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Abstract: Mineral processing is intensive in water usage. Unfortunately, a large portion of this
valuable asset is contaminated by toxic species that leach from tailings or mineral ore, leading
to the formation of acid drainage. Water from acid drainages can still be recovered by passive
environmentally friendly treatments. An underestimated passive treatment is the settling of harmful
metals, such as iron and aluminum. In this sense, floc settling from acid drainage has not been well
studied. The objective of this work is to research the phenomena governing iron and aluminum floc
settling in acid drainage, particularly, the chemical conditions that promote settling. The settling
velocity of iron and aluminum flocs was studied in a column at different pH and iron/aluminum
concentrations. Stability was studied through zeta potential. According to the results, iron flocs settle
faster than aluminum and aluminum+iron (mixed) flocs, and a lower pH promotes a higher settling
velocity and greater floc stability, which a lower zeta potential (which favors aggregation) allows
for. The results improve the understanding of the interactions between the chemical and physical
processes involved in floc settling, which, in turn, can improve the optimization of water treatment
design. Future experiments must include particle size distribution, floc porosity, and effective particle
density of iron and/or aluminum particles in acid waters.

Keywords: acid mine drainage; passive treatment; aluminum; iron; flocs; settling velocity; pH effect;
zeta potential

1. Introduction

Acid mine drainage or acid rock drainage constitute water sources of depleted qual-
ity. Acid drainage is formed by the release of sulfate, acidity, and toxic elements into the
environment by environmentally exposed sulfide-bearing minerals (mineral ore and tail-
ings) [1]. Despite its poor quality, it is still considered a valuable water resource, especially
in water-scarce industrialized areas [1].

Acid drainage can be treated using active and passive systems. Active treatments
include chemical precipitation, reverse osmosis, solvent extraction, adsorption, and ion
exchange [1]. Although effective, these technologies are intensive in energy, maintenance,
and reagent consumption [1,2]. Passive treatments, which rely on natural processes, present
much lower operating costs and environmental impacts due to their lower energy and
reagent requirements. Therefore, passive treatment are valuable options for treating or
pre-treating acid drainage [3,4].

One alternative passive treatment to remove metals and toxic trace elements from the
aqueous phase in systems affected by acid drainage is the settling of iron and aluminum
precipitates [3,5]. Iron secondary mineral phases, such as jarosite, schwertmannite, and
ferrihydrite, precipitate from pH values as low as 2.0 [6]. At pH values of 4.5, aluminum
phases such as gibbiste, hydrobasaluminite, and basaluminite precipitate [7–9]. These iron
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and aluminum phases provide reactive surfaces for the adsorption or co-precipitation of
toxic trace elements such as arsenic, zinc, lead, cadmium, and copper, among others [10–14].
Iron and aluminum precipitates can aggregate into flocs, which can subsequently settle
removing the adsorbed/co-precipitated contaminants.

Iron and aluminum precipitates are naturally present in high quantities in the sed-
iments of riverine systems affected by acid drainage [15,16]. Ochre-colored sediments,
characteristic of iron oxyhydrosulfates, and white precipitates, characteristic of aluminum
oxyhydrosulfates, enriched in trace elements, form part of the fine sediment on stream
beds of various sites affected by acid drainage [17–23]. The settling of these phases signifi-
cantly reduces the pollutant flux in these water bodies [19,24], constituting a key process in
these systems.

Despite its importance, aluminum and iron flocs’ settling behavior in systems affected
by acid drainage (or in acid sulfate waters) is poorly understood. Particle size distribu-
tion (PSD) in sites affected by acid drainage has only recently been studied [14,19,25,26].
The first study model was the Caracarani River (pH 8.6)—Azufre River (pH 1.9) conflu-
ence [19,25,26]. This is a system affected by acid mine drainage, located in the Lluta River
basin, Chile. In these studies, the authors analyzed PSD in situ, at several locations down-
stream of the confluence. They also analyzed PSD at the laboratory where different ratios
of the rivers were mixed. Studies showed that PSD was affected by organic matter [26] and
pH [25,26]. Therefore, it was hypothesized that these parameters would affect the settling
velocity of flocs [26]. However, no settling experiments or in situ settling velocity measure-
ments were performed. In another study, Montecinos et al. [14] studied PSD downstream
the San Francisco River and Yerba Loca River, both strongly affected by copper mining sites
located upstream. They applied the adapted Stokes’ law (as done by other authors [27]) to
estimate floc settling velocities from empirical data, i.e., floc size distribution, volumetric
concentration, and total suspended solids concentration [14]. Although floc size is of great
importance, these are not the only characteristics that determine their settling behavior,
which are not considered in settling models such as the Stokes’ law [28,29]. Therefore, the
effect of water quality and pH on the actual settling behaviour of aluminum and iron flocs
in acid waters is still uncertain.

Iron and aluminum particles formed in acid sulfate waters depend on the redox poten-
tial, pH, and composition of the solution (e.g., the concentration of iron, aluminum, sulfate,
chloride, and carbonate) [30]. Depending on these factors, iron and aluminum will form
oxides, oxyhydroxides, and/or hydroxysulfate minerals [31]. Solutions composition (e.g.,
ionic strength, cations and anions type, and concentration) and pH also affect flocculation.
The first step in this process is the destabilization of particles. In this step, electrostatic
repulsive forces between particles must be reduced to allow their aggregation by van der
Waals attractive forces. Minimum repulsive forces occur at the particles’ pH of zero charge
(pHzc), where the net charge of their surface (zeta potential) is 0 mV [32]. Repulsive forces
decrease at high ionic concentrations due to the compression of the electrical double layer
that surrounds the particles. Once destabilization is achieved, particles can adhere to each
other, leading to the formation of flocs and their subsequent settling. If destabilization is
inadequate, the settling process can be drastically affected [32]. Consequently, pH deter-
mines the type of primary particles that will form the flocs and also affects the flocculation
process. Therefore, it could significantly impact flocs’ settling dynamics in acid waters.

Acid mine drainage impacted systems generally present high concentrations of both
aluminum and iron. When present together, these two metals interact. For example,
aluminum (III) can coprecipitate with iron oxyhydroxides, such as ferrihydrite, when
acid mine drainage is neutralized [33,34]. Aluminum can incorporate into ferrihydrite
structure by substituting iron(III) [33]. This can modify the surface properties of ferrihydrite,
for example, via increasing its pHzc [35]. Additionally, if aluminum coprecipitates with
ferrihydrite, a smaller amount of aluminum minerals will be formed, which could lead
to the formation of smaller flocs. Hence, iron flocs could change their settling behavior
due to the presence of aluminum and vice versa. The pH range where iron and aluminum
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precipitate simultaneously is 4.5 and above (at pH below 4.5, there is no precipitation
of aluminum phases) [6], therefore it is important to study this pH range to analyze
possible interactions.

Settling of iron and aluminum particles in acid waters is relevant for a better under-
standing of the fate of contaminants and to improve the design of settling infrastructure,
considering not only the physical but also the chemical composition of acid waters. Iron
and aluminum particles frequently co-exist in acid waters, and their physical interactions
have been addressed only recently [14,19,25,26]. Do iron and aluminum mixtures enhance
or hinder settling in acid waters? What is the effect of iron and/or aluminum concentrations
in floc settling? Does pH play a role in settling behavior?

The hypothesis of this work is that the settling behavior of acid mine drainage flocs
is dependent on pH and on iron and aluminum presence. To assess this hypothesis, the
objective of this study was to evaluate how bulk settling velocity in synthetic acid drainage
solutions is modified, depending on the pH and the iron and aluminum presence. Some
possible explanations for the observed effects were explored, investigating changes in:
(i) the potential mineral phases formed (through geochemical modeling) and (ii) the colloid
stability (through zeta potential measurements). This work is a first approximation to how
bulk settling of acid drainage flocs can be improved by modifying chemical conditions,
with the goal of improving remediation processes.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Preparation of Synthetic Acid Drainage

Six synthetic acid drainage solutions with different aluminum and iron concentra-
tions were prepared. To do this, the following reagents were added to deionized water:
Al3(SO4)2·18 H2O, FeCl3·6H2O, H2SO4 98% w/w to adjust SO4

2− final concentration, and
NaCl to adjust Na+ and Cl− final concentrations. Then, aliquots of NaOH 2 M were added
to adjust pH to a final value of 2.

Two sets of solutions were prepared: (i) 50 mg/L metal concentrations, with an esti-
mated ionic strength of 0.11 M; and (ii) 100 mg/L metal concentrations, with an estimated
ionic strength of 0.13 M. These concentrations were selected based on the observations of
the Azufre River–Caracarani River confluence, Northern Chile [19]. An additional reason
to select concentrations based on this specific site is because of the formation of ochre
and opalescent particles, attributable to iron and aluminum flocs, both suspended and as
part of the stream bed [19], which are also frequently observed at other sites affected by
acid drainage [6–8,10]. Iron and aluminum concentrations can vary from site to site; the
concentrations (in Table 1) were selected as a first approach towards understanding iron
and aluminum particle settling in acid waters. Their detailed composition is presented in
Section S1 of the Supplementary Material.

Table 1. Synthetic acid drainage solutions composition.

Solution Fe3+ (mg/L) Al3+ (mg/L) SO42− (g/L) Ionic Strength (M)

100 mg Fe/L 100 0 2.4 0.13
100 mg Al/L 0 100 2.4 0.13

100 mg Fe/L + 100 mg Al/L 100 100 2.4 0.26
50 mg Fe/L 50 0 2.4 0.11
50 mg Al/L 0 50 2.4 0.11

50 mg Fe/L + 50 mg Al/L 50 50 2.4 0.22

Solid reagents were weighed in using a precision scale (±0.0001 g; RadWag, model PS
510/C/1, Miami, FL, USA). The pH of the solutions was measured with the pH-meters:
HANNA HI2020, Woonsocket, RI, USA or JENCO, 6010 M, San Diego, CA, USA (according
to equipment availability at the time of the experiment). The HANNA pH-meter was
calibrated by using buffers of pH 4, 7 and 10. The JENCO pH-meter was calibrated by
using buffers of pH 4 and 7. All reagents used were analytical grade.
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2.2. Mixing, Coagulation, and Flocculation for the Formation of Iron and Aluminum Flocs

Iron and aluminum phases were precipitated by adjusting the pH of the synthetic acid
drainage solutions (Table 1) to 4.5, 5.5, and 6.5 with NaOH 2 M. Immediately after this, each
suspension was stirred in 2 L beakers of a Jar Test apparatus (JL6, VELP SCIENTIFICA,
Usmate, Italy) following a coagulation–flocculation sequence. The coagulation stage con-
sisted of stirring the mixture at 300 rpm during 30 s, and the following flocculation stage
consisted of stirring at 50 rpm during 30 min (procedure adapted from [36]).

2.3. Settling Column Tests
2.3.1. Settling of Freshly Formed Flocs

Immediately after the coagulation–flocculation process finished, the suspensions were
carefully poured into acrylic columns for settling. Each floc suspension was left to settle
for 120 min. The length of the column (L) was 350 mm or 400 mm (see Section S2 of the
Supplementary Material) with a square cross-section of 65 × 65 mm2. The six solutions
presented in Table 1 were tested at three pH levels (4.5, 5.5, and 6.5), and each settling
experiment was made in duplicate (total n = 36). All experiments were performed at room
temperature (~20 ◦C).

The interface height between the floc phase and the clarified phase (H) was measured
from bottom to top, by placing a graduated tape measure on the side of the settling column.
Measurements were performed at 14 time intervals (t): 0, 2.5, 5, 10, 15, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70,
80, 90, and 120 min. We assumed dispersed settling occurred throughout the whole settling
process according to Kynch’s theory [37]. However, we observed that it was difficult
to clearly identify the floc phase-clarified phase interface, especially during the first few
minutes (see Section S2 of the Supplementary Material), so hindered settling may have
occurred in some areas of the column [38–40]. Bhargava [41] found that the upper limit
value for hindered settling is 0.5 g/L for aluminum, while the limit value is 1 g/L for
iron. This means that van der Waals forces may have affected the settling process due
to additional particle interaction or particle interference at some point. Regardless, this
simple procedure allowed us to perform a semi-quantitative exploration which allowed to
compare the settling behavior of iron and aluminum suspensions in acid solutions.

2.3.2. Settling Velocity Determination

The settling velocity of the interface (Vs) was calculated as the maximum dH/dt
value [42]. To do this, we fitted a fine time-grid with ∆t = 7.2 s was fitted to the measured
interface height using a shape-preserving piecewise cubic interpolation [43]. Time deriva-
tive was computed over this higher resolution grid, where Vs occurred when the derivative
reached its maximum value. Significant differences between experimental results were
measured through analysis of confidence intervals with an α = 0.05.

2.4. Geochemical Modeling

To identify the possible mineral phases that could precipitate in each solution, and
to estimate their ionic strength (IS, presented in Table 1), geochemical modeling was
performed using the USGS PHREEQC code, version 3.6.2, Reston, VA, USA. We used
the wateq4f.dat database, as it is the most appropriate for systems associated with acid
drainage [44]. Additional reactions for schwertmannite [45] and hydrobasaluminite [7]
were added to the code, as they do not form part of the waterq4f.dat database.

Schwertmannite, Fe(OH)3(a), hydrobasaluminite, and Al(OH)3 were the iron and
aluminum phases chosen to precipitate in the simulations. These meta-stable phases were
selected, as they are the most probable minerals to rapidly form in systems affected by
acid mine drainage, at the pH range studied (pH 4.5–6.5) [7,34,45,46]. Hydrobasalumi-
nite was preferred to basaluminite because the latter is formed by the dehydration of
hydrobasaluminite [34], a process that is not expected in our suspensions.

The conceptual model consisted of mixing each solution described in Table 1 (Solution
1) with a fraction of NaOH 2 M solution (Solution 2) until pHs of 4.5, 5.5, and 6.5 were
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reached. Solutions were mixed in the following ratios: Solution 1 = 0.999 + Solution 2 = 0.001,
( . . . ) to Solution 1 = 0.960 + Solution 2 = 0.040. At first, the solution fraction discretization
was 0.001. Several iterations were then performed with smaller discretization (0.00001,
0.000001) until reaching the desired pH value. Simulations were performed assuming
T = 20 ◦C and equilibrium with respect to atmospheric O2 and CO2. An example of the
code used is presented in Section S3 of the Supplementary Material.

2.5. Zeta Potential Measurements

Electrokinetic characterizations were performed on the two 50 mg/L suspensions
(50 mg Al/L, 50 mg Fe/L) and one 50 mg Al/L + 50 mg Fe/L, within a pH range of 4.5 to
8.5. Two replicas of each measurement were performed. The solutions were prepared as
described in Section 2.1. Then, aliquots of NaOH or HCl 0.01 M were added to 100 mL of
the solutions to adjust pH (measured with a pH-meter HANNA HI5521, Woonsocket, RI,
USA) and were stirred using a magnetic agitator (100 rpm; BOECO MSH-420, Hamburg
Germany). Zeta potential experiments were not performed on 100 mg/L as iron and/or
aluminum concentrations formed much thicker flocs.

The electrokinetic characterization was carried out using the direct current (DC) elec-
trophoretic mobility method with the Malvern Zetasizer NanoZS90 (Malvern Instruments,
Malvern, UK). The instrument was calibrated at 25 ◦C, and its accuracy was ±10%. There
were two replicas per measurement.

3. Results
3.1. Settling Tests

The evolution of the clarified-interphase heights (H) in the settling column tests,
normalized by the corresponding column height (L), are presented in Figure 1. Floc
settling occurred faster in iron suspensions and the pH affected the shape of settling curves.
The effect of pH on settling curves is especially evident for 100 mg/L suspensions when
aluminum is present. A significant shift can be observed in 100 mg/L aluminum and
mixed suspensions between pH 4.5 and pH 6.5 (Figure 1c,e, respectively). Although less
pronounced, this phenomenon can also be noticed for the 50 mg/L aluminum and mixed
suspensions (Figure 1d,f, respectively).

Settling Velocity

Iron and aluminum suspensions Vs are presented in Figure 2 (see Section S4 of Sup-
plementary Material for detailed data). Vs was within the range of 0.61–1.61 mm/s and
0.29–1.89 mm/s for the 50 mg/L (Figure 2a) and 100 mg/L (Figure 2b) suspensions, respec-
tively (Figure 2). The mean Vs for 50 mg/L suspensions was 1.19 ± 0.28 mm/s (n = 18),
while the mean Vs for 100 mg/L suspensions was 0.96 ± 0.61 mm/s (n = 18). These Vs
values are similar to those previously reported for iron and aluminum hydroxide flocs (e.g.,
0.52 mm/s and 0.33 mm/s, respectively [41]); although strict comparisons cannot be made
because flocs settling in acid sulfated water has not been evaluated before.

Iron suspensions tended to present the highest Vs in all experiments (0.90–1.89 mm/s),
or a mean Vs = 1.42 ± 0.30 mm/s (n = 12). Confidence interval analysis shows that Vs of
iron suspensions was significantly higher than Al + Fe mixed suspensions (0.83 ± 0.35 mm/s,
n = 12) and Al = 100 mg/L suspension of pH 5.5 and 6.5 (0.32 ± 0.02 mm/s, n = 4) (Figure 2).
The density of iron phases is higher than aluminum phases, which explains the higher
settling velocity. The mixed phases present lower velocities due to the presence of less
dense aluminum phases.

The settling velocity was only higher at pH 4.5 for Al = 100 mg/L suspension and for
the mixed iron and aluminum suspension (100 mg/L Al + 100 mg/L Fe); the rest of the
suspensions did not present any significant differences. This is a strong indication that iron
and aluminum concentration is a more controlling factor than pH in settling velocity.
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Figure 1. Floc phase-clarified phase settling height (H) of iron, aluminum, and iron+aluminum
suspensions standardized by column height (L) (mean and range).
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(a) Suspensions with metal concentrations of 50 mg/L. (b) Suspensions with metal concentrations of
100 mg/L. (c) Confidence intervals with α = 0.05.

As for the effect of aluminum concentration on settling velocity, lower aluminum
concentration presented a higher settling velocity than higher aluminum concentration
(1.24 ± 0.22 mm/s and 0.33 ± 0.53 mm/s, respectively). In compression settling, the higher
the concentration, the higher the settling velocity. In this case, settling does not respond to
compression settling; there are certain interactions (floc formation, water absorption) that
hinder the settling process. This indicates that there is an important difference between
iron and aluminum floc structure in acid waters. No significant difference between lower
concentration and higher concentration solutions was observed for iron suspensions.

A significant difference between the settling velocities of individual iron and alu-
minum solutions was observed for 100 mg/L solutions. The Vs of 100 mg/L iron solutions
was 1.55 ± 0.42 (n = 6) and the Vs of 100 mg/L aluminum solution was 0.33 ± 0.54 mm/s
(n = 6). This is attributable to the higher density of iron phases compared to the lower
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density of aluminum phases. However, no significant difference was observed between
individual lower concentration iron and aluminum solutions.

3.2. Geochemical Modeling

Simulations showed that the mineral phases that could precipitate in the synthetic
acid drainage solutions were amorphous Fe(OH)3 and hydrobasaluminite, while schwert-
mannite and Al(OH)3 would not reach their saturation point in any solution (Figure 3).
Minerals would precipitate at higher amounts in solutions with higher metal concentra-
tions: 0.175 vs. 0.088 mmol/L for amorphous Fe(OH)3 (Figure 3a,b, respectively) and 0.91
vs. 0.45 mmol/L for hydrobasaluminite (Figure 3c,d, respectively), as expected. The pH
did not vary significantly between the preparation of solutions (right before coagulation–
flocculation), after coagulation–flocculation, and finally after 20 min of settling. This means
variation in precipitates is not expected.
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Figure 3. Iron and aluminum mineral phases precipitated according to geochemical simulations.
(a,b) Amorphous Fe(OH)3 precipitated equally at the three pH levels studied in iron and mixed
solutions; (c,d) Hydrobasaluminite precipitation was lower at pH = 4.5, precipitating at the same
levels in aluminum and mixed solutions.

The pH would not affect iron precipitation, as the same amount of amorphous Fe(OH)3
precipitated at the three pH levels (Figure 3a,b). Hydrobasaluminite formation, on the other
hand, was affected by the pH, precipitating at lower amounts at pH 4.5 (Figure 3c,d). The
fraction of aluminum that did not precipitate at pH 4.5 would be mostly present as AlSO4+

complex (see Section S5 of Supplementary Material). Simulated mixed acid drainage
solutions showed the same amount of precipitation as iron and aluminum solutions for
both, hydrobasaluminite and amorphous Fe(OH)3. Therefore, aluminum did not interfere
with iron precipitation or vice versa.

These simulations must be considered as a first approximation. These do not consider,
for example, reactions of coprecipitation or adsorption. Therefore, potential interactions be-
tween iron and aluminum cannot be completely observed. On the other hand, simulations
are performed at complete thermodynamic equilibrium, and therefore do not consider the
kinetics of the reactions. However, this should not be a major restriction, as Fe(OH)3 and
hydrobasaluminite are known to form rapidly [7,47].
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3.3. Zeta Potential Measurements

The particles presented a net negative surface charge across the entire pH range
studied, going from −2.64 mV to −21.88 mV (see Section S6 of the Supplementary Material
for detailed data). Surface charge decreased with increasing pH in all cases (Figure 4).
However, the pHzc of the individual particles in the three suspensions was not attained,
only for the whole suspension.
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Iron suspension presented the zeta potential values closest to 0 mV (Figure 4). The
surface charge of particles in the iron solution was in the zone of “fair” (−10 to −3 mV) and
“excellent” (−3 to 0 mV) degree of coagulation, throughout the entire pH range studied
(according to the categories proposed by [48]).

Zeta potential in aluminum and mixed suspensions behaved similarly (Figure 4). At
lower pH (4.5 and 5.5), their zeta potential reached the zone of “fair” degree of coagulation.
At pH ≥ 6.5 particles surface charge in both suspensions were within the zones of “poor”
(−20 to −10 mV) and “virtually none” (−30 to −20 mV) degree of coagulation (Figure 4).

4. Discussion

In the following sections, the effect of pH and of iron/aluminum interference in the
bulk settling behavior of synthetic acid drainage suspensions is discussed. Geochemical
simulations results are used to explore if settling behavior could be explained, in part, by
differences in the type and amount of primary particles formed under each condition. Zeta
potential results are used to investigate if differences in the coagulation potential could
explain the pH and iron/aluminum interference effects observed.

4.1. Iron Flocs Tend to Settle Faster Than Aluminum Flocs

Iron suspensions tended towards higher Vs (0.9–1.89 mm/s) than aluminum suspen-
sions (0.29–1.61 mm/s) (Figure 2), although there was a degree of overlapping results.
Differences between both are expected, as the types of flocs formed are different. Higher Vs
in iron flocs can be attributed, in part, to the higher density of the mineral phases that form
flocs: the density of iron (III) oxy/hydroxides range from 3.0 to 3.5 g/cm3 [49,50] while
hydrobasaluminute has a density of 2.27 g/cm3 [51]. Settling velocity differences can also
be explained by differences in the coagulation degree. Zeta potential is closer to 0 mV over
the entire pH range for iron suspensions when compared with aluminum ones (Figure 4).
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Therefore, iron particles were more destabilized than aluminum particles, which leads to
better coagulation and flocculation.

Higher settling velocities observed in iron suspensions emphasize the importance of
iron flocs in the removal of contaminants in acid waters. This goes in addition to their
previously reported importance from the chemical perspective [19,52–56].

4.2. Mixed Suspensions Tended towards the Lowest Settling Velocities

Mixed suspensions presented the lowest Vs over the entire pH range (0.25–1.14 mm/s)
(Figure 2). Within the experimental conditions of this study, the addition of aluminum
resulted in lower settling velocities. In the case of the 100 mg/L suspensions, the interaction
showed two behaviors. At pH 4.5, the Vs of mixed suspensions was lower than that of both
iron and aluminum suspensions. However, at pH 5.5 and 6.5, the 100 mg Al/L and mixed
suspensions presented the same behavior (Figure 1c,e) and Vs (Figure 2b). This suggests
that aluminum flocs would be driving the settling of the mixed suspension at higher pHs,
which can be explained by the presence of high amounts of hydrobasaluminite in both
cases (Figure 3).

The differences observed between suspensions would not be explained by the forma-
tion or dissolution of the mineral phases simulated. According to geochemical simulations,
the mineral phases formed were the same in type and quantity in mixed and in iron or alu-
minum solutions (Figure 3). Nevertheless, geochemical simulations do not consider other
processes such as coprecipitation, which may have occurred [33,34]. This process could
have modified the type of primary particles and therefore their characteristics. The higher
concentrations of particles in mixed suspensions could be another possible explanation
(Figure 3). As solid concentration increases, interactions between flocs also increase, which
decreases Vs [41].

Zeta potential differences cannot explain the lower Vs observed in mixed suspensions
compared to aluminum concentrations, but can explain the differences between mixed
suspensions and individual iron suspensions. Highly charged flocs would cause repelling
or lower particle aggregation, which would lead to less dense (less aggregated) flocs
(Figure 4) in the case of mixed suspensions.

4.3. pH Influences Iron, Aluminum, and Mixed Suspensions Settling

Settling was affected by pH, especially in high-concentration aluminum suspensions
and mixed higher concentration suspensions, being the highest at pH 4.5 (Figures 2 and 3).
In the rest of the solutions, pH tended to present the highest values at pH 4.5.

Iron suspensions’ settling dependence on pH could be explained, in part, by changes
in the zeta potential of particles. Surface negative charge increased with pH, being in the
category “excellent” at pH 4.5 and 5.5, and “fair” at pH 6.5 (Figure 4). This behavior is
similar to that observed in Vs. Vs decreased with pH, presenting a more evident decrease
between pH 5.5 and pH 6.5 (Figure 2). Changes in the type and quantity of the mineral
phases precipitated would not explain Vs dependence on pH. According to geochemical
simulations, amorphous Fe(OH)3 would be the only mineral phase precipitating across
the entire pH range evaluated; and the same quantity would precipitate in every case
(Figure 3a,b).

Aluminum solutions’ settling dependence on pH would be explained mainly by
changes in the amount of mineral phases precipitated. At pH 4.5 part of the aluminum
remained in solution (mainly as AlSO4

+ complex), while at pH 5.5 and 6.5 aluminum
completely precipitated (Figure 3c,d). Therefore, at pH 5.5 and 6.5 more aluminum particles
are available, which can aggregate forming larger flocs. The increase in the number
of linkages produces flocs with higher porosities, which entrap water, decreasing their
density [28]. The decrease in floc density could be, in part, explaining the effect of pH on
settling behavior [28]. It is interesting to note that Vs was almost the same for pH 5.5 and
6.5 (Figure 2). This matches what was observed in geochemical simulations, where the
same amount of hydrobasaluminute precipitated at these two pH levels (Figure 3c,e). A
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much greater effect of pH on Vs was observed in the 100 mg Al/L suspension. This could
be attributed to the presence of less dense flocs and also to an increase in the interaction
between flocs [41]. Finally, the zeta potential of aluminum decreases with pH (Figure 4),
which could further explain the effect of pH on Vs. Nevertheless, particle (iron and/or
aluminum) concentration would be more crucial on Vs.

Mixed solutions’ settling dependence on pH could be attributed to both changes in
the coagulation potential (Figure 4) and in the amount of hydrobasaluminite precipitation
(Figure 3c,d). The reasons for this are as those explained above. In the case of 100 mg/L
mixed suspensions, as in the 100 mg Al/L suspensions, the effect of pH could be explained
mainly by differences in hydrobasaluminite precipitation. This is because pH 5.5 and 6.5
presented the same settling behavior. Higher amounts of hydrobasaluminite (at pH 5.5
and 6.5) could lead to the formation of flocs with lower density and to the increase in flocs
interactions, which would decrease Vs.

4.4. Colloid Instability in Synthetic Mine Drainage Solutions Is Higher under Acidic Conditions

The three suspensions approached the pHzc at the lowest pH evaluated (4.5) (Figure 4).
However, typically, the pHzc of aluminum hydroxides ranges between 7 and 9, while pHzc
for iron precipitates ranges between 6 and 8.5. Lower pHzc of iron hydroxides have been
observed in acid drainage due to the presence of sulfate [57]; the pHzc for the acid drainage
solution (in presence of sulfate) was 4, compared to the pHzc of 8 and in absence of sulfate.
As for aluminum suspensions, the presence of AlSO4+ complexes may contribute to further
neutralize surface charges, thus promoting coagulation.

It is important to indicate that the particles were not sonicated prior to zeta potential
measurements, so additional iron and/or aluminum floc interaction may have affected
pHzc. This must be verified with further experiments.

5. Conclusions

This work explored the settling process of iron and aluminum phases in acid drainage.
Although this work was performed in controlled laboratory conditions, it contributes to a
better understanding of the dynamics of iron and aluminum flocs that form part of the fine
suspended sediments in systems affected by acid drainage.

The hypothesis of our work was that “the settling behavior of acid mine drainage flocs
is dependent on pH and on iron and aluminum presence”. We verified this hypothesis;
however, through the analysis of our experiments we realized that the method we used
to measure the aqueous phase-floc phase interface was not the best, as the interface was
not easy to distinguish due to the low floc concentration. Additionally, we assumed
dispersed flocculation to analyze settling behaviour, and given the nature of the flocs,
another type of settling, such as hindered settling, may have occurred. Nevertheless,
as a first exploration to show the effect of pH and iron/aluminum presence on settling
velocity, we can draw the following conclusions: (i) Settling velocity is mainly affected by
iron and/or aluminum concentration, and the presence of individual iron or aluminum
phases, or mixtures; (ii) pH affects settling velocity in aluminum or mixed iron/aluminum
suspensions, which can be explained by the values of zeta potential; at lower pH values,
zeta potential was less negative, which favors the particle aggregation process through
coagulation–flocculation; (iii) the zeta potential was less negative in lower pH solutions;
this is a necessary condition for the aggregation process to occur, due to the lowering of
the repulsive forces between particles, which would explain why lower pH solutions also
tended towards higher settling velocities.

Future research on the effect of water quality of acid waters, i.e., iron and/or aluminum
concentration and pH on particle size distribution, floc density, floc porosity, among others,
are relevant factors to address to better understand iron and/or aluminum particle settling
in acid waters.
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