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(57) ABSTRACT

A highly efficient uranium leaching method using ultrasound
is disclosed. The uranium leaching method includes prepar-
ing black slate powder containing uranium by pulverizing
black slate containing uranium, placing the black slate pow-
der and water in a reaction bath, and performing uranium
leaching by adding and mixing sulfuric acid and an oxidant
with the black slate powder and water to prepare a mixture in
the reaction bath while applying ultrasound to the reaction
bath. In this method, uranium leaching efficiency can be
maximized by adding sulfuric acid to the uranium ore while
applying ultrasound thereto.
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HIGHLY EFFICIENT URANIUM LEACHING
METHOD USING ULTRASOUND

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to and the benefit of
Korean Patent Application No. 10-2010-0119086 filed on
Now. 26, 2010, the contents and teachings of which are hereby
incorporated by reference in their entirety.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates to a uranium leaching method
and, more particularly, to a highly efficient uranium leaching
method using ultrasound, which may improve uranium leach-
ing efficiency by adding sulfuric acid to uranium ore while
applying ultrasound thereto.

2. Description of the Related Art

When uranium ore is leached in a sulfuric acid solution,
uranium oxide contained in the uranium ore is oxidized into
uranium oxide cations (UQ,>*) by trivalent iron ions (Fe**)
and leaches in the solution.

When black slate uranium ore is added to and leached in a
sulfuric acid solution, iron components contained in the black
slate ore must be preferentially dissolved in the sulfuric acid
solution to oxidize uranium, so that uranium leaches in the
solution. However, since such a process is very slowly carried
out for about a few dozen to hundreds of hours, not only does
this process take too much time in uranium leaching, a low
leaching rate is also obtained.

BRIEF SUMMARY

One aspect of the present invention is to provide a highly
efficient uranium leaching method capable of maximizing
uranium leaching efficiency by mixing water, sulfuric acid, an
oxidant and iron sulfate with uranium ore for uranium leach-
ing while applying ultrasound during the uranium leaching.

Another aspect of the present invention is to provide a
highly efficient uranium leaching method capable of maxi-
mizing uranium leaching efficiency, which includes placing a
mixture of black slate uranium ore powder and water in a
reaction bath and performing uranium leaching by adding
sulfuric acid and an oxidant to the mixture while simulta-
neously applying ultrasound to the reaction bath.

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, a
highly efficient uranium leaching method includes mixing
water, sulfuric acid, an oxidant and iron sulfate with uranium
ore to prepare a mixture to allow uranium leaching while
applying ultrasound during the uranium leaching.

The mixture may be adjusted to have a pH of 1 to 2 and an
oxidation-reduction potential of 450 to 600 mV during the
uranium leaching.

The pH of the mixture may be adjusted by the sulfuric acid,
and the oxidation-reduction potential of the mixture may be
controlled by an added amount of oxidant.

The iron sulfate may be added in an amount of 2 to 5 g/1.

The uranium leaching may be carried out at a temperature
of 20 to 40° C.

The mixing may include stirring the mixture at 250 to 550
rpm.

The ultrasound may be applied at an output power of 10 to
90 W.
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During uranium leaching, a leaching rate may be greater
than orequal to 1.0 ppm/min, and consumption of the oxidant
may be less than or equal to 27.0 g/l1.

The oxidant may include manganese dioxide (MnO,).

The ore may include black slate.

In accordance with another embodiment of the invention, a
uranium leaching method includes: preparing black slate
powder containing uranium by pulverizing black slate con-
taining uranium; placing the black slate powder and water in
a reaction bath; and performing uranium leaching by adding
and mixing sulfuric acid and an oxidant with the black slate
powder and water to prepare a mixture in the reaction bath
while applying ultrasound to the reaction bath.

The black slate powder containing uranium may be pulver-
ized to an average particle size of 20 to 250 mesh.

Iron sulfate may be further added to the mixture in the
reaction bath during the uranium leaching.

The iron sulfate may be added in an amount of 2 to 5 g/1.

The uranium leaching may be performed at a temperature
of 20 to 40° C.

The oxidant may include manganese dioxide (MnO,).

The mixing may include stirring the mixture at 250 to 550
rpm.
The ultrasound may be applied an output power of 10 to 90
W.

The ultrasound may be applied to the reaction bath using an
ultrasonicator placed inside the reaction bath.

The ultrasound may be applied in a scanning manner in
which a ultrasonicator generates the ultrasound while moving
in a horizontal direction.

During uranium leaching, a leaching rate may be greater
than orequal to 1.0 ppm/min, and consumption of the oxidant
may be less than or equal to 27.0 g/l1.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The above and other aspects, features and advantages of the
invention will become apparent from the following descrip-
tion of exemplary embodiments given in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a flowchart of a highly efficient uranium leaching
method using ultrasound according to an exemplary embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is adiagram of the highly efficient uranium leaching
method using ultrasound according to the exemplary embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a graph depicting uranium leaching rate according
to leaching time for an example and a comparative example;
and

FIG. 4 is a graph showing the amount of oxidant according
to the amount of leached uranium for the example and the
comparative example.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Exemplary embodiments of the invention will now be
described in detail with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings. It should be understood that the present invention is not
limited to the following embodiments and may be embodied
in different ways, and that the embodiments are given to
provide complete disclosure of the invention and to provide
thorough understanding of the invention to those skilled in the
art. The scope of the invention is limited only by the accom-
panying claims and equivalents thereof. Like components
will be denoted by like reference numerals throughout the
specification.
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FIG. 1is a flowchart of a highly efficient uranium leaching
method using ultrasound according to an exemplary embodi-
ment of the present invention, and FIG. 2 is a diagram of the
highly efficient uranium leaching method using ultrasound
according to the exemplary embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

Referring to FIGS. 1 and 2, the highly efficient uranium
leaching method using ultrasound according to an exemplary
embodiment includes preparing black slate powder in S110,
placing the black slate powder in a reaction bath in S120, and
performing leaching in S130.

Preparation of Black Slate Power

In operation S110, black slate containing uranium is pul-
verized to prepare black slate powder containing uranium.

Here, the black slate powder may have an average particle
size of 20 to 250 mesh. If the average particle size of the black
slate powder is less than 20 mesh, pulverizing the black slate
costs too much, and if the average particle size of the black
slate powder exceeds 250 mesh, insufficient leaching is
obtained.

Placing Black Slate Powder in Reaction Bath

In operation S120, the black slate powder containing ura-
nium and water are placed in the reaction bath 100.

At this time, an adequate amount of black slate powder and
water may be supplied into the reaction bath 100 so as not to
flow out of from the reaction bath 100.

The reaction bath 100 may be provided with an oxidation-
reduction potential electrode 110 and a pH electrode 120. The
oxidation-reduction potential electrode 110 and the pH elec-
trode 120 may be positioned to face each other.

Near the oxidation-reduction potential electrode 110 and
the pH electrode 120, the reaction bath may be further pro-
vided with a sulfuric-acid inlet 130 and an oxidant inlet 140
through which sulfuric acid and an oxidant are supplied into
the reaction bath, respectively. Although not shown in the
drawings, the reaction bath may be further provided with an
iron-oxide inlet (not shown) for supplying iron oxide near the
oxidation-reduction potential electrode 110 and the pH elec-
trode 120.

Uranium Leaching

In operation S130, uranium leaching is performed by add-
ing and mixing sulfuric acid and an oxidant with the slate
powder and water to prepare a mixture in the reaction bath
100 while applying ultrasound to the reaction bath 100.

At this time, iron sulfate may be further added to the
reaction bath 100. The iron sulfate may be added to an amount
of2to 5 g/l. The sulfuric acid, the oxidant, and the iron sulfate
may be added to the uranium ore and water in the reaction
bath 100 through the sulfuric-acid inlet 130, the oxidant inlet
140 and the iron-sulfate inlet, respectively.

If the added amount of iron sulfate is less than 2 g/l with
respect to the whole mixture 170 in the reaction bath 100, the
added iron sulfate provides insignificant uranium leaching.
On the other hand, if the added amount ofiron sulfate exceeds
5 g/1, there can be a problem of cost increase.

The mixture 170 may be adjusted to have a pH of 1 to 2 and
an oxidation reduction potential (ORP) of 450 to 600 mV.
Here, the pH of the mixture may be adjusted by adding
sulfuric acid and the oxidation reduction potential may be
adjusted by the added amount of oxidant.

Here, manganese dioxide (MnQO,) may be used as the oxi-
dant. Further, the uranium leaching may be performed at a
temperature of 20 to 40° C. and the mixture may be stirred at
250 to 550 rpm.

As such, the mixture 170 supplied to the reaction bath 100
may be stirred for a predetermined period of time by rotating
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a stirring bar 250 at a stirring rate set to prevent the mixture
from flowing out of from the reaction bath 100.

Also, uranium leaching is carried out for 0.1 to 3 hours. In
this embodiment, reduction in uranium leaching time to three
hours or less can be achieved by cavitation effects resulting
from application of ultrasound, as will be described below in
more detail.

In the uranium leaching method according to the embodi-
ment, when the black slate powder containing uranium is
leached with sulfuric acid and iron sulfate, UO, is oxidized
into UO,>* by Fe®*. At this time, trivalent iron ions included
in the black slate powder can participate in the uranium leach-
ing.

Thatis, when uranium leaching occurs in trivalent iron ions
existing in the mixture obtained by mixing water, sulfuric
acid, an oxidant and iron sulfate with the black slate powder
containing uranium, reactions represented by Reaction For-
mulas 1 and 2 occur:

FeS+40,+2H,80,—FeS0O,4+2H,80, 1

2FeS,+70,+2H,0—2FeS0,+2H,80, )

The dissolved FeSO, is changed into Fe,(SO,), by the
oxidant and there can be reactions represented by Reaction
Formulas 3, 4 and 5.

4FeS0,+0,+2H,80,—2Fe5(SO,);+2H,0 3)

2FeS0,+MnO,+2H,S0,—Fe,(SO,,);+MnS0,+21,0 )

UO,+Fe,(S0,),—U0,80,+2FeS0, )

Further, the uranium leaching may include a reaction rep-
resented by Reaction Formula 6:

UO,+2Fe3*—U0,2 +2Fe?* (6)

As aresult, Fe,(SO,), dissolves uranium.

Meanwhile, in the highly efficient uranium leaching
method according to the embodiment, the uranium leaching is
carried out by applying ultrasound to the reaction bath 100
while mixing the sulfuric acid and the oxidant with the black
slate powder and water in the reaction bath 100.

At this time, ultrasound may be applied at an output power
of' 10 to 90 W. If ultrasound is applied at an output power less
than 10 W, there is a possibility of insufficient uranium leach-
ing due to insignificant cavitation effects upon application of
ultrasound. On the other hand, if ultrasound is applied at an
output power exceeding 90 W, the leached amount of uranium
can decrease.

Thus, when ultrasound is continuously applied to the mix-
ture during the uranium leaching, the leaching rate increases
due to increase in frequency of effective collision and
improvement of mixing efficiency by cavitation, so that
leaching of uranium can be maximized, thereby reducing
time for the uranium leaching.

In particular, during the leaching reaction, application of
ultrasound may be performed using an ultrasonicator 160
with a tip of the ultrasonicator 150 placed inside the reaction
bath 100. As such, when the tip of the ultrasonicator 160 is
placed inside the reaction bath 100 and directly irradiates
ultrasound to the mixture, ultrasound applied to the mixture
170 is sufficiently strong to maximize the effects of ultrasoni-
cation.

At this time, ultrasound may be applied in a scanning
manner in which the ultrasonicator 160 applies ultrasound to
the mixture while moving. Such a scanning manner can uni-
formly apply ultrasound to the mixture throughout the reac-
tion bath 100.
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In the case where the uranium leaching is carried out by the
uranium leaching method using ultrasound, a leaching rate of
1.0 ppm/min or higher and oxidant consumption of 27.0 g/1
can be achieved.

As such, according to the embodiments of the invention,
uranium leaching is carried out by mixing water, sulfuric
acid, an oxidant and iron sulfate with uranium ore in a reac-
tion bath while continuously applying ultrasound to the reac-
tion bath, thereby maximizing uranium leaching with only a
small amount of oxidant through increase in frequency of
effective collision and improvement in mixing efficiency by
cavitation.

EXAMPLE

Black slate powder containing uranium was prepared by
pulverizing 600 g of black slate containing uranium to a
particle size of 40 mesh. Then, 400 g of distilled water, 1.5 g/1
of'iron sulfate and sulfuric acid were added to the black slate
powder to prepare a mixture. Uranium leaching was carried
out for 2 hours while stirring the mixture at 400 rpm while
continuously applying ultrasound to the mixture. The leach-
ing reaction was carried out at a temperature of 30° C., and the
pH and the oxidation-reduction potential of the mixture were
adjusted to 2.0 and 550 mV by adding sulfuric acid and
manganese dioxide to the mixture during the leaching reac-
tion. Leaching was carried out for a total of 2 hours. During
the leaching reaction, a sample solution was taken from the
mixture every 30 minutes or 1 hour and filtered for induc-
tively coupled plasma (ICP) analysis to determine uranium
leaching rate.

COMPARATIVE EXAMPLE

Black slate powder containing uranium was prepared by
pulverizing 600 g of black slate containing uranium to a
particle size of 40 mesh. Then, 400 g of distilled water, 3.5 g/1
of'iron sulfate and sulfuric acid were added to the black slate
powder to prepare a mixture. Uranium leaching was carried
out for 3 hours while stirring the mixture at 400 rpm without
applying ultrasound. The leaching reaction was carried out at
a temperature of 30° C., and the pH and the oxidation-reduc-
tion potential of the mixture were adjusted to 2.0 and 550 mV
by adding sulfuric acid and manganese dioxide to the mixture
during the uranium leaching. LLeaching was carried out for a
total of 3 hours. During the leaching reaction, a sample solu-
tion was taken from the mixture every 30 minutes or 1 hour
and filtered for ICP analysis to determine uranium leaching
rate.

FIG. 3 is a graph depicting uranium leaching rate according
to leach time for an example and a comparative example, and
FIG. 4 is a graph showing the amount of oxidant according to
the amount of leached uranium for the example and the com-
parative example.

From FIG. 3, it can be ascertained that, although the added
amount of iron sulfate in the example is less than that in the
comparative example, the uranium leaching rate was gener-
ally increased as time passed.

Further, in FIG. 4, it can be seen that, for the example, the
added amount of oxidant was gradually increased corre-
sponding to the leached amount of uranium, but decreased
due to an increase in amount of oxidant participating in a
reaction when the added amount of oxidant exceeds a prede-
termined amount. On the other hand, it can be seen that, for
the comparative example, the added amount of oxidant con-
tinued to increase in proportion to the leached amount of
uranium.
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Table 1 shows leaching rate, and consumption and percent
of oxidant of the example compared with those of the com-
parative example.

TABLE 1
MnO, MnO,
Kind Leaching rate consumption percent
Comparative Example 0.76 ppm/min 29.7 g/Kg 62.3%
Example 1.12 ppm/min 26.1 g/Kg 68.2%

Referring to Table 1, the example has a leaching rate of
1.12 ppm/min, which is about 47% higher than the leaching
rate of 0.76 ppnm/min in the comparative example. Also, oxi-
dant consumption in the example is about 3.6 g/Kg lower than
in the comparative example. Further, the percent of oxidant
used in the example is 5.9% higher than in the comparative
example.

According to the experimental results, it can be seen that
application of ultrasound to the mixture results in increase in
the uranium leaching rate, as compared with the case where
ultrasound is not applied to the mixture, and that the con-
sumption of oxidant decreases with increasing percent of
additive oxidant actually used in the reaction.

Accordingly, when uranium is leached by the highly effi-
cient uranium leaching method using ultrasound according to
the exemplary embodiment, it is possible to maximize ura-
nium leaching while using a small amount of oxidant.

Although some embodiments have been described herein,
it should be understood by those skilled in the art that these
embodiments are given by way of illustration only, and that
various modifications, variations, and alterations can be made
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention.
Therefore, the scope of the invention should be limited only
by the accompanying claims and equivalents thereof.

What is claimed is:

1. A uranium leaching method comprising:

mixing water, sulfuric acid, manganese dioxide (MnO2) as

an oxidant, and iron sulfate in an amount of 2 to 5 g/l
with uranium ore to prepare a mixture for uranium
leaching while applying ultrasound during the uranium
leaching,

wherein an oxidation-reduction potential is 450 to 600 mV

during the uranium leaching,

wherein the uranium leaching is carried out at a tempera-

ture of 20 to 40° C.,

wherein the ultrasound is applied at an output power of 10

to 90 W during the uranium leaching, and

wherein consumption of the oxidant is controlled to be

equal to or less than 27.0 g per 1 Kg of uranium during
the uranium leaching.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the mixture is adjusted
to have a pH of 1 to 2.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the pH of the mixture is
adjusted by the sulfuric acid and the oxidation-reduction
potential of the mixture is adjusted by an added amount of
oxidant.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the mixing comprises
stirring the mixture at 250 to 550 rpm.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the ore comprises black
slate.

6. A uranium leaching method comprising:

Preparing a black slate powder containing uranium by

pulverizing black slate containing uranium;

placing the black slate powder and water in a reaction bath;

and
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performing uranium leaching by adding and mixing sulfu-
ric acid, manganese dioxide (MnO2) as an oxidant, and
iron sulfate in an amount of 2 to 5 g/l with the black slate
powder and water in the reaction bath while applying
ultrasound to the reaction bath, 5
wherein the black slate powder containing uranium is pul-
verized to an average particle size of 20 to 250 mesh,
wherein the uranium leaching is performed at a tempera-
ture of 20 to 40° C.,
wherein an oxidation-reduction potential is 450 to 600 mV 10
during the uranium leaching,
wherein the ultrasound is applied at an output power of 10
to 90 W during the uranium leaching, and
wherein consumption of the oxidant is controlled to be
equal to or less than 27.0 g per 1 Kg of uranium during 15
the uranium leaching.
7. The method of claim 6, wherein the mixing comprises
stirring the mixture at 250 to 550 rpm.
8. The method of claim 6, wherein the ultrasound is applied
to the reaction bath using an ultrasonicator placed inside the 20
reaction bath.
9. The method of claim 8, wherein the ultrasound is applied
in a scanning manner in which the ultrasonicator generates
ultrasound while moving in a horizontal direction.
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