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Abstract: Flotation-introduced nanobubbles were expected to be an efficient and economical method
to recover fine muscovite. This study aimed to explore the mechanism of the change appearing in
flotation after introducing nanobubbles through micro-flotation, particle vision and measurement,
flotation kinetics, and induction time measurement. The results of micro-flotation, which respectively
feed muscovite or muscovite pretreated with nanobubbles in different concentrations of dodecylamine
(DDA), were fitted with four flotation kinetic models using Origin. Different methods were used
to examine how the introduction of nanobubbles affected the flotation process. The results showed
that nanobubbles improved both the flotation rate and recovery of muscovite. Nanobubbles played
different roles in different stirring intensities. At low stirring intensity, nanobubbles did not perform
well. In suitable stirring intensity, nanobubbles helped particles aggregate and improved the collision
probability between bubbles and minerals. However, at high stirring intensity, shear forces caused by
ultra-high fluid velocities could disrupt particle aggregation.

Keywords: nanobubbles; fine particle flotation; muscovite; flotation kinetics; stirring intensity

1. Introduction

Muscovite has recently become increasingly important and popular due to its extensive
applicability in the paint, construction, cosmetic, electrical insulation material, and chemical
industries. Muscovite mineral resources are abundant and widely distributed in non-metal
deposits and tailings of metal ore [1-3]. However, the amount of sheet muscovite, which
is a high-quality, easily processed ore, sharply declined due to over-exploitation in recent
years [4,5]. Thus, the increasing demand for muscovite has promoted the development
of flotation technology, which allowed the exploitation of the vast low-grade muscovite
deposits and previously uneconomic tailing to treat [6]. Fine muscovite minerals are deeply
processed to replace sheet muscovite and are widely used in many fields, especially in the
coating and cosmetics industries [7-9]. Coarse muscovite particles are used as car paint
admixtures, and fine muscovite is used to make cosmetics such as facial creams and eye
shadow [10,11]. Now, the particle size of ore feed to flotation has become finer and finer;
therefore, further exploring of more efficient fine-grained muscovite separation technology
is particularly important [12].

Recently, numerous experiments have been conducted to explore more efficient collec-
tors or optimize collector mixtures in the fine muscovite flotation process [13,14]. Molecular
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dynamics is popularly used to study the adsorption mechanism of reagents on mineral
surfaces, which is critical information for understanding the properties of new reagents or
collector mixtures [15]. For instance, Cheng et al. [16] demonstrated that DOPA and TOPA
have substantially better collectivity performance than dodecylamine (DDA). Further anal-
ysis through molecular dynamics revealed that the van der Waals force between -NH, of
DOPA or TOPA and the O atom of water makes the minerals exhibit better hydrophobicity.
However, these new collectors with higher performance do not solve the problem of high
reagent consumption caused by fine-grained muscovite flotation. It is worth noting that
fine particle flotation faces many challenges, and current research suggests two promis-
ing approaches to improve its efficiency [17-19]. Firstly, reducing the size of flotation
bubbles can significantly increase the collision probability with fine particles, leading to
more efficient adhesion. Secondly, increasing the number of fine particles can also improve
adhesion by increasing the apparent particle size of minerals and, hence, the probability of
collision with bubbles [20]. Researchers have made the exciting discovery that nanobubbles
can remain stable on the surface of particles, promoting agglomeration between them.
This unique property of nanobubbles provides a significant advantage for the flotation of
fine-grained minerals [21]. Indeed, nanobubble flotation is fast becoming a popular method
for fine particle flotation. Its cost-effectiveness and potential to improve mineral processing
efficiency make it a promising solution for the industry. With more people turning their
attention to this innovative technique, it is clear that nanobubble flotation is regarded as a
game-changing breakthrough [22].

Flotation kinetics is a crucial tool in assessing flotation behavior and optimizing the
flotation process [23]. Researchers have proposed effective flotation kinetic models to simu-
late mineral flotation behavior and improve the mineral separation index. However, there
have been few studies on the effects of introducing nanobubbles on muscovite flotation
kinetics. As the flotation rate depends on the probability of collection, which is regulated
by particle size and bubble size, different particle-size minerals may lead to different kinet-
ics [24]. Nanobubble pretreatment can agglomerate fine muscovite particles and increase
their apparent size. Therefore, to better understand the mechanism of nanobubble flotation
and unlock its potential for improved mineral processing efficiency, it is essential to discuss
the influence of flotation kinetics.

In this research, nanobubble technology is employed as a pretreatment strategy for
fine muscovite, which is the ore feed of micro-flotation. This study conducted compar-
ative flotation experiments with and without nanobubbles and employed four flotation
kinetic models to analyze the data. Additionally, the influence mechanism of nanobubbles
in different DDA concentrations and stirring intensities was investigated by measuring
induced time and particle vision and measurement (PVM). This study provides insights
into the effect of the nanobubbles on fine muscovite flotation kinetics and contributes to the
increase in the fine muscovite flotation recovery values by adjusting flotation conditions.

2. Experimental Procedure
2.1. Sample and Reagents

The high-quality raw muscovite sample used in this study was obtained from Henan
Province, China. The X-ray Fluorescence analysis results of raw ore listed in Table 1 indicate
that the purity (93.25%) of the sample meets the requirement of pure mineral flotation. Pure
muscovite samples were ground in a ceramic-lined ball mill for 1.5 h and then classified
using wet sieving, settled, and dried. Finally, the mineral sample (D90 = 17.38 um) used for
micro-flotation was obtained. The particle size characteristic curve of the sample is shown
in Figure 1.

Table 1. Analysis results for the chemical composition of the raw ore/%.

SiOz A1203 Kzo NaZO Fe203 COZ
43.614 359 8.36 0.653 3.926 4.523
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Figure 1. Particle size distribution curve of the final sample.

The cationic surfactant DDA with an analytical purity of 99.9% was purchased from
Shanghai Aladdin Biochemical Technology Co., Ltd, which is located in Shanghai, China.
The DDA was used as a collector in micro-flotation. NaOH and H;SOy, purchased from
China National Pharmaceutical Group Corporation, were prepared into a 1% solution to
adjust the slurry pH.

2.2. Nanobubbles (NBs)

The experiment involved using nanobubble water, generated from a nanobubble
generator purchased from Yunnan Xiazhichun Company in Kunming, Yunnan province,
China. The generator comprises an inlet and outlet, barometer, and box and utilizes a
combination of mechanical stirring and ultrasonic cavitation to thoroughly mix the gas
and liquid phases [25]. This ultimately results in the production of an aqueous solution
that is rich in nanobubbles, with sizes ranging from 200 nm to 4 pm. A detailed schematic
diagram of the nanobubble-generating device is provided in Figure 2, which highlights the
specific components and their functions in the process.

host
air inlet 4 NBs generator
water inlet—-l N
=Ta ; + fe,
'“‘ A= ] e l :
| T water outlet — N

l—Ultraﬁne nozzle

Figure 2. Schematic diagram of nanobubble-generating device.
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To generate nanobubble water, ultra-pure water should be injected into the water inlet
pipe with a filter hood until the water tank is filled, and the water outlet pipe with an ultra-
pure water nozzle is discharged [26]. Afterward, the water inlet pipe should be inserted into
the bucket with ultra-pure water, and the power supply should be switched on to start the
nanobubbles generator. During operation, the ultra-pure water is drawn through the water inlet
pipe, while air is sucked into the machine through the air inlet. The airflow is monitored using
the flow meter control connected to the air intake. Nanobubble water is then ejected using the
ultra-micro nozzle and collected with a clean beaker. The newly collected nanobubble water
has a milky-white appearance. To ensure the stability of the nanobubble aqueous solution, all
nanobubble aqueous solutions should be readily available. Finally, the prepared nanobubble
aqueous solution can be analyzed using Zeta sizer Nano ZS 90 to determine the bubble particle
size distribution in the solution, as shown in Figure 3. The Zeta sizer Nano ZS 90 was purchased
from Malvern Panalytical in Shanghai, China.

10
9_

8t

Volume\ %
T

10 100 1, 000 10, 000
Bubble diameter/ nm

Figure 3. Bubble size distribution.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Micro-Flotation

As shown in Figure 4a, batch bubble scraping micro-flotation experiments were
conducted using an XFGC hanging trough flotation machine, which was purchased from
Jilin Prospecting Machinery Factory located in Jilin province, China. The experiment of
micro-flotation was divided into the following four procedures (Figure 4b): (I) put 2 g of
muscovite pure mineral in a 50 mL flotation tank, set the impeller speed at 1800 rpm, and
stir for 3 min to ensure that the sample is fully dispersed in the slurry; (II) use HCI and
NaOH to adjust the pH of slurry within 2 min; (III) add DDA, adjust pH, and stir for 2 min;
(IV) turn on the air pump, scrape and bubble for 3 min, filter the concentrate and tailings,
dry and weigh them, and calculate the flotation recovery of muscovite. For enhanced
flotation by nanobubbles, the muscovite ore sample was first added to nanobubble water
generated using the ultrafine rice bubble generator and stirred for two minutes. The
subsequent steps were the same as the flotation process above. In this case, nanobubble
water was used as supplementary water for flotation.

Figure 4c illustrates the essential flow chart for the batch bubble scraping test, a critical
process that requires precision and accuracy. It is important to strictly control the scraping
frequency and replace the beaker for collecting concentrate every 30 s to ensure reliable
results. After 180 s, the collected concentrates and tailings were extracted and dried, and
the cumulative recovery was calculated, which is crucial for obtaining accurate data.
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Figure 4. (a) XFGC hanging trough flotation machine (Jilin Prospecting Machinery Factory); (b) Flow
chart of micro-flotation; (c) Flow chart of batches scraping.

2.3.2. Flotation Kinetics

Four different flotation kinetic models were applied to fit the cumulative experimental
recoveries of fine-grained muscovite with defined flotation times [27,28], as listed in Table 2.
The flotation kinetic parameters, including the flotation rate constant (k) and the cumulative
limit recovery rate (¢«), as well as the four flotation kinetic formulas, were input into
the Origin statistical analysis module for nonlinear analysis of the flotation data. To
assess the applicability of the models, the correlation coefficient (R?) was determined
using the Origin software (2021 version), providing a robust measure of the model’s
suitability for the experimental data. The Origin statistical analysis module can form
linear operations, nonlinear minimization, curve fitting, quadratic programming, and
multi-objective programming and is a widely used data analysis software.

Table 2. Details of the flotation kinetic models used in this study.

No. Model Formula

€= €oo [1 — e_kt}

1 Classical first-order model

First-order model with the rectangular

_ 1 —kt
2 distribution of floatabilities €= foo {1 Tkt [1 ¢ } }
3 Second-order kinetic model e = ﬁojkit
4 Second-order model with the rectangular

_ 1
distribution of floatabilities €= foo {1 Tkt (In(1 + kt)] }

Note: t—flotation time; e—experimental recovery; e.c—cumulative ultimate recovery; k—flotation rate constant.

2.3.3. Particle Vision and Measurement (PVM)

The behavior of nanobubbles and mineral particles was observed using the in-situ particle
vision and measurement (PVM) system [29]. 2 g sample was placed into a 100 mL breaker,
and the volume of suspension was fixed at 50 mL to ensure that the slurry concentration was
consistent with flotation. The probe with a high-resolution camera attached to the PVM was
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then submerged under the slurry, and the height of the iron stand was adjusted to ensure that
the probe was located in the center of the slurry. Magnetic stirrers were employed to replace the
stirring rods of flotation machines to simulate the slurry morphology under varying stirring
strengths. The magnetic stirrer speed was varied at 1000 r/min, 1500 r/min, 2000 r/min, and
2500 r/min, respectively, while the PVM probe captured images of the nanobubbles and mineral
particles every 0.2 s continuously. The breaker and PVM probe were washed with deionized
water, followed by ethanol, and then dried in air after each measurement.

2.3.4. Induction Time Measurement

The induction time between the muscovite flakes and the bubble was measured using a
2015EZ induction timer [30] from China University of Mining and Technology, Jiangsu. This
study used two methods to measure the induction time of muscovite. One was to directly add
DDA into the test sample tank and test the induction time of muscovite flakes under different
solution pH; the other was to pre-place muscovite flakes in DDA solution (20 mg/L) for 30 min
and test the induction time of muscovite pieces under different pH of solution. Nanobubble
water was added directly to the sample tank instead of deionized water, and the muscovite mica
pieces were placed at the bottom of the sample tank for 3 min, and then the induction time of the
muscovite mica pieces was measured. A trapped bubble of approximately 1.3 mm in diameter
was generated and fixed at the end of the bubble tube. The muscovite piece was placed at the
bottom of the transparent sample cell, and the initial distance between the bubbles and the
muscovite piece was set to 0.35 mm. The speed of bubbles approaching and exiting the particle
bed was maintained at 2.23 cm/s. As shown in Figure 5, the bubbles remain in contact with the
particle bed for a given contact time. Each experiment was repeated at specific contact times to
obtain ten observations at different locations on the particle bed, and the number of observations
leading to attachment was counted using a charge-coupled device (CCD) camera. To establish
a distribution of induction times (seconds), the contact time is then varied by adjusting the
pulse frequency. The measureds value is the time at which five out of ten observations result in
bubble-particle attachment.

Channel I Camera I Location l Z-Position  Timing | Data I

Time to approach (ms)  Time to retract (ms)

E o]
Half Width (ms) Amplitude (0-5 V)
4220 oz.00

% 2.0-|

=
§ 1.5-]

i
O 1.0+

Displacement (Volt)

i

Figure 5. Bubble-particle attachment picture.
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3. Results and Discussion

In the process of flotation, the study of flotation kinetics played a vital role in quan-
tifying the influence of various conditions on flotation. It could be seen from the above
conditional flotation test that the change in collector concentration, impeller speed, and
the pretreatment of a nanobubble aqueous solution would lead to a change in the flotation
recovery rate of fine muscovite. In order to determine the most suitable dynamic model for
describing the flotation of fine muscovite and find out the change rule of the flotation rate
constant itself and with various flotation factors, this section carries out the batch bubble
scraping test on the flotation of fine muscovite minerals of —20 um and uses four classical
flotation kinetics models to carry out the fitting analysis of the test data.

3.1. Flotation Kinetics at Different DDA Concentrations with and without NBs

The present study investigated the effect of introducing nanobubbles on the recovery
trends of fine muscovite over time, before and after nanobubbles intensification, in different
concentrations of DDA. Figure 6 shows the recovery trend of muscovite before and after
treatment with nanobubbles at four different DDA concentrations over time, along with
their flotation kinetic fitting curves. Table 3 shows all the parameters of the flotation kinetic
fitting curve. The investigation involved fitting four dynamic models to the flotation
kinetics data before and after introducing nanobubbles. The results showed that the
flotation rate of fine muscovite improved after nanobubbles pretreatment, as evidenced by
the increased recovery from 30.85% to 38.92% for a DDA dosage of 5 mg/L. The flotation
rate after strengthening did not reach the end of the flotation, while the flotation rate
before strengthening had already reached the end of the flotation. The fitting results of
flotation kinetics suggested that model 4 had the best-fitting effect after pretreatment.
In contrast, model 1 had the best-fitting effect before pretreatment, indicating that the
flotation rate of fine muscovite was improved after pretreatment. Furthermore, it was
observed that the flotation effect of fine muscovite was greatly enhanced after nanobubbles
were introduced for a DDA dosage of 10 mg/L. In this case, model 2 had high goodness
of fit after introducing nanobubbles, while model 1 had the best goodness of fit before
strengthening. Similarly, for a DDA dosage of 15 mg/L, the flotation rate was significantly
improved under high agent concentration after nanobubble treatment. The fitting results
showed that model 4 was suitable for the fitting after nanobubble enhancement, with
the goodness of fit being the best, while model 1 still had the best goodness of fit for the
flotation results before intensification. Finally, for a DDA dosage of 20 mg/L, the time to
reach the flotation endpoint after nanobubble strengthening was almost the same as before
without strengthening. This suggested that chemicals already dominated the flotation
behavior. The kinetic fitting results indicated that model 1 had the highest fitting goodness
before and after nanobubble strengthening.

It was necessary to note that by fitting the flotation kinetics of different collector
dosages, the classical primary flotation kinetics model was found to be the best fit for the
flotation of fine muscovite using DDA as the collector. The results showed that increasing
the dosage of DDA greatly improved the flotation rate and reagent utilization efficiency,
with the flotation kinetic constant gradually increasing at dosages of 5 mg/L, 10 mg/L,
and 15 mg/L. However, when the dosage of DDA reached 20 mg/L, the k value began
to decline, indicating that the benefit of increasing the dosage of DDA to improve the
recovery effect of fine muscovite was reduced. The fitting results also showed that the
introduction of nanobubbles enhanced the flotation of fine muscovite. Furthermore, the
best-fitting model of nanobubbles was found to be different from that before strengthening.
Overall, the fitting of the flotation kinetics equation revealed that the classical primary
flotation kinetics model is suitable for describing the flotation process of fine muscovite
using DDA as the collector. Finally, it was observed that the flotation effect of DDA was
greatly improved by the introduction of nanobubbles.
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Figure 6. Recovery-time profile in different DDA concentrations with and without NBs (DDA: 5 mg/L,
10 mg/L, 15 mg/L, 20 mg/L); fitting results in different DDA concentrations with and without NBs
(DDA:5mg/L, 10 mg/L, 15 mg/L, 20 mg/L).
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Table 3. Fitting values of flotation kinetic parameters of four models at different DDA concentrations
with and without NBs (DDA: 5 mg/L, 10 mg/L, 15 mg/L, 20 mg/L).

Dosage Condition = Parameter Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

R2 0.977 0.985 0.991 0.993

With NBs k 0.0156 0.0286 0.0275 0.0268

5mg/L £oo 38.922 45.613 51.632 58.710
DDA Witk R2 0.995 0.991 0.981 0.993
ll\tIBOUt k 0.0213 0.0416 0.000585 0.0452

s €oo 30.85 35.21 38.44 4253

R2 0.998 0.999 0.998 0.997

With NBs k 0.01568 0.0249 0.0137 0.0219

10 mg/L £oo 63.39 75.34 86.75 99.84
DDA With R2 0.992 0.981 0.000801 0.979
ll\tIBout k 0.03094 0.0658 0.000585 0.0882
s £oo 42.43 46.99 49.52 0.0882

R2 0.984 0.991 0.988 0.985

With NBs k 0.0256 0.0512 0.0336 0.0608

15mg/L Eoo 71.187 80.325 86.21 94.05
DDA Witk R2 0.980 0.959 0.935 0919
Il\tIBOUt k 0.0331 0.0702 0.000574 0.0999

s £oo 0.0331 73.10 76.42 81.49

R2 0.998 0.988 0.971 0.959
With NBs k 0.0313 0.0656 0.0429 0.089

20 mg/L £oo 80.134 88.92 93.44 100.11
DDA With R2 0.959 0917 0.882 0.861
;Bout k 0.0316 0.0654 0.000465 0.0903

s £oo 74.34 82.64 86.68 92.79

3.2. Flotation Kinetics at Different Stirring Intensities with and without NBs

The findings of this study are presented in Figure 7, which illustrates the trend of
muscovite recovery rate with time under varying impeller speeds, along with their corre-
sponding flotation kinetics fitting curves. Table 4 provides all the parameters of the flotation
kinetics curve. The results showed that when the impeller speed was set at 1000 r/min,
model 1 had the highest goodness of fit, and the flotation process was still ongoing at 180 s
due to the slow rotation speed of the impeller. As time progresses, the flotation rate of the
ore particles decreases, and at some point, no further flotation is possible due to the agent
dosage limit. The flotation recovery rate after nanobubble enhancement was lower than
that without pretreatment, perhaps because the nanobubbles promoted particle agglomera-
tion, leading to a decrease in the flotation recovery rate when the bubbles’ ability to carry
mineral particles was limited. At an impeller speed of 1500 r/min, the flotation recovery
rate of fine muscovite remained constant before and after nanobubbles pretreatment, with
model 1 having the highest goodness of fit. At 2000 r/min, the nanobubbles’ strengthening
effect became evident, indicating that nanobubbles can enhance flotation kinetics when the
slurry speed or the amount of bubbles reaches a certain threshold. When the impeller speed
was increased to 2500 r/min, the strengthening effect of nanobubbles was insignificant due
to the shear force of the slurry, causing the agglomerated particles to disperse.
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Figure 7. Recovery-time profile in different stirring intensity with and without NBs (1000 r/min,
1500 r/min, 2000 r/min, 2500 r/min); fitting results in different stirring intensity with and without
NBs (1000 r/min, 1500 r/min, 2000 r/min, 2500 r/min).

The investigation of the effect of nanobubbles on the recovery trends of fine muscovite
over time, before and after nanobubbles intensification, at different stirring intensities revealed
important insights into the application of nanobubbles in flotation. By fitting the flotation kinetic
equations of different flotation machine impeller speeds, it was concluded that the optimal
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flotation kinetic model remains the same regardless of whether it is enhanced using nanobubbles
or not. The classic first-order flotation kinetic model has been found to have the best-fitting
goodness. The observed increase in the flotation kinetic constant k value representing the
flotation rate with increasing impeller speed indicated that the flotation rate of fine-grained
muscovite could be significantly improved when the flotation machine rotates at a higher
speed. The strengthening effect of nanobubbles was not significant at lower or higher speeds,
and the impeller speed had a significant impact on the strengthening effect of nanobubbles.
It has been found that the classic first-order flotation kinetic model is suitable for describing
the flotation process of fine-grained muscovite at different rotational speeds. The k value
showed that the continuous increase in the flotation machine impeller speed would increase
the flotation rate constant, but the final flotation recovery rate would begin to decrease at
2500 r/min. The interaction between nanobubbles and slurry flow rate could be further studied
to better understand the application of nanobubbles in flotation, which has the potential to
optimize the process design. These findings provided valuable insights into the potential of
nanobubble-aided flotation in the recovery of fine muscovite and highlighted the importance of
understanding the underlying mechanisms to improve the efficiency of the flotation.

Table 4. Fitting values of flotation kinetic parameters of four models in different stirring intensities
with and without NBs (1000 r/min, 1500 r/min, 2000 r/min, 2500 r/min).

Speed Condition  Parameter Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

R2 0.992 0.983 0.985 0.986

With NBs k 0.00718 0.0118 0.0453 0.00846

1000 £/mmin £oo 71.43 88.38 109.75 132.31
Witk R2 0.998 0.995 0.994 0.997

;\tIBout k 0.0088 0.0145 0.0000527 0.0105

s £oo 76.75 94.86 117.02 140.45
R2 0.998 0.994 0.987 0.983

With NBs k 0.01717 0.0311 0.01489 0.02959

1500 ¢/min £o 79.316 92.99 104.68 118.61
With R2 0.99 0.976 0.961 0.951

ll\tIBom k 0.02342 0.04522 0.000268 0.05116

s £oo 75.62 86.26 93.35 102.67
R2 0.998 0.988 0.971 0.959

With NBs k 0.0313 0.0656 0.0429 0.0896

2000 1/ min £oo 80.134 88.92 93.44 100.11
Witk R2 0.959 0917 0.882 0.861

ll\tIBout k 0.0316 0.0654 0.000465 0.0903
s £oo 7434 82.64 86.68 92.79
R2 0.990 0.985 0.989 0.983

With NBs k 0.02953 0.0617 0.0459 0.08136

2500 ¢ /min £oo 68.482 76.196 80.465 86.568
With R2 0.999 0.988 0.97 0.958

ll\tIBOUt k 0.0363 0.07995 0.000673 0.12175
s €oo 67.51 73.93 76.72 81.19

3.3. Behavior of Bubbles and Particles at Different Stirring Intensities with and without NBs

The results of the flotation behavior of nanobubbles and muscovite particles at different
stirring speeds are presented in Figure 8. At a low stirring speed (1000 r/min), a thick
deposit of muscovite appeared at the bottom of the beaker, as shown in Figure 8. The
observations revealed that the incomplete distribution of muscovite mineral particles in
the slurry led to reduced interaction between the particles and collector, resulting in a
decreased hydrophobicity of the surface of mineral particles and a reduced probability of
adhesion to bubbles. Additionally, the excessive adhesion of mineral particles to bubbles
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and the formation of a thick sediment layer led to bubble overload, further reducing the
muscovite recovery rate at low rotation speeds. As the stirring speed was increased to
1500 r/min, the muscovite particles pretreated with nanobubbles began to agglomerate and
suspend in the slurry, possibly due to the promotion of nanobubbles [31]. However, even
at 1500 r/min, a thick layer of muscovite was still deposited at the bottom of the beaker,
suggesting that the nanobubble-enhanced flotation effect was insignificant at this speed.
At 2000 r/min, a significant difference was observed between muscovite pretreated with
nanobubbles and untreated muscovite, indicating that the stirring speed has reached an
optimal level for the nanobubble-enhanced flotation recovery of muscovite ore particles.
The well-defined mineral zone around a large number of bubbles that appeared and rose
in the muscovite treated with micro-nanobubbles might be attributed to the promotion
of agglomeration of mineral particles and the merger of bubbles by nanobubbles. This
observation was consistent with the analysis results of the flotation kinetics fitting curve.
At 2500 r/min, despite the presence of more nanobubbles in the pretreated muscovite
slurry, mineral particles became highly dispersed due to the high shear force generated
by the excessively high rotational speed. As a result, the agglomerated muscovite mineral
particles bridged by micro-nanobubbles and the large bubbles produced by the merger
of bubbles were broken up, thereby reducing the nanobubbles’ strengthening effect. The
observation of bubbles deformed by the high flow rates further confirmed the influence of
shear force on the flotation behavior of muscovite particles treated with nanobubbles.

.

.-

; Overload of bubbl
yerload of bubble \?rm of bubble

‘IIF]nmmg uanobiuhblcs Tl iy reebabbles
»

Sedimentary minerals Sedimentary minerals

Bubbles deformed by stretched. .

N

" Minerals

x
Nanobubbles

Nanobubble Pretreat Without Nanobubble

Figure 8. Images of bubble and particle behaviors at different stirring intensities with and without NBs.
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3.4. Effect of Nanobubbles and DDA on Muscovite Induction Time

Figure 9 illustrates the results of the induction time measurements of muscovite flakes
under different conditions. It is worth noting that the upper limit of the measurement time
of the 2015EZ induction timer was 18,000 ms, and the contact time between the bubbles
and the muscovite flakes was set to 18,000 ms [32]. Ten attempts were made to contact the
bubbles with the mica sheets in a deionized environment. As a result, none of the bubbles
adhered to the muscovite flakes. Even after pretreating the muscovite flakes with nanobub-
ble water, the bubbles still could not adhere to the muscovite flakes, which indicated that the
natural hydrophobicity of natural muscovite was weak, making it challenging for bubbles
to adhere to the surface of muscovite. However, upon adding 20 mg/LDDA to the sample
tank, the induction time of muscovite flakes decreased significantly, reaching the shortest
time of 400 ms at pH = 4, gradually increasing as the pH of the solution increased. This
phenomenon could be attributed to the electrostatic adsorption of DDA on the surface of
muscovite. DDA was a cation collector, and its influential ionized cationic groups displayed
an apparent regularity with the pH of the solution, appearing around the solution pH = 4
and reaching the highest level of effective group concentration of cations [33-35]. This
phenomenon was previously reported by Ren et al. [36—40]. When the experimental sample
was replaced with DDA-pretreated muscovite flakes, the induction time fluctuated around
400 ms with the pH of the solution, with a fluctuation range of £20 ms, further verifying
the above conclusion. After adding DDA and treating the muscovite flakes in the sample
pool with nanobubble water for 3 min, the induction time of the muscovite flakes also
decreased. This may be attributed to the nanobubbles pre-adsorbed on the muscovite flakes
interacting with DDA. On the surface of muscovite, when the bubbles generated with the
induction timer descend, they first come into contact with the nanobubbles adhering to the
surface of muscovite and then merge with the bubbles, thereby increasing the adhesion
probability of the bubbles and reducing the induction time of the muscovite flakes.

900 - | —m— muscovite+DDA n
I |—®— muscovite+tDDA+NBs /
800 = | —a— pre-muscovite+DDA "

700 [ |—v— pre-muscovite+tDDA+NBs /.

w
E |
< 600 | e
£ o
-
500 |-
= =
3]
9 r A A
Z a0 | \:K A A . A
=
o)

- /.
300 |- -
200
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100 7

Figure 9. Induction time test results of muscovite flakes (pre-muscovite; muscovite flakes soaked in
DDA solution for 30 min).
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4. Conclusions

Most fine muscovite flotation studies usually ignore the effect of the basic variables of
the flotation process. This study proposed to explore the influence of the basic variables
essential for every flotation—agent concentration and stirring speed—on the flotation effect
of nanobubble-enhanced fine-grained muscovite. The conclusions drawn are as follows:

1. The classical first-order kinetic model was consistent with the flotation of fine-grained
muscovite under DDA as the collector. The flotation kinetic constant first increased
and then decreased with the increase in the amount of DDA. After nanobubble
strengthening, the optimal kinetic model was no longer a first-order kinetic model at
low agent concentrations. Under different impeller speed conditions, regardless of
whether nanobubbles enhanced it, the classic first-order kinetic model was the optimal
model. At this time, the flotation kinetic constant k increases with the increase in speed,
but the maximum flotation recovery rate eco reaches the maximum at 2000 r/min.

2. This study showed that the speed of the impeller was crucial in determining the
flotation recovery rate of fine-grained muscovite. The findings indicated that the
recovery rate increased as the impeller speed increased, but only up to a specific
point. When the speed exceeded 2000 r/min, the recovery rate started to decline. This
study also revealed that at lower speeds, the impeller’s turbulent flow field was not
strong enough to disperse the mineral particles in the slurry. However, the addition
of nanobubbles caused the particles to agglomerate. At 2000 r/min, a well-defined
mineral zone around a large number of bubbles was observed, but the large bubbles
were stretched and deformed by the high speed’s shear force. At 2500 r/min, the
shear force broke up the mineral particles agglomerated by the micro-nano bubbles
and weakened the effect of nanobubbles on the flotation of fine-grained muscovite.

3. The experimental results obtained from the induction time test indicated that the
potential mechanism underlying the reinforcement of fine-grained muscovite with
nanobubbles involved pre-adsorption of the bubbles onto the hydrophobic surface
subsequent to their interaction with DDA. The behavior of nanobubbles and agents
enhanced the probability of adhesion between large bubbles and mineral particles,
resulting in a reduction in the induction time of muscovite. Such findings held
significant implications for the development of efficient flotation strategies for fine-
grained muscovite ores.
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