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Abstract: A process mineralogical study based on three texturally and mineralogically different
chromite-bearing ore types at the Nkomati nickel mine was undertaken, with focus on chromite.
Chromite is a by-product of the Ni-Cu-Co-PGE ore at Nkomati Nickel mine. These being the
PCMZ_MG (medium-grade Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore with disseminated chromite), PCMZ_HG
(high-grade Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore containing disseminated chromite) and MCHR (massive
chromite unit) ore types. These were processed using benchtop flotation followed by gravity
concentration using a shaking table at different grind sizes. Quantitative mineralogical data was
obtained using a 600F Mineral Liberation Analyser for the unprocessed and processed ores at three
selected target grinds. The Mineral Liberation Analyser data indicated that increased milling does not
relate to increased chromite grades and recoveries, particularly for the disseminated PCMZ type ores
based on laboratory-scale gravity concentration. The recovery is controlled largely by the chromite
chemistry. The results also showed that the MCHR samples that underwent a pre-flotation stage
before gravity separation had better Cr2O3 grades (45% to 47%) and recoveries (52% to 61%) than
MCHR ore that did not undergo a pre-flotation stage, which recorded grades ranging from 44% to
46% and recoveries ranging from 43% to 60%. This holds promise for the blending of MCHR ores
with the PCMZ ores. The PCMZ ores also displayed better Cr2O3 grades and recoveries at coarser
grinds. The optimal target grind to process all three ore types is a P80 of 75 µm, which is the current
grind size employed at Nkomati Nickel mine. Due to the low nickel price and grade the Nkomati
Nickel mine is currently under care and maintenance.

Keywords: Nkomati nickel mine; chromite; process mineralogy; grind sizes; gravity separation;
recovery; Uitkomst Complex

1. Introduction

Chromite is a member of the spinel group and is the only economically important ore mineral of
chromium. It is used extensively by the metallurgical industry as feedstock for ferroalloy production [1–4].
Chromite ore is commonly classified into different grades based on the Cr/Fe ratio as well as the
Cr2O3 content. These being metallurgical grade, chemical grade and refractory grade [5]. Historically
most of the chromite mined in South Africa was sourced from the Bushveld Complex. The Bushveld
Complex hosts the largest chromite deposits worldwide [5]. In addition to hosting the largest chromite
deposits, it is also the largest known layered intrusion in the world. The Bushveld Complex also
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contains the largest resources of platinum-group element mineralization. Cousins [6] proposed that
the 13 chromitite layers found in the Critical Zone of the Bushveld Complex be grouped into the Lower
Group (LG), Middle Group (MG) and Upper Group (UG) based on their stratigraphic occurrence in the
Critical Zone. The LG chromitites occur in the Lower Critical Zone, while the MG chromitites straddle
the boundary between the Lower Critical Zone and the Upper Critical Zone and the UG chromitites
occur in the Upper Critical Zone. Cousins and Feringa [7] further proposed that the chromitite layers
be labelled from the base upwards. Various studies focusing on the chemistry and geological setting of
the different chromitite groups of the Bushveld Complex have been carried out ([8] and references
within, [9–21]). It was shown that the LG chromites have the highest Cr/Fe ratio (i.e., most primitive)
which decreases systematically upwards such that the UG chromites have low Cr/Fe ratios and are thus
more evolved. The high Cr/Fe ratio of the LG chromitite layers, particularly the LG6, coupled with its
ideal thickness allowed for this horizon to be mined primarily for its chromium content. The Cr/Fe ratio
can thus be used as a proxy for the quality of chromite ore [22]. The lower grade deposits, with low
Cr/Fe ratios (i.e., high iron content and low Cr2O3 content) were as a result not mined. These low-grade
deposits have however, been exploited and successfully upgraded using physical methods such as
gravity separation [1,4]. Such advances in chromite beneficiation offered an opportunity to investigate
the chromite-bearing ore from the Uitkomst Complex at the Nkomati nickel mine. This was done as
the massive chromitite unit (MCHR) is considered a sub-economic by-product of the Ni-Cu-Co-PGE
ore (i.e., high-grade Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore containing disseminated chromite (PCMZ_HG) and
medium-grade Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore with disseminated chromite (PCMZ_MG)). The MCHR was
only mined for a short time-span during open-pit development in the early noughties. During this
time the steel price was high and China bought large quantities of the low-grade and fine-grained
MCHR ore compared to the high-grade Bushveld chromite ore. After this phase, the ore was stockpiled.
Although the Peridotitic Chromititic Mineralized Zone (PCMZ) ores contain disseminated chromite
mineralization, these are not considered as a chrome ore due to the high dilution of silicates.

The disseminated chromite-bearing ores (PCMZ) and the massive ore (MCHR) are characterized by
various textures with reference to the base-metal sulphide and chromite mineralization. Since mineral
liberation and recoveries are known to be closely related to the textural properties of the minerals
in ores [23,24], these mineral textures present chromite liberation problems and ultimately influence
chromite recoveries.

Textural analysis of ore minerals provides predictive liberation information and acts as a basis
for economic evaluation of a mineral processing technological scheme [25]. Optimum liberation and
recovery of valuable minerals from texturally complex ores requires various degrees of milling to
optimize energy consumption of the beneficiation operation. This is achieved by having the ore milled
not finer than the optimum liberation required and to ensure that the liberated minerals are not milled
any further as this tends to inhibit recovery. This is particularly true for gravity separation. The process
becomes inefficient for particles smaller than 100 µm due to the force of flowing water being more
dominant than that associated with gravity [2].

Modern quantitative mineralogical techniques i.e., automated scanning electron microscope
(SEM)-based platforms such as the INCAMineral, Mineralogic, MLA, QEMSCAN and TIMA platforms
([26] and reference within) have allowed for the rapid collection of statistically significant mineralogical
and textural data from geological and metallurgical samples. Application of the QEMSCAN and MLA
platforms has however, been used more extensively (i.e., [27–29]). Lotter et al. [30] demonstrated that
the application of automated SEM-based platforms in combination with laboratory scale metallurgical
testing and plant trials can be used successfully to gain an intimate understanding of the metallurgical
response of the ore.
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Chromite mineralization occurs in the Uitkomst Complex but, in contrast to the chromitite layers
of the Bushveld Complex, very few studies have been carried out. There is currently a lack of published
process mineralogical studies on chromite from the Uitkomst Complex. The current study primarily
focuses on chromite mineralization from the PCMZ as well as chromite from the MCHR for contrast,
with specific emphasis on contrasting mineralogy, ore texture and the influence these parameters have
on chromium recoveries.

In view of the lack of studies on the chromite from Nkomati, this study places emphasis on
chromite recovery during progressive milling of chromite ores with different textures [30–32] using
modern techniques such as the Mineral Liberation Analyser (MLA) in conjunction with laboratory
scale metallurgical test work.

Benchtop flotation test work was performed on the PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG and MCHR ore
using the same reagent scheme as described below as a pre-treatment step before processing by
gravity separation. This was done to investigate the influence that the pre-flotation stage has on
chromite recovery.

Metallurgical samples from the Nkomati PCMZ-Chrome and MCHR-Chrome washing plants
were also collected and used as a baseline to evaluate the performances of the ore both at the plant-and
laboratory scale.

2. Geological Background

The Uitkomst Complex is a satellite intrusion of the Bushveld Complex [33,34]. It is a long tubular
shaped (or chonolith, [34–36]) layered intrusion that hosts base-metal (Ni, Co, Cu and Cr) as well as
platinum-group element (PGE) mineralization [37]. Nkomati Nickel mine, located on the Uitkomst
Complex approximately 250 km due east of Pretoria, is currently the sole primary nickel producer
in South Africa (Figure 1C, [34]). Although the Uitkomst Complex was described by Wagner [38],
mining of the massive sulphide ore for its primary base-metal sulphide (BMS) and secondary PGE
mineralization only began more than six decades later in 1996 [39]. The economically important
mineralization is restricted to the base and lower parts of the intrusion and is distributed over five
distinct orebodies mainly as lenses [39]. These being the Massive Sulphide Body (MSB) which occurs
at the base of the intrusion, followed by the Basal Mineralized Zone (BMZ), the Main Mineralized Zone
(MMZ), the Peridotitic Chromititic Mineralized Zone (PCMZ) and the Massive Chromitite (MCHR)
which is stratigraphically the shallowest of the mineralized zones (Figure 1D).

The MSB has been mined out [34,40] with the BMZ currently being unexploited [40]. Since inception
of the mining operation, previous studies of this deposit placed emphasis on the process mineralogy
of the base-metal sulphide mineralization focusing on reagent and flotation optimization [41–48].
Similar studies focusing on chromite beneficiation at Nkomati nickel mine are currently lacking.
With depletion of the massive sulphide mineralization, the PCMZ, although being a low-grade Ni ore
deposit, also hosts chromite mineralization which adds value to the mining operation [49].

The geology of the Uitkomst Complex has previously been described by [34,36,37,39,50,51] and [52].
The Uitkomst Complex is host to one of the largest magmatic sulphide Ni-Cu-Cr-PGE deposits in
South Africa [34]. It is a linear, tubular mafic–ultramafic intrusion that strikes in a northwest–southwest
direction and dips 4◦ northwest [33] for at least 8 km and attains a thickness of 800 m [24]. The bulk
of the intrusion occurs within the farms of Slaaihoek and Uitkomst in the South African province of
Mpumalanga. A recent U-Pb zircon age of 2057.64 ± 0.69 Ma by Maier et al. [34] indicates that the
Uitkomst Complex is coeval with the Bushveld Complex.
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Figure 1. Locality and simplified geological map including a cross section of the Uitkomst Complex 
at Nkomati Nickel mine. (A) = Regional location. (B) = Enlarged region as shown in A. (C) = Simplified 
geological map showing the Uitkomst Complex. (D) = Cross section of the Uitkomst Complex at the 
Nkomati Nickel mine including the ore bodies. Modified after [34,36] and [37]. 
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Figure 1. Locality and simplified geological map including a cross section of the Uitkomst Complex at
Nkomati Nickel mine. (A) = Regional location. (B) = Enlarged region as shown in A. (C) = Simplified
geological map showing the Uitkomst Complex. (D) = Cross section of the Uitkomst Complex at the
Nkomati Nickel mine including the ore bodies. Modified after [34,36,37].

The Uitkomst Complex is composed of the Basal Gabbro unit at the base of the intrusion overlain by
the Lower Harzburgite (Lower Pyroxenite Unit in Figure 1), followed by the Chromitiferous Harzburgite
(commonly known as the PCR or Chromititic Peridotite unit), Main Harzburgite, Pyroxenite and a
Gabbronorite unit that caps the intrusion [37,50]. Sulphide mineralization within the intrusion occurs
as disseminated, net-textured, localized concentrations and massive textural varieties [37,50]. Nickel,
Cu, PGE and Cr mineralization occurs within five discrete zones being: (1) the Massive Sulphide Body



Minerals 2020, 10, 709 5 of 27

(MSB), (2) the Basal Mineralized Zone (BMZ), (3) the Main Mineralized Zone (MMZ), (4) Chromititic
pyroxenite mineralized Zone or Peridotitic Chromitite Mineralized Zone (PCMZ) and (5) the Massive
chromitite Unit (MCHR) (Figure 1D). Chromite from the PCMZ is disseminated within the host
rocks. The chromite ores from the PCMZ are further classified on the basis of BMS grade and texture.
These being the PCMZ medium grade (PCMZ_MG) and PCMZ high grade (PCMZ_HG) varieties.
The PCMZ and the MCHR occur within the Chromititic Peridotite Unit. The PCMZ is rich in talc and
highly altered, and is gradationally in contact with the underlying Lower Pyroxenite Unit which hosts
the MMZ [39,50,51]. The contact between the PCMZ and the Lower Pyroxenite Unit is recognized by
the first appearance of thin chromite bands or lenses with the PCMZ being restricted to the middle of
the intrusion. The MCHR occurs at the top of the PCR and is oxidized.

During mining operations, only the MMZ and PCMZ are exploited at Nkomati nickel mine with
the other orebodies being exhausted. The MMZ is exploited primarily for Ni with PGE as by-products
and the PCMZ is exploited for Ni with PGE and chromium as by-products. The Nkomati Nickel mine
is currently under care and maintenance due to lower nickel grades and price.

3. Technological Approach at Nkomati Nickel Mine

The Nkomati Nickel mine is a 50:50 joint venture between African Rainbow Minerals and Noril’sk
Nickel. Ores from the MMZ and the PCMZ are mined from open pit and underground operations
and are processed separately through two concentrator plants (i.e., the MMZ and PCMZ concentrator
plants) to recover base-metal sulphides through bulk froth flotation. The feed for the PCMZ-BMS
concentrator plant comprises of a blend of PCMZ_MG and PCMZ_HG ores. Ore feed for the MMZ has
a cut-off grade of 0.3% Ni, with the ore being autogenously milled to a target grind of 67% of the ore by
mass passing a particle size of 75 µm (P67 of 75 µm). For the PCMZ-BMS concentrator plant the cut-off

grade is 0.25% Ni and the ore is milled to a target grind of 80 wt% passing 75 µm (i.e., 80% of the ore by
mass passing a particle size of 75 µm or P80 of 75 µm).

The chromite-rich tailings from the PCMZ-BMS flotation circuit are subsequently reticulated as
feed into the PCMZ-Chrome plant to recover chromite as a by-product to add further value to the
operation. The MCHR is also processed separately to concentrate chromite in the MCHR-Chrome plant
(or Chrome Washing Plant, CWP), with both concentrator plants employing spiral gravity concentrators.
The target grind for the MCHR-Chrome plant is the same as that of the PCMZ-Chrome plant (80 wt%
passing 75 µm, or P80 of 75 µm). Two cleaning circuits are used for both the PCMZ-and MCHR-Chrome
plants, with Cr2O3 grades ranging from 17–50% being considered economical. The chromite ore is
processed through a rougher spiral concentrator circuit with the primary rougher concentrate from the
roughers sent to the cleaner circuit to produce the final concentrate. The middlings from the primary
rougher circuit are reticulated into a scavenger cleaner spiral circuit as well as a scavenger re-cleaner.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Samples

Sampling of geological samples for this study was based primarily on the textural varieties of
base-metal sulphide and chromite mineralization found at the Nkomati nickel mine. This classification
is the convention used at Nkomati Nickel mine based on the Ni-Cu-Co-PGE ore, refer to [47]. On this
basis, three representative geological samples consisting of PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG and MCHR ores
were collected. A minimum mass of 40 kg for each ore type was collected, after textural classification,
12 kg of each ore type was selected for further study.

Three metallurgical samples weighing 4 kg each were representatively collected from each chrome
plant, these being the feed (F), concentrate (C) and tailings (T) for a total of six samples for the
PCMZ disseminated chromite ore type and the massive chromitite (MCHR) ore type. The masses and
descriptions of all the samples collected can be found in Table 1 below.
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Table 1. Details of the samples collected for this study.

Sample Mass (kg) Sample Type Sample Description

PCMZ_MG 12 Geological Medium grade, disseminated chromite ore from stock pile
PCMZ_HG 12 Geological High grade, disseminated chromite ore from stock pile

MCHR 12 Geological Massive chromite ore from stock pile

PCMZ_F 4 Metallurgical Feed of PCMZ blend, flotation to recover BMS, PCMZ tailings sent to
PCMZ Chrome plant

PCMZ_C 4 Metallurgical Concentrate of PCMZ blend, flotation to recover BMS, PCMZ tailings
sent to PCMZ Chrome plant

PCMZ_T 4 Metallurgical Tailings of PCMZ blend, flotation to recover BMS, PCMZ tailings sent
to PCMZ Chrome plant

MCHR_F 4 Metallurgical Feed from Nkomati MCHR Chrome concentrator plant
MCHR_C 4 Metallurgical Concentrate from Nkomati MCHR Chrome concentrator plant
MCHR_T 4 Metallurgical Tailings from Nkomati MCHR Chrome concentrator plant

PCMZ_MG_FT 1.50 Metallurgical Bench top flotation first to recover BMS, tailings sent to Wilfley shaker
to concentrate chromite

PCMZ-HG_FT 1.50 Metallurgical Bench top flotation first to recover BMS, tailings sent to Wilfley shaker
to concentrate chromite

MCHR_FT 1.50 Metallurgical Bench top flotation first to recover BMS, tailings sent to Wilfley shaker
to concentrate chromite

4.2. Experimental Procedure

Thin sections were prepared from the geological samples for petrographical studies with emphasis
on the textural differences of chromite across the samples. The geological samples were then processed
as shown in Figure 2. This included crushing the samples to 100% passing 2 mm (unprocessed ore)
and splitting into 1 kg aliquots. Milling curves were constructed [53]. Three target grind sizes were
selected for this study. The target grind employed at the mine (i.e., P80 of 75 µm), was selected for
comparison along with a coarser and finer grind relative to this. These being, P70-, P80- and P90 of
75 µm. In a P70 of 75 µm target grind, 70% of the particle sizes are smaller than 75 µm. The milling
times required to achieve these target grinds were determined from the milling curves.

The PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG and MCHR samples were then subjected to rougher benchtop
flotation at the three target grinds in duplicate on 1 kg samples. The reagent suite and dosages used
for the benchtop flotation test work for the recovery of the sulphides can be found in the Table 2.

Table 2. Reagent suite used for the flotation test work including the sequence of addition, conditioning
time and reagent dosages.

Reagent and Sequence of
Addition

Solution
Strength (%)

Conc Active
Ingredient (%)

Reagent
Dosage (g/t)

Volume of Reagent to Add to
Cell Per 1 kg Ore (mL)

Conditoning
Time (Min)

(1) Collector: Senkol 700 100 100 10 0.01 Add during
milling

(2) Collector: SIBX 1 100 100 10 1
(3) Frother: Senfroth XP200 1 100 20 2 2
(4) Depressant: Sendep 300 7 100 350 5 2

The rod mill configuration and milling procedure can be found in Dzvinamurungu et al. [53] and
references within.

The flotation tailings from the PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG were subsequently treated on a Wilfley
shaking table. For the MCHR ore one set of samples was pre-treated with benchtop flotation (referred
to as MCHR_FT) followed by gravity separation on the Wilfley shaking table at the three target grind
sizes. Another set of MCHR samples (referred to as MCHR_FO) were milled to the three target grind
sizes and treated on the Wilfley shaking table without a pre-flotation treatment stage.
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4.2.1. Flotation Test Work

Laboratory benchtop flotation test work was conducted using a 2.5 L flotation cell mounted on a
Denver laboratory flotation test machine. A slurry was made up to 35% solids by adding a further
1.36 L of water.

The flotation reagents, addition sequence, and conditioning times used in this study are shown in
Table 2. The impeller speed was set at 1100 rpm. A froth depth of 2 cm and a scraping depth of 0.5 cm
above the slurry level, after the impeller and armature of the Denver flotation machine (located at the
Mineral Processing and Technology Research Centre (MPTRC), Doornfontein Campus of the University
of Johannesburg, Gauteng, South Africa) were lowered into the cell, was maintained throughout the
flotation process. Concentrates were collected at 15 s intervals for 1 min (concentrate 1 or conc1), 2 min
(conc 2), 7 min (conc 3) and 20 min (conc 4) for a total elapsed time of 30 min. Flotation was carried
out in duplicate. Although the results of the flotation test work are not reported here, this section is
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included for completeness. Pre-flotation of the MCHR ore was performed to assess recovery of Cr2O3

relative to the MCHR_FO ore and to explore the possibility of blending the PCMZ and MCHR ores.

4.2.2. Gravity Separation

Flotation tailings from the PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG and MCHR ores at the different grind sizes
were dried at 110 ◦C in an oven, combined and split into representative 1 kg splits using a rotary splitter.

These were then subjected to gravity separation using a Wilfley wet shaking table [22,54–57]
housed at the MPTRC, Gauteng, South Africa. Gravity concentration was carried out in duplicate.

In addition, representative splits of the chromitite samples from the MCHR unit were milled to the
three target grinds described previously (i.e., P70-, P80- and P90 of 75 µm) and were not treated with a
pre-flotation stage. A 1 kg aliquot of each sample at the different grind sizes was subsequently subjected
to gravity concentration in duplicate using a Wilfley wet shaking table. The operating parameters were
as follows: deck or table slope angle (Ø) = 4 degrees, table speed or number of strokes per minute = 200,
stroke length = 5 mm, inter riffles gap = 12 mm, riffle height = 5 mm, slurry density = 20% solids by
weight, water flow rate = variable, but slurry density kept constant; feed rates: variable, depending on
specific ore throughput. Concentrate, middling and tailing samples were collected for each feed type,
and the concentrates analysed and their assay results determined.

4.3. Analytical Methods

Three round 30 mm MLA mounts were prepared per grind size from the flotation tailings of the
PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG and MCHR ore types. Vertical MLA mounts were prepared to account for
particle settling that occurs during the curing stage of the epoxy resin. Graphite (milled to 100% passing
63 µm) in a 50:50 ratio with the sample was also added for particle separation and mixed with the
epoxy resin. Further details can be found in Lougheed et al. [58] and references therein. The modal
mineralogy of the unprocessed ore (−2 mm crush) was also determined by preparing three 30 mm MLA
mounts for each ore type. These were analysed with an FEI 600F MLA [28,29] housed at the University
of Johannesburg’s Central Analytical Facility, SPECTRUM, Gauteng, South Africa. A minimum of
10,000 particles per 30 mm MLA mount were analysed. Quantitative mineralogical data was acquired
from the samples by the MLA and included modal mineralogy, grain size distributions, liberation as
well as density data of chromite.

Three Round 30 mm MLA mounts per ore type were prepared for the six metallurgical samples
collected from the two Chrome plants at Nkomati. Their quantitative mineralogical data was obtained
using the MLA with the GXMAP and SPL_GXMAP routines [28,29]. No stereological corrections were
applied to the data; however, the MLA Dataview software suite expresses the data as an equivalent
circle diameter.

Thin sections of the three ore types investigated in this study were examined using a Tescan VEGA
3 LMU scanning electron microscope equipped with an Oxford Instruments X-max 20 mm2 Silicon
Drift EDS detector housed at SPECTRUM, which is the University of Johannesburg’s central analytical
facility. The operating parameters of the SEM are as follows: a spot size of 230 nm and an acceleration
voltage of 20 kV with a beam intensity of 14 at a working distance of 15 mm and an emission current of
140 µA.

Chromite chemistry was recorded using a CAMECA SX 100 housed at SPECTRUM using the
operating conditions described by Yudovskaya et al. [36].

Representative splits of between 75 g and 100 g were sent to Intertek laboratories in Australia
for Co, Cr, Cu, Fe, Ni and S elemental analysis of the feeds, concentrates, middlings and tailings
from the laboratory scale metallurgical test work as well as the −2 mm crush. Cobalt, Cr, Cu, Fe, Ni
and S were recovered by the zirconium crucible fusion process and hydrochloric acid dissolution
and quantitatively analyzed using the inductively coupled optical emission spectroscopy (ICP-OES)
technique. However, only the Cr assay data are reported in Table 4, as this is the element of interest.
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5. Results

5.1. Mineralogy and Textures

All three ore varieties from the PCR (i.e., PCMZ_HG, PCMZ_MG and MCHR) contained similar
mineral assemblages contrasted by variable modal abundances of the major minerals between the
different ore types. Chromite, clinopyroxene, orthopyroxene, chlorite and serpentine were the major
minerals found within the ore types of interest. The major BMS found in both the PCMZ_MG and
PCMZ_HG as well as the MCHR ore were pyrrhotite and pentlandite with lesser chalcopyrite and
pyrite. The modal abundances of the different ore samples are discussed in Section 5.4.

Large poikilitic crystals (reaching a maximum size of 3 mm) of orthopyroxene enclosing olivine and
chlorite were common within the PCMZ_HG and PCMZ_MG ores. Pervasive alteration of pyroxene to
chlorite commonly occurred along the edges and fractures of pyroxene. The BMS (which can be larger
than 10 mm) and chromite occurred interstitial to the silicates. Veins of BMS were observed to occur in
chromite cracks. The individual ore types will be briefly described below.

The PCMZ_HG ore variant contained higher modal abundances of coarser orthopyroxene,
clinopyroxene and a network of BMS interstitial to the silicates. The chromite grains were commonly
subhedral, averaging 65 µm in size and were disseminated throughout this unit. Base-metal sulphides
most commonly occurred as a core of pyrrhotite with a rim of pentlandite [59]. Replacement of BMS by
silicates was observed. Cuspate chromite grains can contain inclusions of pyrrhotite and pentlandite
as well as amphibole. Base-metal sulphide mineralization also occurred within the cleavage planes
and cracks of biotite.

The PCMZ_MG variant had a similar texture and modal abundance of minerals as that of the
PCMZ_HG although this ore was pervasively altered as seen by the appearance of apatite and magnetite
that replaced pyrrhotite as well as the replacement of BMS by talc (Figure 3D). The BMS were not as
coarse-grained as in the PCMZ_HG and were also less abundant relative to the PCMZ_HG.

The MCHR ore was comprised largely of subhedral to sub-rounded chromite grains that were
enclosed in a network of altered fibrous chlorite and serpentine. Chromite grain sizes varied from less
than 22 µm to over 1 mm with average sizes that ranged from <36 µm to 180 µm. The chromite grains
were commonly not densely packed with BMS occurring interstitial to chromite within a matrix of
chlorite and serpentine. Base-metal sulphide mineralization made up less than 1% by volume and
was interstitial to chromite and commonly found where the chromite grains were loosely packed
(Figure 3E,F). Millerite and pyrite were commonly found within the MCHR.

5.2. Chromite Chemistry

The chromite chemistry was determined by analyzing chromite grains in thin sections using a
CAMECA SX 100 electron microprobe. Variation in composition occurs between the chromite found
in the massive type ores (i.e., MCHR) versus that found in the disseminated type (PCMZ_MG and
PCMZ_HG). The general trend is a decrease in the Cr#(Cr/(Cr +Al)) from chromite found in the massive
ore to the disseminated ore types in the direction of the arrow in Figure 4. The Mg# (Mg/(Mg + Fe2+))
was highest in the chromite found in the massive ore and decreased in the chromite found the
disseminated ores (see Figure 4).
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Figure 3. Backscattered electron photomicrographs showing some of the common textural properties
of the ore types based on examination of thin sections. (A) Interstitial base-metal sulphide (BMS)
characterized by secondary silicates replacing pyrrhotite. This texture was common in the high-grade
Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore containing disseminated chromite (PCMZ_HG) ore. (B) Interstitial BMS
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showing the pervasive alteration indicated by the formation of magnetite interstitially to pentlandite
and pyrrhotite. (C) A core of pyrrhotite with coronas of pentlandite common in the medium-grade
Ni-Cu sulphide silicate ore with disseminated chromite (PCMZ_HG) ore. (D) Pervasive alteration of
the PCMZ-MG ore. Note the anhedral chromite as well as the development of magnetite interstitially to
pentlandite and pyrrhotite. (E) Texture of the massive chromitite unit (MCHR) ore. Note the euhedral
to subhedral morphology of chromite with interstitial silicates. (F) Texture of the MCHR ore showing
millerite interstitial to chromite. Millerite, chalcopyrite and pyrite were more common in the MCHR
ore. Mineral abbreviations after [60].
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Figure 4. Binary diagrams of cation proportions in chromite. (A) Fe2+/(Fe2+ + Mg) vs. Fe3+/(Fe3+ + Cr
+ Al). (B) Fe2+/(Fe2+ + Mg) vs. Cr/(Cr + Al). (C) Mg/(Mg + Fe2+) vs. Cr/(Cr + Al). (D) Fe3+/(Fe3+ + Cr
+ Al) vs. Cr/(Cr + Al). NKO represents data from [36]. UG2E represents data from [21]. The suffixes M,
SM and D are abbreviations for massive, semi-massive and disseminated, respectively. The arrows
represent change in chemistry from the massive to disseminated chromite.

These trends are consistent with those recorded from the Uitkomst Complex and Northern Limb
of the Bushveld Complex [21,36]. The chromite chemistry evolved from being Cr-rich in the massive
ores to being more iron-rich in the disseminated ore types. This is consistent with a decreasing Cr/Fe
ratio from the massive ore to disseminated ore types (Figure 5).
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5.3. Metallurgical Test Work

5.3.1. Milling Curves

The particle size distributions for the milling curve construction are not included here for the
sake of brevity. These can however, be determined from Table 3 which records a percentage of the
weight fraction passing 75 µm based on a 1 kg sample. The times required to mill the PCMZ_MG;
PCMZ_HG and MCHR ores to the three target grind sizes selected for this study (i.e., P70-, P80- and
P90 of 75 µm) were calculated from the milling equation in Table 3 which is derived empirically from
the milling curves. The PCMZ_HG ores required the longest milling times, (ranging from 34 min for
the coarsest grind to 50 min for the finest grind i.e., P70- and P90 of 75 µm, respectively) followed by
the PCMZ_MG (20 to 44 min) with the MCHR requiring the least milling time (17 to 38 min).

Table 3. Milling times for the ores from the Nkomati nickel mine. Milling times for the different target
grinds are determined by substituting y = 70, 80 and 90.

Sample
Weight Fraction (%)

Milling Equation R2 Value
10 min 25 min 50 min

PCMZ_MG 57.50 80.60 92.60 y = 0.8369x + 53.187 0.8987
PCMZ_HG 39.40 61.70 89.50 y = 1.2382x + 28.452 0.9936

MCHR 57.90 86.80 98.50 y = 0.9592x + 53.890 0.8602

Weight fraction computed as % of mass that passes a 75 µm sieve.
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5.3.2. Gravity Separation Test Work

The mass pull or recovery of the concentrates from the gravity separation test work performed
on the Wilfley shaking table can be found in Table 4. The flotation tailings samples used as feed for
the Wilfley shaking table from the PCMZ_MG and PCMZ_HG ores indicate that the highest mass
pull recoveries were obtained at a target grind of P80 of 75 µm. For the MCHR_FT sample, the best
recoveries were obtained at a target grind of P90 of 75 µm. The MCHR_FO achieved the best mass pull
recoveries at a grind of P80 of 75 µm.

Table 4. Chromite assays of the three ores including chromite recovery and mass pulls based on
laboratory-scale gravity separation using a Wilfley shaking table at the three target grinds.

Sample Cr (ppm) Cr2O3 Grade (%) Cr2O3 Recovery (%) Mass Pull (%)

PCMZ_MG_FT_70 wt%_F 103,554 - - -
PCMZ_MG_FT_70 wt%_C 248,260 36 71 30
PCMZ_MG_FT_70 wt%_M 64,970 10 5 9
PCMZ_MG_FT_70 wt%_T 44,175 6 23 55
PCMZ_MG_FT_80 wt%_F 90,147 - - -
PCMZ_MG_FT_80 wt%_C 183,863 27 70 35
PCMZ_MG_FT_80 wt%_M 40,945 6 4 9
PCMZ_MG_FT_80 wt%_T 53,941 8 25 43
PCMZ_MG_FT_90 wt%_F 100,288 - - -
PCMZ_MG_FT_90 wt%_C 182,966 27 61 33
PCMZ_MG_FT_90 wt%_M 80,844 12 2 3
PCMZ_MG_FT_90 wt%_T 82,820 5 21 60
PCMZ_HG_FT_70 wt%_F 37,178 - - -
PCMZ_HG_FT_70 wt%_C 74,102 11 64 32
PCMZ_HG_FT_70 wt%_M 11,430 2 2 8
PCMZ_HG_FT_70 wt%_T 28,389 4 33 44
PCMZ_HG_FT_80 wt%_F 39,034 - - -
PCMZ_HG_FT_80 wt%_C 60,129 9 54 35
PCMZ_HG_FT_80 wt%_M 10,431 2 3 13
PCMZ_HG_FT_80 wt%_T 28,970 4 39 52

Sample Cr (ppm) Cr2O3 Grade (%) Cr2O3 Recovery (%) Mass Pull (%)

PCMZ_HG_FT_90 wt%_F 36,648 - - -
PCMZ_HG_FT_90 wt%_C 70,048 10 36 19
PCMZ_HG_FT_90 wt%_M 21,714 3 3 4
PCMZ_HG_FT_90 wt%_T 35,627 5 59 61

MCHR_70 wt%_F 249,049 - - -
MCHR_70 wt%_C 312,095 46 43 34
MCHR_70 wt%_M 271,042 40 9 9
MCHR_70 wt%_T 250,542 37 48 48
MCHR_80 wt%_F 248,890 - - -
MCHR_80 wt%_C 317,386 46 60 47
MCHR_80 wt%_M 253,455 37 4 4
MCHR_80 wt%_T 240,433 34 36 38
MCHR_90 wt%_F 228,904 - - -
MCHR_90 wt%_C 304,072 44 57 43
MCHR_90 wt%_M 225,858 33 4 5
MCHR_90 wt%_T 229,401 34 38 38

MCHR_FT_70 wt%_F 249,256 - - -
MCHR_FT_70 wt%_C 322,812 47 52 40
MCHR_FT_70 wt%_M 269,220 39 9 8
MCHR_FT_70 wt%_T 238,004 35 38 40
MCHR_FT_80 wt%_F 246,030 - - -
MCHR_FT_80 wt%_C 317,050 46 53 41
MCHR_FT_80 wt%_M 281,395 41 13 11
MCHR_FT_80 wt%_T 220,029 32 33 37
MCHR_FT_90 wt%_F 241,793 - - -
MCHR_FT_90 wt%_C 308,442 45 61 48
MCHR_FT_90 wt%_M 246,793 36 5 5
MCHR_FT_90 wt%_T 230,475 34 33 34
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5.3.3. Assays and Recoveries of Chromite

Assay results for the different mill streams of the PCMZ_MG, PCMZ_HG, MCHR_FT and
MCHR_FO at the selected target grinds based on the laboratory metallurgical test work can be found
in Table 4. The PCMZ_MG and PCMZ_HG flotation tailings treated by gravity separation indicate that
the best Cr2O3 recovery and grade was achieved at the coarse grind (P70 of 75 µm) with the grade and
recoveries decreasing with successive milling.

The MCHR_FT ore recorded better Cr2O3 recoveries and grades than the MCHR_FO sample.
The MCHR samples also recorded the best grades and recoveries with successive milling with the finest
grind (P90 of 75 µm) recording the best recoveries in both the MCHR_FT and MCHR_FO samples.
In general however, the MCHR_FT samples recorded better Cr2O3 grades and recoveries than the
MCHR_FO samples.

5.4. Quantitative Mineralogy: Modal Mineralogy and Chromite Grain Size Distributions

5.4.1. Modal Mineralogy

The modal mineralogical abundances for the unprocessed ore, laboratory-scale metallurgical,
and plant-scale metallurgical samples for the three ore types of interest in this study can be found in
Figure 6. The modal abundances are reported as area %.

All three ore types comprised of variable abundances of, silicates (amphibole, chlorite,
clinopyroxene, olivine, feldspar, orthopyroxene, mica, quartz, and serpentine); carbonates (calcite and
dolomite); BMS (chalcopyrite, pentlandite, pyrrhotite and pyrite), chromite and magnetite. Chromite,
chlorite, amphibole and pyroxene (both clinopyroxene and orthopyroxene) were, however, the most
abundant minerals in the unprocessed ore. Chromite abundances in the unprocessed ore ranged from
10% to 23% in the PCMZ_HG and PCMZ_MG ore types, respectively, and 63% in the MCHR ore.

The benchtop flotation tailings stream samples were the feed samples for the gravity separation
processing stage (shaking table feed). The chromite abundance in the flotation tailings (shaking table
feed) increased to 65% and 64% in the PCMZ_MG ores at a target grind of P70- and P80 of 75 µm,
respectively, from an abundance of 23% in the unprocessed ore. The chromite abundance at the finest
grind (P90 of 75 µm), was lower than the P70- and P80 of 75 µm target grinds with an abundance of
18%. For the PCMZ_HG flotation tailings the chromite abundance decreased with increased milling
from 10% in the unprocessed ore to 5% at the coarsest grind, and increased to 8% at a target grind of
P80 of 75 µm and 6% at P90 of 75 µm.

For the MCHR_FT sample, there was an increase in chromite abundance with increased
milling. The chromite abundance ranged from 31% for the coarsest grind to 64% in the finest
grind. The MCHR_FO samples indicate that the chromite abundance decreased with increased milling.
The chromite abundance increased to 67% at the coarsest grind and decreased to 31% at a grind of P80
of 75 µm and increased to 63% at P90 of 75 µm.

Overall, the laboratory-scale concentration of the chromite on the Wilfley table shows an upgrade
in the chromite abundance from the feed into the concentrates with the exception of the concentrate of
the MCHR ore with a grind of 80 wt% passing 75 µm, which decreased somewhat from 40% in the
feed to 39% in the concentrate. The PCMZ_MG middlings samples contained significant abundances
of chromite in the P70- and P80 of 75 µm target grinds.

The plant PCMZ concentrator plant chromite feed abundance (consisting of a blend of PCMZ_MG
and PCMZ_HG ores) was similar to that of the unprocessed PCMZ_MG ore, with both having a
chromite abundance of 23%. The chromite abundance in the PCMZ concentrator plant concentrate
increased to 72% and 13% in the tailings. For the MCHR ore, the feed chromite abundance was 51%
and was upgraded to 66% in the concentrate and 20% in the tailings.
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Figure 6. Modal mineralogy of all the samples analyzed in this study at the three target grinds.
(A) = Modal mineralogy of the unprocessed ore (−2 mm crush) and concentrator plant (denoted by the
suffixes, F, C, T). (B) = Modal mineralogy of the PCMZ_MG. (C) = Modal mineralogy of the PCMZ_HG.
(D) = Modal mineralogy of the MCHR_FT. (E) = Modal mineralogy of the MCHR_FO. (E) Mineral
abbreviations after [60].
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5.4.2. Chromite Grain Size Distributions

Chromite grain size distributions for the three ore types at the three target grinds can be found
in Figure 7. The data is reported at a cumulative passing of 80 wt%. In the unprocessed ores the
chromite grain sizes ranged from 477 to 576 µm for the PCMZ_HG and MCHR, respectively, with the
PCMZ_MG ore having a chromite grain size of 515 µm.
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Tracking of the chromite grain sizes in the different streams from the shaking table broadly
indicates that there was an increase in size from the feed to middlings. The PCMZ_MG and PCMZ_HG
chromite grain sizes from the shaking table feed samples show a decrease with increased milling from
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107- to 58 µm and 74- to 47 µm, respectively, from the coarsest grind (P70 of 75 µm) to the finest grind
(P90 of 75 µm).

The MCHR_FT ore shaking table feed samples indicate that the chromite grain sizes did not
decrease with successive milling. At a grind of P70 of 75 µm the chromite grain sizes were 70 µm and
successively increased to 72 µm and 139 µm at the P80- and P90 of 75 µm grinds, respectively. For the
MCHR_FO ore feed samples, the chromite grain sizes decreased from 100 µm to 70 µm for the P70- to
P80 of 75 µm grinds, respectively, and increased to 82 µm at the finest grind.

Chromite grain sizes in the concentrate collected from the shaking table indicate that for the
PCMZ_MG ore there was a decrease with successive milling. For the other ore types the chromite
grain sizes in the concentrates tended to increase with successive milling. The MCHR_FO sample
contained chromite grain sizes that ranged from 225 at P70 of 75 µm and decreased to 84 µm at the P80
of 75 µm grind and increased to 325 µm in the P90 of 75 µm grind for the shaking table concentrates.

The middlings and tailings samples also did not record any relationship between chromite grain
size and successive milling. Overall the chromite grain sizes tended to increase with successive milling
in the middlings samples. In the tailings samples the chromite grain sizes tended to decrease from
the P70- to P80 of 75 µm grinds and increase at the finest grind with the exception of the MCHR_FO
sample which showed a progressive decrease in the chromite grain sizes with increased milling.

Tracking of the chromite grain sizes in the metallurgical samples from the concentrator plants
indicates similar trends as those described for the laboratory-scale metallurgical samples. In the PCMZ
chrome plant the chromite grain size in the feed was 160 µm and decreased to 84 µm in the concentrate
and increased to 167 µm in the tailings.

A similar trend was observed from the MCHR chrome plant with the chromite grain sizes being
101 µm in the feed and 100 µm in the concentrate and increasing to 152 µm in the tailings.

5.4.3. Particle Density Distributions

The densities of the entire mineral populations making up the different samples were extracted from
the MLA Dataview software based on computations carried out by the MLA Data Processing software.

The densities computed from the MLA Data Processing software cover the entire population
(i.e., both the gangue minerals and chromite) in each sample. For this discussion however, focus was
on those minerals that have densities ranging from 4.50 to 4.80 g/cm3 as chromite densities fall within
this range.

In the unprocessed ore (i.e., −2 mm crush), approximately 29%, 10% and 8% of the MCHR,
PCMZ_HG and PCMZ_MG samples, respectively, were composed of chromite. In the disseminated
ore feeds, the P80 of 75 µm grind size contained the highest population of chromite which decreased
into the finest grind of P90 of 75 µm (Figure 8).

In the MCHR_FO sample, the highest chromite population was found in the coarsest grind. For the
MCHR_FT ore, the highest chromite population was found in the finest grind size. The metallurgical
samples collected from the plant indicate that the chromite populations in both the disseminated and
massive ore feeds are similar at 28% and 29%, respectively, based on the density population.

The tailings also contained considerable abundances of chromite which ranged from 15% in the
PCMZ to 18% in the MCHR samples from the plant (Figure 9).
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5.4.4. Chromite Liberation

Chromite liberation plots for the three ore types as well as the three target grinds can be found in
Figure 10.
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samples. (D) Middlings samples. (E) Tailings samples. (F) PCMZ and MCHR samples collected from
the concentrator plant.
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The chromite liberation data record a similar trend to what was observed in the chromite grain
size distribution plots. Chromite in the disseminated ores showed better liberations in the feed at the
P80 of 75 µm grind. A similar trend is also seen in the MCHR_FT and MCHR_FO feeds where the
best liberation was at the P80 of 75 µm grind. The PCMZ ore samples from the metallurgical plant
recorded better liberations than the MCHR (Figure 10F). The chromite liberations in the tailings of the
disseminated ore samples were generally better than in the feeds and concentrates.

6. Discussion

6.1. Chromite Chemistry

The chromite compositions in this study are in broad agreement with those of Yudovskaya et al. [36].
The narrow range in chemistry from chromites in the MCHR and wide range in the disseminated
ores can best be attributed to the trapped liquid shift effect [61]. Chromite compositions vary due to
numerous cation substitutions that can occur within the crystal structure, particularly in the presence
of a silicate phase under subsolidus conditions. Under these conditions, iron is replaced by magnesium
while chromium tends to be replaced by ferric iron and aluminium [2]. In the massive chromite
ores, there is minimal interaction with silicates and thus a narrower range in chromite chemistries is
recorded. Similar trends were also documented by [21] who characterized the massive chromites as
having Mg numbers larger than 0.4 while the disseminated chromites tended to have Mg numbers less
than 0.4. In comparison to the Bushveld (i.e., the Northern Limb, [21]) the chromite chemistry of the
MCHR at Nkomati is primitive and in agreement with the findings of Yudovskaya et al. [36].

The wide range of compositions in the PCMZ ores is also believed to have an influence on
the density of chromite, which ranges from 4.50 to 4.80 g/cm3. The densities of the most common
gangue silicates range from 2.50 to 3.20 g/cm3. This large differential in chromite and gangue silicate
densities allows it to be beneficiated using gravity techniques, particularly spirals [1]. Most of the
gravity techniques however, become inefficient particularly when treating fine particle sizes that are
smaller than 75 µm, as the forces associated with water flow become more dominant than the forces
associated with gravity resulting in losses to the tailings [2]. In addition, at smaller particle sizes the
gangue minerals have similar densities to chromite which renders gravity separation inefficient ([4]
and references within).

6.2. Milling Performances of the Three Nkomati Mine Ores

The milling performance of an ore is determined empirically by determining the time required to
mill an ore to a specific particle size (termed target grind size) such that optimal liberation of the ore
mineral(s) is achieved [59]. Under ideal conditions, increased milling should result in better liberation
of the ore minerals.

At the Nkomati nickel mine, the target grinds for the PCMZ chrome plant feed (consisting of a
blend of PCMZ_HG and PCMZ_MG) and the MCHR chrome plant feed are both P80 of 75 µm and
are the same as the target grind used to process UG2 chromitite from the Bushveld Complex [62].
The PCMZ_HG ore required the longest milling times to achieve the P70-, P80- and P90 of 75 µm target
grinds requiring 34, 42 and 50 min, respectively, and this is attributed to the overall higher abundance
of silicates. Similarly the PCMZ_MG contains the second highest abundance of silicates and required
the second longest milling times to achieve the required target grinds. The MCHR ore required the
lowest milling times to achieve the required target grinds. The milling times for the PCMZ and MCHR
ore types at Nkomati are in broad agreement with those of the Merensky Reef and UG2 [53,58] and
confirm the findings of Dzvinamurungu et al. [53], that the milling times are primarily controlled by
the chromite abundance.
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6.3. Implications for Chromite Ore Processing

The grade and recovery of chromite beneficiation are influenced by the (i) textural, (ii) mineralogical
and (iii) chemical attributes of the ore [62]. The three ores studied have been shown to display variations
in textural, mineralogical and chemical attributes. The textural and mineralogical attributes have an
influence on the milling behavior of the ore. This can be seen by the PCMZ_HG ore type recording
the longest milling times due to this ore type having the highest abundance of silicates. Chromite
chemistry has also been shown to be influenced by the nature of the host rock. The chromite chemistry
maybe be influenced during formation i.e., under subsolidus conditions where the trapped liquid shift
effect [61] is dominant in disseminated chromite ores hosted in silicate rocks. As a result, the MCHR
ore type is more primitive (i.e., lower Cr/Fe ratio and thus higher densities) than those hosted in silicate
lithologies such as the PCMZ ore types. The inherent compositional variation of the chromite from the
PCMZ could also be attributed to the chemistry of the source magmas.

The chromite chemistry may also be influenced after crystallization by alteration. Such alteration
of chromite-bearing ores by aqueous fluids has been documented worldwide ([63–65] and references
within). During partial metasomatism of the ore, chromium is redistributed within the gangue silicate
minerals and is related to the formation of ferritchromite and chromium-rich chlorite which partially
replace chromite and olivine or secondary chromite and serpentine assemblages [66–68]. Such textures
were however, were not observed in the studied samples. The PCMZ ore variants at Nkomati nickel
mine have, however, undergone varying degrees of alteration evidenced by intergrowths of magnetite
and apatite as well as replacement of base-metal sulphides by secondary magnetite (Figure 3) as well
as the high abundance of secondary silicates and minerals (Figure 6).

Relatively high chromite grade and recoveries in the PCMZ_MG and PCMZ_HG ore types being
achieved at a coarse grind size (P70 of 75 µm) are attributed to a number of factors. The first being
the texture of these ores. Chromite in the PCMZ ore types is commonly subhedral and cuspate while
the chromite in the MCHR ore tends to be subhedral-to-sub rounded. The second factor could be
attributed to the chemistry and grind size of the ore. The disseminated chromites record a wide range
in chemistry which in turn has an influence on the density of chromite. The PCMZ_HG ore type
records the least modal abundance of chromite (Figure 6) as well as having the least population of
chromite (Figure 8). The PCMZ_MG ore would thus be a semi-massive ore type while PCMZ_HG is
sensu stricto disseminated.

The high abundances of chromite recorded in the laboratory scale PCMZ_MG metallurgical
samples correlates with a lower degree of liberation. The lower degree of chromite liberation in the
PCMZ_MG samples (see Figure 10A), as well as this sample being semi-massive, is the most likely
explanation for the high modal abundance of chromite in the laboratory scale metallurgical samples,
particularly at the coarser grind sizes. This can be seen by the high abundance of chromite in the
middlings. At coarser grinds the chromite is concentrated effectively although the liberation is low.

The higher recoveries of Cr2O3 in the PCMZ ores at coarse grinds (P70 of 75 µm) will be discussed
in subsequent sections below.

The mechanism controlling the higher Cr2O3 grade and recovery in the MCHR_FT sample is not
fully understood but is most likely influenced by the pre-flotation stage. Wesseldijk et al. [69] carried
out a study on chromite from the UG2 ore of the Bushveld Complex and explored the influence of the
addition of reagents had on the floatability of chromite. It was shown that under certain conditions of
pH, and in conjunction with the addition of copper sulphate at specific concentrations, the chromite
surface chemistry changes. During flotation of BMS such as was done here, copper sulphate is added
into the pulp. It is believed that the pre-flotation stage enables the chromite surface chemistry to be
altered thereby increasing amenability to gravity concentration.

An apparent relationship between the chromite grain sizes and liberations can be seen. Ideally ores
milled to fine target grinds should have better liberation of the ore minerals but this was not seen,
particularly for the PCMZ ore types. Tracking of the chromite, grain sizes, particularly the shaking
table feeds, tend to decrease in size with increased milling for the PCMZ ores, which is not seen in the
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MCHR ores. The MCHR_FT ore shows an initial decrease in size from the P70- to P80 of 75 µm grind
size and increases from the P80- to P90 of 75 µm grind, which is unexpected. The chromite grain sizes
in the concentrates and middlings streams are also larger than those of the shaking table feed of any of
the three ore types. It is also noteworthy that in the unprocessed ores the chromite grain sizes vary but,
at the P80 of 75 µm target grind, the grain sizes are all similar for the three ore types. The larger grain
sizes reporting to the concentrates and middlings samples is most probably related to the chemistry
of these grains. This is most prominent in the PCMZ_HG ores where the chromite chemistry was
most probably altered during subsolidus equilibration with the silicate phases. The disseminated
chromite thus displays low densities as can be seen in Figure 7 where the PCMZ_HG ores have a lower
population of minerals that fall within the density range of chromite. To compensate for the lower
densities, larger grains of chromite are required if these are to be concentrated. Gravity techniques
such as spiral concentrators, which are the standard for processing chromite ore, are largely controlled
by target grind (i.e., particle size and to a lesser degree by liberation). Murthy et al. [2] allude to
spiral concentrators being inefficient at fine grinds. In particles less than 100 µm, the force of the
flowing water is more dominant than the force of gravity and these particles are lost to the tailings.
At smaller particles sizes the chromite grains also record densities similar to the gangue and are thus
lost to the tailings [4]. This explains the higher Cr2O3 grades and recoveries for the PCMZ ores at
coarse grinds and highlights the importance of the target grind being more important than liberation.
Finer grinding of disseminated chromite ores is more detrimental for mineral processing particularly
in gravity spiral concentration techniques. The tailings for all the samples generally recorded higher
liberations of chromite grains at smaller sizes. The lower liberations recorded at finer grinds imply that
the separation technique is controlled more by particle size than liberation and would explain why the
chromite in the tailings samples are better liberated. For the MCHR ore which has a tight range of
chemistry, finer grinds result in improved grades and recoveries.

The chromite grain sizes at the plant scale are broadly similar to those at the laboratory scale.
This holds promise for ultimately blending all the three ore types and processing these in a two-step
stage where the blended ore is treated by a flotation stage to remove the BMS followed by reticulating
the flotation tailings into the spiral circuit.

The implications for processing chromite ore specifically at Nkomati would mean a target grind
based on the chromite chemistry (with a focus on density) and that chromite liberation should not be
the focal point during beneficiation. This is to say if the ore contains disseminated chromite, milling to
a fine grind will most likely result in most of the chromite reporting to the tailings.

7. Conclusions

Metallurgical test work with the aid of automated scanning electron microscopy applied to three
ore types at the Nkomati nickel mine has provided insights into the processing behavior of chromite
during beneficiation. Tracking of the chromite grain sizes, liberations, density and modal mineralogy
of the unprocessed ore to the various metallurgical samples with the aid of an MLA was used to gain
insights into the processing behavior of the ores. These include:

1. A fine grind size is not optimal for processing PCMZ ores. This implies that the target grind
(particle size) is more important than liberation.

2. Increased milling of the ore to finer grinds does not result in improved chromite recoveries or
grades for the PCMZ ores. The chromite chemistry controls the recovery of chromite.

3. Increased milling of the ore to finer grinds results in improved chromite recoveries or grades for
the MCHR ores, particularly the MCHR_FT ore.

4. The MCHR_FT ore performed better than the MCHR_FO ore. This holds promise for blending of
the PCMZ ores with the MCHR ore. This would involve blending of the MCHR with the PCMZ
ore prior to flotation with the flotation tailings being feed for the chrome plants.

5. The P80 of 75 µm grind size is the most optimal grind size to process all three ore types.
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