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Abstract: Chemical and biological leaching is practiced on a commercial scale for the mining of
metals from ores. Although bioleaching is an environmentally-friendly alternative to chemical
leaching, one of the principal shortcomings is the slow rate of leaching which needs to be addressed.
The application of ultrasound in bioleaching, termed sonobioleaching, is a technique which has
been reported to increase the rate and extent of metal extraction. This article reviews efforts made
in the field of sonobioleaching. Since bioleaching is effectively a biological and chemical process,
the effects of sonication on chemical leaching/reactions and biological processes are also reviewed.
Although sonication increases metal extraction by increasing the metabolite production and enhanced
mixing at a micro scale, research is limited in terms of the microorganisms explored. This paper
highlights some shortcomings and limitations of existing techniques, and proposes directions for
future research.
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1. Introduction

Chemical and biological leaching processes are practiced in industry for the mining of metals
from ores. Solid wastes often contain heavy metals which are hazardous in nature but may also
be considered as secondary ores and hence are valuable from the viewpoint of resource recovery
and conservation. Using the same leaching principles, these processes have been used to recover
metals from solid waste. Although chemical leaching has been practiced commercially for metal
mining from ores (e.g., copper and zinc), bioleaching plants are comparatively less abundant [1–4].
Bioleaching is an environmentally-friendly alternative for the extraction of heavy/valuable metals from
secondary sources, such as spent catalyst, fly ash, mine tailings, and low-grade ores. Heap bioleaching,
stirred tank reactor, and column bioleaching are widely used in the bioleaching of low grade ores
in the industry [5,6]. Depending on the metal(s) of interest and ore mineralogy, heap bioleaching or
stirred tank reactors are used on an industrial scale. Low cost heap bioleaching is affected by various
environmental factors and research has focused on examining the impact of various parameters
or process optimization [6]. Unfortunately, the slow rate of bioleaching often presents a barrier to
commercialization [7].

Researchers have investigated various strategies to overcome this drawback [8–13]. The use
of ultrasound has been investigated, although this technique is limited to only tank-type reactors.
It has been observed that the enhancement in convective diffusivity in the medium and particle
fragmentation caused by sonication augments the leaching reactions [14]. These ultrasound effects
are due to cavitation, which increases the temperature and pressure conditions within the reactions.
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Ultrasonic cavitation enhances metal dissolution in the leaching reactions by chemical agents (or
metabolites produced by microorganisms in the case of bioleaching). Since a higher increase in
the rate of leaching reportedly occurs at low acid concentrations, this makes the application of
ultrasound more promising for bioleaching where low metabolite concentration typically occurs [14].
Unfortunately, ultrasound at high intensity may adversely affect microbial growth. Owing to this,
very few bioleaching studies with ultrasound have been reported. This article reviews the effect of
ultrasound in chemical reaction/leaching, biological processes, and bioleaching.

Figure 1 shows an outline of this review. In Section 2, we discuss the applications of ultrasound in
chemical, and biological processes. Sonobioleaching is reviewed and discussed in Sections 3 and 4.
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Figure 1. Ultrasound in chemical and biological processes as categorized in the review.

2. Ultrasound in Chemical and Biological Systems

The application of ultrasound has been studied in various chemical and biological systems.
The following subsections discuss the effect of ultrasound in these systems.

2.1. Sonochemical Reactions and Applications

Ultrasound-assisted chemical reactions are termed as sonochemical reactions. Various theories,
such as hotspot theory and electrical theory, have been proposed to explain the effects of
sonication [15–17]. We will discuss this in detail in the following subsection.

2.1.1. Ultrasound and Cavitation

Hotspot theory, which is based on cavitation, is widely accepted in comparison with electrical
theory [18–20]. When ultrasound propagates through any liquid medium, it compresses and stretches
the molecular spacing in the medium (Figure 2a). Pressure (P) variation during compression (C, where
P = +Pmax) and rarefaction/stretching (R, where P = −Pmax) can be represented as a sinusoidal wave
function (Figure 2d). When the distance between the molecules of liquid exceeds the minimum
molecular distance required to hold the liquid intact, cavitation bubbles containing liquid vapors and
dissolved gases are formed. These bubbles increase in size with each cycle and implode after reaching
a critical size during subsequent compression, leading to high temperature and pressure conditions
(Figure 2b). This phenomenon, termed as cavitation, can be stable or transient, depending on ultrasonic
intensity. Transient bubbles are formed at higher intensities and collapse violently after undergoing
one or two acoustic cycles (Figure 2b), while bubbles formed during stable cavitation may or may not
collapse after many cycles (Figure 2c). For sonochemical effects, transient cavitation is considered more
important. Experimental estimates of temperature and pressure are in the range of 750–6000 K and
about 500–1800 atm respectively [19,20]. High temperature and pressure conditions observed at the
microscopic level provide the conditions necessary for the various reactions. Cavitation and chemical
effects are not observed when the sonication intensity is lower than a minimum value, known as the
cavitation threshold. A higher threshold intensity is also observed when there are no dissolved gases
in the system [18].
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2.1.2. Impact of Ultrasound on Chemical Reactions

Sonochemical reactions take place in systems involving either aqueous or organic solvents.
In aqueous reactions, besides temperature and pressure effects, the formation of free radicals
(Equations (1)–(4)) have also been reported [21–24]. As bioleaching reactions take place in aqueous
systems, free radical reactions are also likely to play a role.

In organic systems, single electron transfer (SET) mechanisms are accelerated with ultrasound
where an electron-rich species gives away an electron to an electron-poor molecule and forms free
radicals (cation and anion). Depending on the reaction parameters, sonication can change the reaction
pathway by favoring SET mechanisms in reactions that follow either an ionic or free-radical pathway
(Equations (1)–(4)) [15,25].

H2O→ H• + HO• (1)

H• + O2 → HOO• (2)

2HO• → H2O2 (3)

2HOO• → H2O2 (4)

Ultrasound also increases the rate of the reaction between two immiscible liquids by the formation
of a very fine emulsion which significantly increases the surface area available for the reaction between
the two phases [15]. One example is the reduced reaction time in the preparation of biodiesel because
of the cavitation and emulsification of immiscible reactants [26,27].

Ultrasound has found applications in various fields, such as chemical synthesis,
polymerisation, polymer degradation, luminescence, chemical leaching, biological processes and
bioleaching [11,22,28,29]. Both homogenous and heterogeneous synthesis reactions involving metals
(as catalyst or reactant) and otherwise are enhanced on sonication [22]. Organometallic reactions such
as transition-metal-promoted free radical reactions are also enhanced by sonication. These reactions are
either oxidative or reductive where the cleavage of transition metal from organometallic compounds
leads to the formation of carbon-centered free radicals [30]. Free radicals, which are formed in
ultrasound, also enhance polymerisation reactions [31,32] although prolonged exposure to high
intensity ultrasound has been reported to degrade the polymers [33]. In some reactions, the application
of ultrasound leads to the emission of light as a result of cavitation, and is termed sonoluminescence.
The emission of light increases on the addition of chemicals such as luminol and is termed sonochemical
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luminescence [29,34,35]. Increased luminescence owing to mechanical and thermal effects is also
reported on the application of ultrasound [36].

2.2. Sonochemical Leaching

The application of ultrasound in chemical leaching is termed sonochemical leaching.
Chemical leaching reactions are heterogeneous (liquid–solid) and the effect of ultrasound is mainly
mechanical and is attributed to cavitation [15]. Shock waves produced by cavitation increase the
momentum of solid particles, causing them to collide with great force. The particles disintegrate,
with the minimum size dependent on the characteristics of the solid, the solvent, and the intensity
of ultrasound. The smallest particle size attained is limited by the reduced momentum of smaller
particles, which is insufficient to cause further particle breakage [15].

2.2.1. Chemical Leaching and Cavitation

There are three main reaction sites during cavitation, namely bubble core, bubble vicinity and
bulk solution [20]. As shown in Figure 3a, the formation of radical or excited molecules takes place
within the bubble core, with temperature/pressure gradient, electrical field, shock waves and phase
boundaries arising in the bubble vicinity. However, cavitation is different in a heterogeneous system,
compared to pure liquids. Near a solid surface, bubble collapse becomes non-spherical, driving
high-speed jets of liquid onto the surface (Figure 3b) which leads to shockwave damage at the
surface [37]. In such systems, most of the available energy is transferred to the accelerating jet rather
than the bubble wall, with this jet capable of reaching velocities of hundreds of meters per second.
In addition, shockwaves created by cavity collapse in the liquid induces surface damage and the
fragmentation of brittle materials. This impingement of micro-jets and shockwaves on the surface
creates localized erosion, which is responsible for many of the sonochemical effects in heterogeneous
reactions. This property of ultrasound can also prove useful in eroding passivating product layers,
which are formed in various bioleaching systems. For instance, in spent catalyst bioleaching (without
ultrasound) using Acidithiobacillus ferrooxidans, poor Mo leaching is attributed to the refractory nature
of MoS2 and the formation of an elemental sulfur layer [38,39]. In this example, the application of
ultrasound may enhance bioleaching by providing extreme (high temperature and pressure) conditions
and eroding the product layer.
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2.2.2. Sonochemical Leaching of Metals

Sonication has been observed to increase the leaching of metals such as silver, gold, tungsten,
titanium, nickel and other rare metals [40–42]. The impact of cavitation on leaching depends on
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various factors, such as the composition of the reaction medium, reaction conditions and the type of
sonication system. The formation of hydroxyl radicals and hydrogen on the sonication of aqueous
solutions [21,43] is likely to initiate chain reactions leading to an upsurge in leaching. For instance,
in a study examining the effect of several variables (including ultrasound power and duration), the
oxidation of silver sulfides with ultrasonically produced OH radicals reportedly increased the leaching
of silver with thiourea [44].

The application of dual frequency ultrasound (20 and 40 kHz) for higher metal extraction has also
been examined [42]. When dual frequency ultrasound was applied, about 92% metal extraction was
observed as compared to 50% and 60% Cu recovery on the application of single frequency ultrasound
at 20 kHz and 40 kHz, respectively. The increase was attributed to the promotion of a desirable reaction,
faster bubble collapse, particle size reduction, a high amplitude of ultrasound, and even distribution
of the sonication intensity.

The application of ultrasound reportedly increased metal (Ni, Mo, V and Al) extraction from
spent catalyst [40]. For instance, compared to conventional leaching, sonication using citric acid
and sulfuric acid was found to be more effective in the selective extraction of Ni, Mo and V, with
minimal dissolution of alumina [40]. The impact of ultrasound and microwave was compared for
the selective leaching of Mo using NaOH [45]. Although microwave was found to be more effective,
ultrasound is deemed safer and more convenient. Nonetheless, research is ongoing to overcome
the challenges related to microwave exposure and process limitations, such as the limited depth of
microwave penetration, and non-uniform heating at a large scale [46].

Although both ultrasonic and hydrodynamic cavitation have been reported to increase uranium
extraction, application of ultrasound was found to be more energy efficient in increasing metal
extraction [14]. Nickel leaching in the presence of silver nitrate has also been reported to increase on
sonication [47]; the addition of silver nitrate enhanced Ni extraction due to the electrochemical effect,
and ultrasound further increased the oxidative leaching of nickel pyrite.

2.2.3. Sonochemical Leaching of Non-Metals

Sonication has been found beneficial for the leaching of non-metals. For instance, enhancement
in the dissolution or decomposition of rock phosphate has been reported on the application of
ultrasound [48–50]. Sonication also increased the rate of phosphate extraction using H2SO4, during
the initial phase of faster leaching generally observed in extraction [48]. The same phenomenon was
observed when HCl and HNO3 were used [49,50]. In these studies, the effect was attributed to an
increase in the collision of H+ with the crystal lattice. The effect of ultrasound is attributed mainly
to cavitation, microstreaming and instabilities produced due to the vibrating motion of particles.
Similarly, the improved extraction of alkali metal and decreased fouling of boilers have been observed
on ultrasonic washing of coal with water or a chemical reagent [51]. During cavitation, each collapsing
bubble can be considered a micro reactor in which temperatures of several thousand degrees and
pressures higher than one thousand atmospheres are created instantaneously [18]. Owing to these
conditions, ultrasound has been found promising in replacing the hydrodynamic and thermal effects
required in the chemical recovery of oil from sand [52].

2.3. Ultrasound in Biological Processes

Metabolites produced by microorganisms often play a role in metal extraction during
bioleaching. It is therefore important to understand the effect of ultrasound on biological
systems. Traditional applications of ultrasound include diagnostic imaging and the inactivation
of microorganisms. Ultrasound is widely used in medical imaging at higher frequencies without
cavitation. Since imaging depends on the reflected portion of ultrasound, higher frequencies (up to
15 MHz) which provide better image quality are used.
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2.3.1. Microbial Growth and Sonication

The use of high power ultrasound (at 20–100 kHz) for the inactivation of microbes has been
investigated since the 1960s. However, the application of ultrasound as a sole technique for the
inactivation of microbes has not been established [53]. Environmental factors such as ionic strength,
pressure, temperature and acid/base concentration affect the impact of sonication on microbial
activity [53–55]. In food processing, the inactivation of microbes with ultrasound is coupled with
heat and/or pressure [54]. The impact of ultrasound on the viability of bacteria has also been linked
to other factors, such as the type of microbes (Gram negative or Gram positive), and its shape (rod
or coccus) and size (big or small) [56–58]. A few studies have examined the effect of sonication
on bacterial viability and growth [58–61]. For instance, a study involving three bacteria, namely
Enterobacter aerogenes, Bacillus subtilis and Staphylococcus epidermidis found S. epidermidis (Gram positive,
coccus) to be more resistant to sonication due to the thick biopolymer capsule layer which minimized
mechanical damage [61], although another study did not find any relationship [59]. Another study
with Escherichia coli and Streptococcus mutans highlighted the importance of the chemical effect of
sonication (e.g., the formation of OH radicals) leading to bacterial inactivation [62].

Recently, ultrasound has also found applications in therapeutics, and in the enhancement of
enzymatic/microbial activity. The thermal, physical and mechanical effects of ultrasound have led to
numerous therapeutic applications over a broad frequency range of 0.02 to 20 MHz. These applications
are divided into ‘thermal and non-thermal’ or ‘low and high power’ applications [63,64]. A few
studies have highlighted the possible harmful effects of ultrasonic cavitation and have expressed
doubts over its therapeutic effects [65–67]. However, there are numerous widely adopted therapeutic
applications of ultrasound such as high-intensity focused ultrasound, lithotripsy, tissue healing, soft
tissue stimulation, cancer therapy, stimulation of immune response, sonophoresis, sonoporation, gene
therapy and bone healing [63,64,68–71].

2.3.2. Impact of Sonication on Biological Processes

Numerous studies have found that sonication shows positive effects in biological processes [72–79].
However, the coexistence of destructive and stimulating effects of sonication on microbial
growth/activity remains unclear [80]. Cholesterol oxidation by Rhodococcus erythropolis (Actinobacteria)
has been reported to increase on sonication in bursts of five seconds after every 10 min [79]. Changes in
permeability of cell membranes and improved stirring at microscopic and macroscopic levels are
responsible for increased activity [79,81,82]. Sometimes the results are due to the direct effect of
sonication rather than an enhancement in biological activity. However, when sonication period was
increased to 10 s, the cholesterol oxidation was comparatively smaller, which confirmed that the
increase in oxidation was due to increased biological activity.

Similarly, invertase-assisted hydrolysis has been reported to increase on sonication. On ultrasonic
treatment of more than 4 min, a release of invertase enzymes by the disruption of A. niger and an
increase of around 28% in activity was observed [74]. However, the sonication of extracellular enzymes
(only) in the system led to a reduction in activity due to its denaturation. This indicates that sonication
plays a role in the release of enzymes involved in hydrolysis.

2.3.3. Biological Systems and Frequency of Ultrasound

Sonication at lower frequencies is generally preferred when the mechanical effects of ultrasound
are necessary. An increase in biodegradation and sludge activity, resulting in enhanced waste water
treatment have been reported on sonication at 25 kHz [83,84]. Fermentation by the bacterium
Ecemothecium ashbyii reportedly increased at 24 kHz [85]. Other fermentation studies, such as
the formation of lovastatin by Aspergillus terreus have also reported an increase (by 28%) on low
power/intensity (957 W/m3) sonication at 24 kHz [77].
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Ultrasound at higher frequencies in aqueous systems enhances reactions via the formation of
free radicals [24,30,43,86,87]. Electron spin resonance studies have identified the development of free
radicals in biological media on sonication at 1 MHz [86]. Numerous proteins have been shown to be
susceptible to various modifications by free radicals, with effects such as altered molecular weight
due to aggregation/fragmentation, the formation of peroxides of proteins, and altered net electrical
charges [88,89]. Sonication at 100 kHz resulted in the nucleation of protein, with long-term irradiation
causing damage to the clusters in solution [90].

3. Sonobioleaching

The effect of ultrasound in bioleaching differs when applied in one step (where the bioleachable
waste is added together with the inoculum, or immediately after inoculation), and in two steps (where the
bioleachable waste is added only after a high cell count or metabolite concentration has been attained).

3.1. Sonication in One-Step Bioleaching

In one of the earliest sonobioleaching studies, ultrasound was applied in one-step bioleaching
of lateritic nickel ore with the fungus Aspergillus niger (A. niger) [91]. Ultrasound was applied to the
growth media, using a set-up similar to an ultrasonic bath, containing the ore and fungal spores.
Besides an increase in metal extraction, sonication also resulted in increased growth of the fungus.
The effect of ultrasound on bioleaching was compared at three frequencies (720, 43 and 20 kHz), and the
lower frequencies were found to be more effective. The duration of application (one time continuous
sonication) and intensity of ultrasound were varied (at 20 kHz). In bioleaching, where the reactions
are heterogeneous, the mechanical effects of ultrasound are critical. While high sonication intensity
provides the desired mechanical effects leading to higher metal extraction, this may be hazardous to
the microorganism. An optimum intensity (1.5 W/cm2) was found for A. niger bioleaching, above and
below which the effectiveness of ultrasound was lower.

In another sonobioleaching study aimed at maximizing nickel (Ni) leaching, ultrasound was
applied at 43 kHz and 1.5 W/cm2 to A. niger spores and nickel ore [92]. In one-step bioleaching, a
maximum 92% of Ni and 12.5% of Fe was extracted in 20 days. Ultrasound increased both the rate
and extent of leaching, with 95% of Ni leached in 14 days, along with higher selectivity (i.e., negligible
leaching of Fe). The decreased Fe leaching may be attributed to the oxidation of the dissolved Fe2+ to
Fe3+ on sonication, owing to the formation of free radicals and peroxide (as reported for the sonication
of aqueous solutions (as growth media, Equations (1)–(4))) [24,43,86].

A schematic representation of the experimental set-up used for the sonobioleaching study is
shown in Figure 4. An ultrasonic/signal generator is connected to a wattmeter for power measurement
and piezoelectric transducers are connected at the bottom of a water bath. Aluminum foil was
reportedly used at the bottom of the reaction vessel to act as a transmitter.

It is likely that, on the introduction of an additional layer of aluminum foil, transmission will be
reduced due to higher reflection and dissipation with the increased number of interfaces. The reduction
in intensity promoted bioleaching, since lower intensities have been reported to be favorable for
growth [60,80]. Reflectance (R) at water/glass and water/aluminum interface using Equation (5) [93]
and impedance (Z) [94] was also higher with aluminum foil.

R = (Z1 − Z2)2/(Z1 + Z2)2 (5)

The percentage reflection was calculated to be 63% and 71% for the water/glass and
water/aluminum interface, respectively.

Sonobioleaching increases microbial growth [11] as well as metabolite production. A higher rate
and extent of leaching have also been reported in other studies [11,92,95–97]. However, it must be
highlighted that some of the advantages are dependent on the system. For example, improvement in
leaching selectivity (over non-target metals) depends on the metals and the reactions taking place in
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the system [95]. Hence, reduced leaching of non-target metals is not a specific effect of ultrasound on
bioleaching or chemical leaching studies.
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3.2. Sonication in Two-Step Bioleaching and Spent Medium Leaching

To date, all sonobioleaching studies reported with A. niger involved either one-step bioleaching
and spent medium leaching. One-step bioleaching is detrimental to microbial culture growth since the
bioleachable waste is introduced together with the inoculum. Sonication further increases membrane
permeability of the microorganism, consequently reducing its selectivity and enhancing the toxic effect
of the metals to the microorganisms. Thus, the effect of ultrasound should be examined either in
two-step bioleaching (where the waste is added only after a high cell count or metabolite concentration
has been attained) or in spent medium leaching (where the microorganisms are removed/filtered prior
to addition of the waste).

Sonobioleaching studies with different metal wastes have been reported in two-step bioleaching
and spent medium leaching using A. niger [96,97]. In a study on the sonobioleaching of black shale,
ultrasound (at 40 kHz for 7 min per day) was applied during growth of the fungus (in two-step
bioleaching) and spent medium leaching [96]. A higher concentration of bioleaching metabolites was
obtained when ultrasound was applied during fungal growth. Leaching of heavy metals increased
initially and maximum extraction was achieved within 24 days when treated ultrasonically, which
was higher than extraction achieved over 36 days without sonication. Beyond 24 days, however, a
decrease in metal concentration was observed with sonication, probably due to precipitation as a
result of saturation of the leachate, or the activation of undesirable reactions (e.g., complexation).
Metal powders have also been reported to agglomerate on prolonged sonication due to fusion at high
temperature, thereby leading to reduced metal leaching [15].

Ultrasound-assisted leaching of hospital waste incinerator bottom ash using spent medium from
A. niger has been reported [97]. Ultrasound applied for 10 min at 40 kHz in the spent medium led to
an increase of about 20 mg/kg Al, 15 mg/kg Fe and 5 mg/kg Zn. Enhanced leaching was observed
as desirable reactions were promoted by ultrasound. A previous study on bioleaching of low grade
nickel ore reported a decrease in Fe leaching on sonication [92].

3.3. Sonobioleaching with Bacteria

To date, all sonobioleaching studies have been conducted and reported with the fungus A. niger.
Although fungal and bacterial bioleaching have been investigated [98], the effect of ultrasound on
these systems has not been compared. One study, which compared olivine ore bioleaching using
Paenibacillus mucilaginosus (a bacterium) and A. niger, found fungal bioleaching to be more efficient in
extraction. Unfortunately, the impact of ultrasound was examined only on the fungal bioleaching of
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olivine (i.e., bacterial sonobioleaching was not examined). On sonication, an increase from 9.9% to
15.7% was observed in Ni leaching over 17 days [99]. Other metals present in the ore (such as Mg, Al, Si
and Cr) increased marginally. Fe extraction, however, was reduced on sonication. Similar phenomena,
i.e., reduction in Fe extraction on sonication, have also been reported earlier in sonobioleaching
(A. niger) of nickel lateritic ore [92].

4. Future Directions in Sonobioleaching

Research studies on sonobioleaching in various systems are summarized in Table 1, with different
ultrasound frequencies (20, 43, 40 & 37 kHz) used. The frequency of ultrasound impacts the diameter
of the cavitation bubble, with low frequencies resulting in large diameter cavitation and higher
frequencies resulting in small diameter cavitation [100]. Thus, higher frequencies should be used for
smaller particles.

Table 1. A summary of bioleaching studies conducted with ultrasound.

Ore/Waste Bioleaching
Process Sonication Parameters Metal Extraction with US

(without US) References

Lateritic nickel ore One-step 30 min sonication of broth +
spores + ore, 20 kHz, 1.5 W/cm2

Ni: 95% (24.9%)
Fe: 0.2% (5%)

all 14 days
[91]

Lateritic nickel ore One-step 30 min sonication of broth +
spores + ore, 43 kHz, 1.5 W/cm2

Ni: 95%, 14 days (92%, 20 days)
Fe: ≈0%, 14 days
(12.5%, 20 days)

[92]

Lateritic nickel ore One-step 30 min sonication of broth +
spores + ore, 43 kHz, 1.5 W/cm2

Ni: 95%, 14 days (92%, 20 days)
Fe: ≈0%, 14 days
(12.5%, 20 days)

[95]

Black shale Two-step
7 min sonication, 40 kHz, during
15 days of growth and 36 days

of bioleaching

Cu: 92% (78.2%),
Zn: 87% (84.4%)
Co: 71% (68.2%)

over 24 days
Al: 92%, 24 days (76.7%, 36 days),
Fe: 83%, 21 days (77.0%, 33 days),

[96]

Hospital waste
incinerator bottom ash

Spent medium
leaching

10 min sonication of spent
medium + waste, 40 kHz, 18 days

of bioleaching

Increase of around 20 mg/kg Al,
15 mg/kg Fe and 5 mg/kg Zn on

sonication
[97]

Olivine ore Two-step
15 min sonication, 37 kHz,

0.2 W/cm2, during 7 days of
growth and 17 days of bioleaching

Ni: 15.7%, 17 days (9.9%, 17 days)
marginal increase in Mg, Al,

Si & Cr
[99]

Note: All the sonobioleaching studies have been conducted with A. niger using an ultrasonic bath set-up.

Bioleaching of secondary sources such as spent catalyst, fly ash, and mine tailings has been found
promising [9,101–105]. However, the effect of ultrasound has only been examined on bioleaching of
low grade ores and bottom ash. The mechanical effects of ultrasound, such as particle disintegration,
depend on the hardness characteristics of the solid, the solvent, and the intensity of ultrasound.
For some bioleachable wastes, grinding can be obviated when ultrasound is applied. However, there
is a limit on the smallest particle size obtained on sonication [15]. Similarly, a limit also exists on the
optimal particle size in bioleaching, since very small particles (<45 µm) are harmful to bioleaching
bacteria [106].

In sonobioleaching, ultrasound can be applied during the growth of the microorganism and/or
leaching (Table 1) [96,99]. When applied during growth, low intensity should be used, since positive
effects on bacterial growth have been observed [60,80]. The effect of ultrasound on growth should also
be explored while examining sonobioleaching with a new microorganism. However, the application of
ultrasound during growth is beneficial only when it is accompanied by an increase in the metabolites
responsible for leaching (as has been observed with A. niger). Where sonication does not enhance
microbial growth and/or metabolite production, the impact of higher intensity sonication in spent
medium leaching should be evaluated. The mechanical effects of cavitation may also augment
bioleaching with particle disintegration and mixing at the microscopic level. However, the effectiveness
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of ultrasound would also depend on factors such as the reactions involved, metabolites/reactants, the
physical characteristics of the substrate, as well as the pH of media and the solubility of the product.

The use of continuous ultrasound in the discontinuous mode in sonobioleaching (Table 1, 7–15 min
daily) has yielded favorable results. The application of pulsed sonication for some chemical processes
have also been examined. A study on the effects of power-modulated pulse on chemical degradation
processes has shown that compared to continuous sonication, a three-fold increase in the degradation
rate occurred with pulsed ultrasound [107]. Such an approach should also be examined for bioleaching
systems, especially during the leaching stage.

Scale-Up Prospects

In the past, the application of ultrasound on a large scale typically showed a low efficiency
in conversion from electrical energy to acoustic energy [107]. However, with modern piezoelectric
transducers, energy conversion efficiency has considerably increased. This has been attributed to the
reduction in the dissipation of electrical power as heat and noise, so that large scale sonication may
achieve an efficiency of around 80% [100,108]. Ultrasound has also found commercial applications in
the food industry in a broad range of areas such as extraction, emulsification, crystallization, separation,
viscosity alteration, defoaming, extrusion, microbial disinfection and cleaning [108]. This has been
attributed to advantages such as improved efficiency, fast processing, easy installation, and low
maintenance [108].

For large scale applications in a batch or continuous process, either a probe or a bath may be
used [109,110], while for laboratory scale sonobioleaching studies, a bath reactor is likely to be preferred.
Although various bath reactors may be used for sonobioleaching (e.g., standard ultrasonic bath, or a
batch reactor with an external transducer or a reactor with a submersible transducer [109]), there are
concerns for the cost of applications. Indeed, low cost is one of the advantages of bioleaching over
other leaching processes. Energy efficiency related to sonication is comparable to other unit operations,
such as homogenization, milling, and heat shock [108]. Sonication in leaching has been found to be as
energy efficient as stirring [28,40,111]. For systems which involve the bioleaching of metals of high
economic value (e.g., precious metals), the economics of the use of an ultrasound system are likely to
be favorable.

Prior to scaling up, it is important to understand the relative importance and role of chemical
or physical effects in sonication. If particle degradation is the only critical effect of ultrasound, the
solids can be sonicated before being placed in a conventional reactor [91,92,95]. However, if the other
physical effects of ultrasound are important, such as the enhanced rate of mass transfer and/or surface
renewal, then sonication would be required over the course of the reaction [15,96,97]. As illustrated in
Figure 5, numerous factors need to be considered in the scale-up of an ultrasound-assisted process.
The effect of ultrasound on a sonobioleaching process depends on various factors, including the type of
microorganisms, solid particles, fluid properties, dissolved gases and reaction kinetics. The selection of
a suitable reactor type is also essential to the study. For instance, an ultrasonic bath would likely yield
different results depending on the location of the transducers (i.e., either at the bottom or on the sides
of the reactor). Sonobioleaching studies have thus far used the former setup (Figure 4); the second
configuration has not been explored. Transducers on the sides of the reactor may also lead to standing
wave formation, which has been found effective in certain applications such as sonoporation [112].
In addition to the characteristics of the reaction mixture and the kinetics of the reaction, knowledge of
the optimum system and ultrasonic conditions [15] such as the ambient reaction temperature, pressure,
frequency, dissipated power, ultrasonic field, and their interactions is also essential.
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5. Conclusions

The application of ultrasound in increasing the rate of chemical reactions, such as in chemical
leaching, is widely accepted. In comparison, its application in biological processes has been limited.
To date, virtually all sonobioleaching research has been reported with one microorganism, A. niger,
although it has been observed that the mechanical and sonochemical effects of ultrasound increase the
rate and extent of bioleaching. Since an increase in membrane permeability on sonication would lead
to increased cell toxicity, ultrasound is more likely to enhance metal extraction in two-step bioleaching
and spent medium leaching. Although sonobioleaching scale-up is the next obvious step following the
reported increase in extraction, the economic feasibility of the system remains to be evaluated.
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