} + \text{Zn(CN)}_2

\]

- Alternatives include sodium metabisulfite or other reducing agents.

Environmental Considerations in Gold Chemistry

The chemical processes involved in gold extraction pose environmental challenges. Cyanide spills
and mercury emissions are significant concerns. Consequently, research is ongoing to develop
greener technologies, such as:

- Thiosulfate leaching as a cyanide alternative
- Recycling and detoxification of cyanide solutions
- Use of biodegradable organic lixiviants
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- Biological leaching using microbes to oxidize ore minerals and facilitate gold dissolution

Future Directions in Gold Extraction Chemistry

Advancements in gold extraction focus on improving efficiency, reducing environmental impact, and
enabling the recovery of gold from low-grade ores or electronic waste. Innovations include:

- Nano-materials enhancing leaching kinetics
- Green chemistry approaches
- Recyclable and biodegradable lixiviants
- Integrated approaches combining physical and chemical methods

Conclusion

The chemistry of gold extraction encompasses a diverse array of chemical reactions and processes
designed to effectively recover gold from various ore types. From traditional amalgamation and
cyanidation to emerging greener technologies, understanding the underlying chemistry is key to
optimizing extraction efficiency and minimizing environmental impacts. As research progresses,
future methods are expected to become more sustainable, leveraging advances in chemistry,
materials science, and environmental engineering to meet the demands of responsible mineral
processing.
 
Chemistry of Gold Extraction: Unlocking the Secrets of a Precious Metal

Gold has captivated human civilization for millennia, symbolizing wealth, power, and beauty. Its
rarity and unique physical properties make it one of the most sought-after metals in the world. But
behind the allure lies a complex web of chemical processes that enable scientists and engineers to
extract gold from its ores efficiently. Understanding the chemistry of gold extraction is essential not
only for optimizing mining operations but also for developing sustainable and environmentally
friendly practices. This article delves into the intricate chemical principles behind gold extraction,
exploring traditional and modern methods, their underlying reactions, and emerging innovations
shaping the future of this ancient industry.

The Nature of Gold in Ores

Gold Occurrence and Mineralogy

Gold naturally occurs in various mineral forms within the Earth's crust. Its primary deposits can be
classified into:
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- Free-milling gold: Gold particles are liberated from the ore and can be directly recovered
through simple crushing and gravity separation.

- Refractory gold: Encased within sulfide minerals like pyrite and arsenopyrite, making extraction
more challenging.

- Alluvial gold: Deposited by erosion and concentrated in riverbeds, often recovered through
placer mining.

In mineralized ores, gold typically exists in two main chemical forms:

- Native gold (metallic form): Pure or alloyed with silver (electrum), existing as fine particles or
larger nuggets.

- Gold compounds: Usually present as complexes within sulfide minerals or as oxidized minerals
such as gold tellurides.

The chemical state of gold in the ore profoundly influences the choice of extraction method, dictating
whether physical separation or chemical treatment is necessary.

Traditional Methods of Gold Extraction

Gravity Concentration and Amalgamation

Historically, the earliest methods relied on physical separation:

- Gravity separation: Utilizing differences in density, techniques like panning, sluicing, and jigs
concentrate gold particles.

- Mercury amalgamation: Gold particles are mixed with mercury, forming an amalgam that can be
easily separated and then heated to vaporize the mercury, leaving behind pure gold.

While simple and effective for some deposits, these methods pose significant environmental and
health risks due to mercury toxicity and are largely phased out in favor of safer alternatives.

Cyanidation: The Cornerstone of Modern Gold Extraction

The advent of cyanide leaching revolutionized gold processing in the 19th century. The core
chemical principle involves dissolving gold into an aqueous solution through complex formation.

The Cyanide Leaching Process:
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- Preparation: The ore is crushed and ground to increase surface area.
- Leaching: The ground ore is mixed with a dilute cyanide solution, typically sodium cyanide

(NaCN) or potassium cyanide (KCN), often in the presence of air.
- Formation of Gold-Cyanide Complex:

Gold reacts with cyanide ions in the presence of oxygen to form the soluble complex:

\[

4 Au (s) + 8 CN^- + O_2 + 2 H_2O \rightarrow 4 Au(CN)_2^- + 4 OH^-

\]

This reaction effectively transforms insoluble metallic gold into a water-soluble complex, enabling
extraction.

- Separation and Recovery: The gold-cyanide complex is recovered from the solution via
adsorption onto activated carbon or zinc precipitation.

- Electrowinning or Precipitation: Gold is finally recovered from solution by electrochemical or
chemical methods, producing pure gold.

Advantages:

- High recovery rates (up to 95% in ideal conditions).
- Applicable to low-grade ores.

Environmental Concerns:

- Cyanide is highly toxic; accidental spills can cause environmental damage.
- Residual cyanide must be carefully managed and detoxified before disposal.

The Chemistry Behind Gold Cyanidation

Formation and Stability of Gold-Cyanide Complexes

Gold's affinity for cyanide stems from its ability to form stable coordination complexes. The primary
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complex, Au(CN)_2^-, is linear and robust, enabling efficient leaching.

Key points:

- The complex's stability depends on pH, cyanide concentration, and oxygen availability.
- The process operates optimally under slightly alkaline conditions (pH 10?11) to prevent

hydrolysis of cyanide.

Kinetics and Factors Affecting Leaching

The rate of gold leaching depends on:

- Particle size: Finer particles increase surface area.
- Ore mineralogy: Presence of sulfides and other minerals can hinder cyanide access or consume

cyanide.
- Oxygen availability: Necessary for oxidation of gold.
- Cyanide concentration: Must be optimized to balance cost and effectiveness.

Alternatives and Innovations in Gold Extraction Chemistry

Thiosulfate Leaching

As environmental concerns about cyanide grow, alternative leaching agents like thiosulfate
(S_2O_3^{2-}) have gained attention.

Chemical Reaction:

Gold forms soluble complexes with thiosulfate:

\[

Au + 2 S_2O_3^{2-} \rightarrow Au(S_2O_3)_2^{3-}

\]

Advantages:

- Less toxic than cyanide.

Published by: j-dental-clinic.com Page 18 of 21



SODIUM THIOSULFATE GOLD LEACHING Reference Vol. 2023, Issue 3

- Effective on refractory ores with sulfide coatings.

Challenges:

- Higher reagent costs.
- Complex chemistry requiring precise pH control.

Chlorination and Thiourea Leaching

Other chemical methods involve chlorination or the use of thiourea, which can form gold complexes
under specific conditions. These methods are less common but offer niche advantages in certain
contexts.

Extracting Gold from Complex Ores

Refractory Gold and Pretreatment Techniques

Refractory ores require pretreatment to expose gold particles:

- Roasting: Heating sulfide ores to oxidize sulfides.
- Pressure oxidation: Using oxygen under high pressure.
- Bio-oxidation: Employing microbes to oxidize sulfides.

Post-pretreatment, traditional cyanide leaching becomes more effective as gold is liberated from
sulfide hosts.

Environmental and Safety Considerations

The chemistry of gold extraction is inherently tied to environmental stewardship. The use of toxic
chemicals like cyanide necessitates strict safety protocols and waste management practices:

- Detoxification: Converting cyanide to less harmful compounds via methods like the SO?/air
process.

- Recycling reagents: Reducing chemical consumption.
- Alternative methods: Developing greener leaching agents like thiosulfate or thiosemicarbazide.

Sustainability is now a core focus, prompting ongoing research into greener extraction chemistries.
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Future Directions in Gold Chemistry

Emerging innovations aim to:

- Enhance recovery efficiency while minimizing environmental impact.
- Develop selective leaching agents for specific mineral forms.
- Utilize nanotechnology for better particle liberation.
- Integrate bioleaching methods leveraging microorganisms.

Advancements in understanding gold chemistry will continue to shape sustainable, efficient, and
safe extraction processes, ensuring the industry adapts to modern environmental and economic
demands.

Conclusion

The chemistry of gold extraction is a fascinating interplay of inorganic chemistry, mineralogy, and
environmental science. From traditional gravity methods to sophisticated cyanide leaching and
emerging alternatives, understanding the underlying chemical reactions is key to optimizing recovery
and minimizing environmental impacts. As technology advances, so too does the potential for more
sustainable and innovative approaches, ensuring that humanity can continue to access this precious
metal responsibly and efficiently.
 

 QuestionAnswer What are the main chemical processes involved in the extraction of gold from
ores? The primary chemical process for gold extraction is cyanidation, where gold is dissolved using
a cyanide solution. This process involves leaching the ore with a cyanide solution to form a soluble
gold-cyanide complex, which is then recovered through various methods like carbon adsorption or
zinc precipitation. How does the chemistry of gold cyanide complexes influence extraction
efficiency? Gold forms stable complexes with cyanide ions, primarily Au(CN)??, which facilitates its
dissolution. The stability and formation rate of these complexes directly impact extraction efficiency;
factors such as pH, oxygen availability, and cyanide concentration are optimized to maximize gold
dissolution while minimizing cyanide consumption. What environmental concerns are associated
with the chemistry of gold extraction, and how are they addressed? The use of cyanide poses
environmental risks such as toxic spills and groundwater contamination. To mitigate these concerns,
techniques like detoxification of cyanide waste, use of alternative lixiviants (e.g., thiosulfate), and
implementation of closed-loop processing systems are employed to reduce environmental impact.
Are there alternative chemical methods to cyanidation for gold extraction? Yes, alternative methods
include thiosulfate leaching, which uses thiosulfate salts as a less toxic lixiviant, and gravity-based
separation techniques. Research is ongoing into bioleaching and other environmentally friendly
chemical processes to improve sustainability in gold extraction. What role does the chemistry of ore
mineralogy play in optimizing gold extraction processes? Understanding the mineralogical
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composition of the ore helps determine the best chemical treatment. Certain minerals may inhibit
gold dissolution or require specific pretreatment steps, so detailed mineralogical analysis allows for
tailored chemical processes that enhance recovery and reduce reagent consumption. 
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