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ABSTRACT: The application of scandium (Sc) is hindered by
insuﬃcient supply. The majority of the world Sc supply is sourced
from industrial byproducts, where Sc needs to be separated from
other components. Phosphate precipitation is an eﬀective separation
and puriﬁcation method to harvest dissolved Sc ions from acidic
leachate solutions; however the obtained Sc phosphate currently has
no direct application. To this end, a solid-state conversion route of Sc
phosphate to oxide was investigated by using ﬁve diﬀerent sodium
compounds, as sodium forms very stable phosphate compounds. The
thermal conversion (up to 1000 °C) of Sc phosphate with high
melting point sodium compounds (sodium sulfate, carbonate, and
chloride) yielded a stable mixed sodium−scandium phosphate phase
with a formula of Na3Sc2(PO4)3. The thermal conversion with lower
melting point sodium compounds (sodium hydroxide and nitrate)
resulted in the separation of Sc from phosphate moieties, forming respectively Sc oxides (NaScO2 or Sc2O3) and sodium
phosphate. In situ high temperature X-ray diﬀraction, diﬀerential scanning calorimetry (DSC), and thermogravimetry (TGA)
were employed to investigate the solid-state conversion process by sodium nitrate. Slower heating rate (120 °C/h) and the
evolution of oxygen gas (as a result of sodium nitrate decomposition) favored the formation of Sc2O3 phase over NaScO2 phase,
and the conversion reaction was completed at 670 °C. The conversion process was further explored as a puriﬁcation step toward
Sc-containing mixed phosphate precipitates, where the impurities (aluminum and iron phosphates) were converted into sodium
aluminate and ferrite and could then be separated from Sc2O3 by their diﬀerences in acid/base solubility.
critical metal for the future, owing to the steep increase in
demand despite its current price.10
Since Sc is widely dispersed in low concentration in the
nature, it is recovered almost only as a byproduct of uranium,
nickel laterite, titanium pigment processing, and recently
bauxite residue valorisation.11−14 Many eﬀorts were given to
recover Sc from these secondary resources, and diﬀerent
processes were proposed, especially in laboratory scale.15−17
Some of the newly developed novel processes to separate Sc
from the impurities, i.e., selective precipitation, inorganic metal
phosphates, supported ionic liquid phases, etc., oﬀer good
recovery rates as well as selectivity.18−22 However, a majority
of those novel processes have limitations because of the

1. INTRODUCTION
Recent climate accords and subsequent legislations have
speciﬁed the deadlines for the automotive industry to reduce
carbon emission in an eﬀort to combat global warming.1 This
has placed light metals and alloys under the spotlight. The
predominant reason is the direct relation between vehicle
weight and its energy consumption. Scandium (Sc) is used as a
tuning metal for aluminum alloys, making it one of the most
promising candidates for lightweight alloys. Minor additions of
Sc provide aluminum alloys with improved strength, thermal
resistance, and weldability.2−5 Another important application
of Sc is in solid-oxide fuel cells, where Sc attains improved
oxygen-ion conductivity.6−8 Sc is, however, an extremely
expensive metal for mass application in industrial usage.
According to Stanford Materials, the price of Sc metal
currently stands at approximately 5 USD per gram.9 The
annual worldwide Sc production and consumption are
estimated to be 10−15 metric tonnes (in the form of Sc2O3)
by the U.S. Geological Survey.9 Hence, Sc was classiﬁed as a
© XXXX American Chemical Society
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operation parameters used and have only been carried out in
smaller scale.
In our previous studies, we presented a novel selective
precipitation route to reﬁne a Sc concentrate from diﬀerent
leachates with a potential to adapt into larger scale
operations.18,23 In this process, the main interfering impurity
in recoverable Sc feed solutions, Fe, is separated in dual-step
Fe removal stages, which is then successively followed by a
one-stage phosphate precipitation step to selectively remove Sc
as phosphate. The ﬁnal major impurity in the Sc concentrate is
Al. Furthermore, recently developed Sc recovery operations
from secondary resources also consist of at least one step
utilizing phosphoric acid during processing, which might result
in the formation of the scandium phosphate during further
treatment.21,22
However, the product obtained from this precipitation
process is a type of Sc phosphate that does not currently have a
known application area at the moment. In addition, very
limited literature is available about the nature and properties of
any Sc phosphate compounds.24,25 Hence, this Sc concentrate
needs to be converted into a Sc compound, i.e., Sc2O3, which
has a higher demand from the end users. Moreover, phosphate
compounds have more strict regulations, during both synthesis
and operation stage. For this purpose, in this paper, the Sc
phosphate precipitates, produced by a dibasic phosphate
precipitation route, were converted into diﬀerent scandium
compounds by solid-state reactions. Since sodium (Na) forms
thermodynamically highly stable phosphate compounds, diﬀerent Na compounds were selected to aid the conversion. The
conversion from Sc phosphate into Sc oxide or mixed oxide
also eliminates the phosphorus-containing moieties, thereby
favoring the further processing and puriﬁcation. The behavior
of main impurities (i.e., Fe3+ and Al3+) during the conversion
was also examined.

2.3. Conversion of the Industrially Sourced Mixed
Phosphate. The proposed solid-state conversion protocol was
validated by a mixed phosphate sample sourced from industrial
processes. Sc-containing Greek bauxite residue was smelted
together with lime as a ﬂuxing agent to remove the Fe in the
bauxite residue via carbothermic reduction and to control the
slag minerology.26,27 Then, the synthesized slag was removed
from the metal part (pig iron) and milled to obtain ﬁner
particles. Slag which is concentrated in terms of Sc was leached
by sulfuric acid−hydrogen peroxide mixture.28 Impurity
removal of the pregnant leach solution (PLS) was done by
the addition of NH4OH which is followed by selective Sc
precipitation by dibasic phosphate.22,23,29 The formed mixed
phosphate was dried under 60 °C in an oven, and its metal
composition is listed in Table 1. The conversion was carried
Table 1. Content of the Phosphate Mixture Synthesized
from Bauxite Residue
content (wt %)
SD (%)

Si

Ti

Ca

Al

Fe

Sc

0.81
0.05

0.46
0.02

0.21
0.01

6.42
0.07

0.37
0.01

0.018
0.001

out by the same procedure as mentioned earlier using an excess
amount of NaNO3 (by assuming the stoichiometric amount of
converting pure AlPO4) and a heating rate of 120 °C/h. The
conversion temperature was chosen to be 750 °C, and the
reaction mixture was held at the temperature for 1 h after the
controlled heating.
2.4. Dissolution of the Converted Oxide. The
dissolution of the converted oxide was tested sequentially in
base and acid solutions. Approximately 100 mg of the
converted oxide was placed into a polyethylene bottle, and
10 mL of 1 M NaOH solution was added. The bottle was
rotary mixed (50 rpm) for 5 min before centrifugation at
2000g. Thereafter, exactly 9.5 mL of the supernatant was taken
out for metal analysis, and 9.5 mL of fresh acid/base solution
was added to continue the dissolution cycles in a same manner.
Altogether 10 cycles were performed, with the ﬁrst six cycles
using 1 M NaOH and the ﬁnal four cycles using 1 M HNO3.
The dissolution percentage of the ﬁrst cycle (D1) is
calculated by

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Preparation of Metal Phosphates. The metal
phosphates (MeP) were obtained by a precipitation reaction.
To a 1 M solution of pure metal sulfate, a 1 M ammonium
dihydrogen phosphate (NH4H2PO4) solution was added
dropwise under magnetic stirring (200 rpm) until the solution
pH reached 2.0 ± 0.1. The precipitated slurry was paperﬁltered and washed three times with water to remove the
residual soluble sulfate and phosphate. The phosphate salts
were dried in an oven at 105 °C overnight and kept in a
desiccator. Scandium phosphate (ScP) and iron phosphate
(FeP) were prepared in this manner.
2.2. Conversion of MeP by Sodium Compounds. MeP
was mixed and ground together with a stoichiometric amount
of sodium compounds [including NaOH (0.86 g/g of ScP),
NaCl (1.23 g/g of ScP), Na2CO3 (1.13 g/g of ScP), NaNO3
(1.96 g/g of ScP), and Na2SO4 (1.53 g/g of ScP)] using a
mortar and pestle and then transferred to a ceramic crucible.
The composition of MeP was assumed to be MePO4 for easier
calculation. The conversion of MeP was done by heating the
reaction mixture under atmospheric conditions at two diﬀerent
heating rates, reaching respectively 300, 350, 750, and 900 °C
and held there for 1 h in a Nabertherm L 3/12 muﬄe furnace.
The temperature intervals were selected based on the melting
points and decomposition temperatures of the sodium
compounds used. Two sets of experiments were conducted,
one with rapid heating (1000 °C/h) and another one with
slower heating rate (120 °C/h).

D1 (%) =

c110
× 100
C

(1)

where c1 is the elemental concentration (mg/L) in the 10 mL
leaching solution and C is the elemental content in the
converted solid (μg).
From the second cycle onward, the dissolution percentage is
calculated by
Dn (%) =

cn10 − cn − 10.5
× 100
C

(2)

where Dn is the dissolution percentage of cycle n, cn is the
elemental concentration measured from the solution taken out
from the cycle n, and cn is the elemental concentration
measured from the solution in the previous cycle.
2.5. Characterization Methods. Powder X-ray diﬀraction
(XRD) patterns were collected using a PANalytical X’Pert
PW3710 MPD diﬀractometer coupled with a PW3020 vertical
goniometer in Bragg−Brentano geometry. X-ray radiation was
sourced from monochromatic Cu Kα line (λ = 1.540 56 Å)
operating at 40 kV and 40 mA.
B
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Figure 1. Structural characterizations of the ScP by powder XRD (a), solid-state 31P MAS NMR (b), and DTA-DSC (c). The SEM micrograph of
the ScP is shown in (d).

using 7.22 μs pulse and 5 s recycle delay and were externally
referenced to 85% H3PO4 at 0 ppm.
Metal concentrations were measured on an Agilent microwave plasma atomic emission spectrometer (MP-AES) 4200
using standard calibration methods. Samples were diluted into
the concentration range between 0 and 10 mg L−1 before
analysis.

High-temperature XRD patterns were measured using a
PANalytical X’Pert Pro MPD diﬀractometer with an attached
Anton Paar HTK-1200 N furnace. The measurements were
done in air in the temperature range of 25−1000 °C, ﬁrst at 25
°C and second at 250 °C, and then progressing to 1000 °C in
15 °C intervals, after which the sample was cooled and ﬁnal
measurement performed at 25 °C. Each measurement took
approximately 10 min. Phase identiﬁcation was based on
ICDD PDF cards: 00-031-1318 cubic Na3PO4, 5-629 cubic
Sc2O3, 18-1232 rhombohedral NaScO2, and 46-1212 rhombohedral Al2O3 (corundum).
The diﬀerential scanning calorimetry (DSC) and thermogravimetry (TGA) thermograms were collected from 30 mg of
specimen by NETZSCH simultaneous thermal analyzer (STA)
449 F3 Jupiter with SiC furnace and a heating rate of 10 °C/
min under constant Ar ﬂow.
The morphology and local composition of the products were
examined using a Hitachi S-4800 FE-SEM (ﬁeld-emission
scanning electron microscopy) coupled with an Oxford INCA
350 Energy spectrometer, after coating with a 3 nm layer of
Pd−Au by sputtering.
Solid-state 31P magic-angle spinning nuclear magnetic
resonance (MAS NMR) spectra were obtained with a Bruker
Avance III NMR spectrometer operating at 500 MHz for
protons. Scandium phosphate was packed in a 4 mm zirconia
rotor and spun at a frequency of 12 kHz. Spectra were acquired

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Characterization of the ScP Precipitates. The ScP
was prepared by ﬁrst dissolving Sc2(SO4)3 in deionized water
until a clear solution is obtained and then precipitating it via
the addition of dibasic phosphates, in this case (NH4)2HPO4
in order not to contaminate the precipitate with ions such as
Na+ or K+. Since there is very limited study and knowledge
regarding Sc and phosphate speciation, the structure and
properties of the precipitated ScP were extensively characterized.
The crystal structure of the synthesized ScP precipitate was
characterized by XRD. The XRD diﬀractogram (in Figure 1a)
shows a wide hump between 20° and 40° 2θ, indicating an
amorphous or nanocrystalline structure. To the best of our
knowledge, no information regarding the composition of
amorphous ScP can be found in the literature. Therefore, the
nature of the phosphate moiety was examined by solid-state
31
P MAS NMR. A broad resonance peak centered at −12.7
ppm is observed from the spectrum (Figure 1b), which is
C
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The aim is to remove the phosphate moiety from ScP by
reacting these compounds to yield either NaSc-based oxide or
another Sc compound and Na3PO4 as a result of reaction in a
furnace. Although highly stable salts such as NaCl or Na2SO4
might not react with ScP and might be an unsuccessful trial to
remove phosphate from ScP, lack of thermodynamic data
especially about Sc, intention to observe and compare the
behaviors of similar salts, and unpredictable reactions in salt
melts were the major foundations of these investigations.
The XRD diﬀractograms of the solids obtained after reacting
high Tm Na compounds with ScP at various temperatures
could be seen in Figure 2. No reaction between ScP and NaCl
was observed at 300 °C, and only NaCl peaks were observed in
the diﬀractogram. As the temperature increased to 750 °C,
partial formation of Na3Sc2(PO4)3 was observed as a result of
diﬀusion since the mixture was mixed together with ﬁne
grinding, consequently forming a diﬀusion couple. Formation
of a more Na3Sc2(PO4)3 phase was noted as a result of
increasing the ambient temperature to 900 °C since the
diﬀusion between these two particles was accelerated at
elevated temperatures. However, upon increase in the
temperature, instead of forming stable Na3PO4 by the
exchange of PO4, amorphous ScP takes Na from ionic NaCl
melt to form monoclinic Na3Sc2(PO4)3. Hence, the phosphate
moiety could not be removed from ScP. A similar behavior was
also observed in the case of Na2SO4. It can be seen from Figure
2b that rather than diﬀusion of phosphate into Na compound,
Na was diﬀused into ScP to form Na3Sc2(PO4)3.
Although the behavior is comparable to NaCl and Na2SO4
until 750 °C, partial transformation of ScP was observed when
ScP was reacted with Na2CO3 at 900 °C which is presented in
Figure 2c. The phases presented after reacting ScP with
Na2CO3 at 900 °C were found as Na3PO4, NaScO2, and
Na3Sc2(PO4)3. These phases are the indicators that a partly
successful transformation of ScP into phosphate-free Sc
compound could be produced by heat treatment. As it was
mentioned in eq 5, Na2CO3 undergoes decomposition into
metastable Na2O and CO2 at elevated temperatures. Since Na
is in the form of a metastable phase, it takes the phosphate
from ScP and produces Na3PO4 and consequently forms one
of the targeted phases, NaScO2. On the other hand, the greater
proportion of the ScP was transformed into again
Na3Sc2(PO4)3 due to high temperature processing. As was
revealed by DTA analysis of ScP (Figure 1c), ScP transforms
into pyrophosphate at high temperatures. Formation of the
pyrophosphate phases could be one of the major reasons why
ScP is still presented as Na3Sc2(PO4)3, which is a relatively
more stable phase at high temperatures. Although the removal
of the phosphate moiety was unsuccessful, this process could
be an alternative for the production of Na3Sc2(PO4)3, aka Sc
NASICON which has enhanced photoluminescence properties.31,32
The reactions between ScP and high Tm Na compounds
could be written as follows:

typical for amorphous materials since the local environment for
P diﬀers. The broad peak can be deconvoluted into three
peaks: one at −8.9 ppm, another at −12.7 ppm, and the third
at −15.6 ppm. The ﬁrst peak represents H2PO4 group, while
the last two signify HPO4 groups.30 The estimated molar ratio
of HPO4-to-H2PO4 groups is 2, based on the area of the
deconvoluted peaks. According to the digestion results, the
ratio of Sc/P is 0.597 ± 0.003. We selected an approximate
ratio of 3:5 for further calculations. Combined with all the
characterization methods, the formula of the precipitated ScP
is identiﬁed as Sc9(HPO4)10(H2PO4)5(OH)2·27H2O. The
phosphate precipitation was carried out until the solution pH
attained 2.0, and at that pH, most of phosphate speciation
should be undissociated phosphoric acid and H2PO4− (the
pKa1 of phosphoric acid is 2.15). The presence of hydroxyl
groups and HPO4 groups in the precipitated ScP should result
from a high local pH during the addition of ammonium
dihydrogen phosphate.
Figure 1c shows the thermal behavior of the ScP precipitate
upon heating. Four diﬀerent stages of transformation (denoted
as A, B, C, and D on the graph) were observed during heating
from room temperature to 1000 °C. In regions A and B,
unbound and crystal water which comprised approximately
20% of the total mass was evaporated from the precipitate. As
the temperature of the system continued to increase, the
condensation of HPO4, H2PO4, and OH groups with a loss of
7% of the initial mass was observed within a wide temperature
range between 375 and 975 °C, region C. The precipitate then
started a pyrophosphate transformation in region D. The SEM
micrographs of the amorphous ScP precipitates were given in
Figure 1d. This amorphous ScP precipitate consisting of
homogeneously dispersed very ﬁne, irregularly shaped porous
particles which can be seen from the micrograph.
Phosphate precipitation of Sc from aqueous solutions is a
promising option to recover Sc from various resources since
this precipitation step is highly selective toward Sc.23 However,
the product ScP has no known usage in the industry, and since
it contains a phosphate group, the regulations toward this kind
of product are stricter. To convert ScP into a preferred product
as well as minimize the phosphate moiety, Na compounds are
selected as the best candidates because of the high stability of
Na phosphates. Thus, various Na compounds, NaOH, NaCl,
Na2SO4, Na2CO3, and NaNO3, were reacted with ScP
precipitate at diﬀerent temperatures.
3.2. Solid State Interaction between ScP and High Tm
Na Compounds (NaCl, Na2SO4, and Na2CO3). In order to
initiate a solid-state reaction between Na compounds and ScP
and convert ScP into another compound without a phosphate
group, ﬁrst the Na compounds with higher Tm were
investigated. For this purpose, NaCl, Na2SO4, and Na2CO3
were selected as the candidates for the conversion process
since their melting or decomposition temperatures are similar.
As it can be seen from the equations below, while NaCl melts
at 801 °C, Na2SO4 melts at 884 °C and Na2CO3 undergoes a
decomposition at 854 °C, yielding Na2O and CO2.
801 °C

NaCl(s) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ NaCl(l)
884 °C

Na 2SO4 (s) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ Na 2SO4

4Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 54NaCl
900 °C

(3)

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 18Na3Sc 2(PO4 )3 + 3P2O5 + 54HCl(g) + 125H 2O(g)
(6)

(4)

4Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 27Na 2SO4
900 °C

854 °C

Na 2CO3(s) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ Na 2O(s) + CO2 (g)

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 18Na3Sc 2(PO4 )3 + 3P2O5 + 27SO3(g) + 152H 2O(g)
(7)

(5)
D
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temperatures should be used. In addition, to trigger the
transformation by diﬀusion, the reacting Na compounds
should not be stable at the processing temperatures. Therefore,
low Tm Na compounds could be the best candidates to
produce Na3PO4 and transform ScP completely, since diﬀusion
would be easier in a melt and Na3PO4 would be the most
stable compound during reaction.
As a veriﬁcation of phases found in the XRD diﬀractogram,
the SEM micrographs after high temperature treatment of ScP
with high Tm Na compounds are illustrated in Figure 3. In all
cases, the diﬀusion of Na into ScP structure to form
monoclinic Na3Sc2(PO4)3 is observed and veriﬁed by EDX
measurements. It can be seen from Figure 3a that the formed
Na3Sc2(PO4)3 particles surround the surface of the unreacted
cubic NaCl particles. A very similar case is also shown in
Figure 3b where ScP particles are ground together with
Na2SO4 and heated to 900 °C. As a result of Na diﬀusion to
ScP, reacted and converted ScP particles can be seen on the
surface of unreacted Na2SO4. However, in the case of Na2CO3,
some diﬀerences were noticed. As was shown in eq 5, Na2CO3
decomposes into Na2O and the generation of CO2 starts above
850 °C. The formation of CO2 can be seen from Figure 3c as
the remaining gas releases holes in the resulting structure.
Consequently, the formed structure is very porous. Partly
successful transformation is found in this case since metastable
Na2O phase is reacted to form more stable Na3PO4 phase by
taking phosphate from the only available phosphate source,
ScP.
Overall, high temperature treatment with high Tm Na
compounds is not the best choice to remove the phosphate
moiety from the synthesized ScP particles since Na3Sc2(PO4)3
phase is formed as a result of diﬀusion from the ionic melt
during the treatment. In all cases, instead of a ﬁne dispersion of
particles, sintered particles with a porous structure were
observed as a result of the high temperature heat treatment.
3.3. Solid-State Interaction between ScP and Low Tm
Na Compounds (NaOH and NaNO3). In the previous
section, it was discussed that lower temperatures were needed
to achieve complete transformation of ScP into a phosphatefree compound. For this purpose, two appropriate candidates,
NaOH and NaNO3, were selected for further investigation.
NaOH was selected as one of the most promising candidates
to convert ScP into oxide or mixed oxide because of its low
melting temperature. NaOH is a strong base with a melting
point of 318 °C and a boiling point of 1388 °C (eq 9). The
second candidate showing the potential to successfully
complete the transformation was chosen to be NaNO3 as
this compound melts in a similar temperature range like
NaOH and undergoes decomposition yielding ﬁrst NaNO2
and O2 and later Na2O, N2, and O2 (eqs 10 and 11).33
318 °C

1388 °C

NaOH(s) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ NaOH(l) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ NaOH(g)
308 °C

600 °C

NaNO3(s) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ NaNO3(l) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ NaNO2 (l) +
Figure 2. Powder XRD of the solid-state ScP conversion samples
using NaCl (a), Na2SO4 (b), and Na2CO3 (c).
750 °C

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 18Na3Sc 2(PO4 )3 + 3P2O5 + 152H 2O(g)

1
O2 (g)
2
(10)

4NaNO2 (l) ⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 2Na 2O(s) + 2N2(g) + 3O2 (g)

4Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 27Na 2O
900 °C

(9)

(11)

These Na compounds were coupled with ScP and heated up to
1000 °C in DTA to observe the mass changes and the
behavioral variations from pure ScP, and the thermograms are
presented in Figure 4.

(8)

It can be judged from these ﬁndings that in order to convert
ScP into phosphate-free Sc compounds, lower processing
E
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Figure 3. SEM micrographs of the conversion product for the samples Cl-900 (a), SO4-900 (b), and CO3-900 (c).

Figure 4. DSC-TGA measurements of (a) ScP + NaOH and (b) ScP + NaNO3.

F
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Figure 5. Powder XRD of the solid-state ScP conversion samples using NaOH (a) and NaNO3 (b).

Figure 6. SEM micrographs showing the conversion product for the samples OH-900 (a) and NO3-900 (b).

decomposes into NaNO2 and releases O2. As can be seen in
the thermogram, a mass change was observed to occur at 550
°C which is suspected to be the decomposition of an
intermediate metastable phase to yield Sc2O3. Around 750
°C, where the biggest mass change was observed, NaNO2
decomposes into Na2O and releases both N2 and O2. The
major diﬀerence in behaviors between NaOH and NaNO3 is
the formation of the intermediate compound during
conversion. The formation of this intermediate compound
has an impact on the conversion mechanism and the resulted
products.
A larger batch of ScP conversion was held while noting the
mass changes from the samples collected at diﬀerent
temperatures, 300, 375, 750, and 900 °C, and the change in
phases formed at the diﬀerent heat treatment temperatures was
characterized by powder XRD. The XRD diﬀractograms of the
samples reacted with NaOH and NaNO3 at diﬀerent
temperatures, and the phases found are shown in Figure 5a
and Figure 5b.
Both the ScP and NaOH appear as amorphous phases at
room temperature. Due to the caustic nature of NaOH, already
when being heated at below the melting point of NaOH,
conversion started. According to the Figure 5a, phases such as
sodium phosphate (Na3PO4), sodium carbonate (Na2CO3),

Some major diﬀerences were observed between the DSCDTA of pure ScP (Figure 1c) and mixture of ScP−NaOH
(Figure 4a). The ﬁrst peak which reaches a maximum at 135
°C was characterized as the evaporation of physically and
chemically bound water from both ScP and NaOH. Then
NaOH started to melt at around 300 °C. While all of those
mentioned peaks indicate some physical changes of the system,
the condensation of HPO4 and H2PO4 and the formation of
the pyrophosphate were not detected in this thermogram as it
was observed in the pure ScP sample. This is the ﬁrst
indication of successful conversion of ScP, while further
characterization of the mechanism of the conversion needed
investigation.
Similar to the NaOH case, the DSC thermogram that is
obtained from coupled ScP-NaNO3 (Figure 4b) showed
greater variations than the pure ScP. First signiﬁcant mass
loss was observed when NaNO3 started to melt at 308 °C.
Since the melt of NaNO3 is an ionic molten salt as NaOH, it
immediately starts to react with the HPO4 and OH groups in
ScP and forms HNO3. The HNO3 formed is not thermally
stable and decomposes into H2O, NO2, and O2 at that
temperature.34 Although the condensation of HPO4 and
H2PO4 was not detected directly, it could be overlapped
with the melting peak. As the temperature increases, NaNO3
G
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Figure 7. XRD diﬀractograms of (a) ScP-NaOH and (b) ScP-NaNO3 showing the phase changes in diﬀerent heating rates.

form a mixed Sc oxide, low temperature processing is
necessary. The main reasons behind this can be summarized as
(1) formation of pyrophosphate as the temperature increases
above 750 °C which prevents the formation of NaScO2,
(2) reaction through Na3Sc2(PO4)3 from ionic melt at high
temperature conversion instead of NaScO2,
(3) low stability of lower Tm Na compounds at lower
temperatures due to instability of the melt, which
catalyzes the transformation by diﬀusion.
Another important point to be noted is the formation of
Sc2O3 at low temperatures. Although high heating rates were
used for previous experiments, it is a promising result to form
an almost complete Sc2O3 product since it is the most stable
and desired Sc oxide. Contrary to the traditional route for
Sc2O3 production, through calcination of Sc2(C2O4)3 above
750 °C, these low temperature conversion processes by lower
Tm Na compounds can provide an alternative lower temperature Sc2O3 processing route when necessary time is given to
complete the transformation reaction. Reactions between ScP
and low Tm Na compounds yielding NaScO2 or Sc2O3 could
be written as the following.
Conversion reaction by NaOH:

and sodium scandate (NaScO2) were identiﬁed from the OH300 sample. It is important to note that the reaction was
conducted in an ambient atmosphere that contains CO2.
Further increase in reaction temperature liqueﬁed NaOH and
improved the conversion kinetics, while the identiﬁable phases
remained practically the same. The only deviation is that
Na2CO3 phase disappeared in the OH-900 sample, which is
due to its thermal decomposition. Solid-state conversion of
ScP by NaOH aﬀorded NaScO 2 and Na 3PO4, which
successfully separated the Sc and P moieties.
Similar interaction was also observed when ScP was reacted
with NaNO3 as shown in Figure 5b. As expected, no stable
phase other than NaNO3 was detected at temperatures below
600 °C. However, as the temperature increased above the
decomposing temperature of NaNO3 (yielding NaNO2 as well
as releasing O2), a diﬀusion controlled reaction was initiated.
As it can be seen from the NO3-750 sample, all of NaNO3 was
decomposed and formed Na3PO4 by exchanging Na and O
with ScP. Diﬀerent from the case of reaction with NaOH, as a
result of O2 release during decomposition, excess oxygen was
introduced into the reaction and one of the most stable oxide
phase of Sc, Sc2O3, is formed together with NaScO2.
To understand the eﬀect of the reaction on the products, the
morphology of the samples treated at 900 °C was also
investigated by SEM and those micrographs were presented in
Figure 6. The NaScO2 particles formed on the Na3PO4 can be
clearly seen from Figure 6a. ScP particles were homogeneously
dispersed on NaOH melt in the beginning which was followed
by the initiation of the reaction. Therefore, ﬁne NaScO2
particles were identiﬁed directly on the formed Na3PO4.
Similarly, P-free NaScO2 can easily be detected by EDX
measurements (see Supporting Information Figure S1) from
Figure 6b as a result of the reaction between NaNO3 and ScP.
Although formed Sc2O3 could not be detected clearly in the
EDX, the Sc mixed oxides can be detected and was shown in
Figure 6b. Similar to the case for NaOH and Na compounds
with higher Tm, diﬀusion reaction was again observed on the
surface of the reactants. In this case complete conversion of Pfree Sc compound was also veriﬁed by SEM and EDX, and this
is contrary to the case of Na compounds with high Tm.
All of the ﬁndings presented up to now indicate that to
remove the phosphate moiety completely from ScP and to

Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 54NaOH
375 − 900 °C

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 9NaScO2 + 15Na3PO4 + 65H 2O(g)

(12)

Conversion reaction by NaNO3, producing Sc2O3:
4Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 180NaNO3
900 °C

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 18Sc 2O3 + 60Na3PO4 + 90N2(g) + 225O2 (g)
+ 76H 2O(g)

(13)

Conversion reaction by NaNO3, producing NaScO2:
2Sc 9(HPO4 )10 (H 2PO4 )5 (OH)2 ·27H 2O + 108NaNO3
900 °C

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯→ 18NaScO2 + 30Na3PO4 + 54N2(g) + 135O2 (g)
+ 76H 2O(g)

(14)

3.4. Detailed Investigation of Conversion Process.
The same conversion procedure was applied in diﬀerent
H
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easily35−37 and favored the formation of Sc2O3 as soon as
NaNO3 melt started to decompose around 600 °C and
provided additional O2 to the system. This could also explain
the reason why minor Sc2O3 formation was observed in the
case of NaOH and the major portion of Sc was found as
NaScO2.
Note that the presence of Al 2O 3 was observed at
temperatures above 460 °C, and this is because of the cracking
of sample pellets that exposed partially the alumina crucible
surface. There are practically no changes observed from XRD
patterns after heating above 670 °C except thermal expansion
and contraction. The ﬁnal product that cooled back at room
temperature exhibited a clear diﬀraction pattern consisting of
Na3PO4, Sc2O3, and minor NaScO2 phases. Since the heating
rate of this measurement was very slow (2 °C/min), the most
stable phases occurred after suﬃcient time had elapsed. As was
discussed before, the use of low Tm Na compounds resulted in
low temperature formation of Sc2O3 which could be
implemented in industry as an alternative to Sc2O3 production
without the use of an organic acid (oxalic acid).
3.5. Proof-of-Concept Demonstration on an Industrially Sourced Mixed Phosphate Sample. As was indicated
in the previous section, the control of the Sc-based phases
during the conversion operation could result in diﬀerent uses
in Sc processing. Sc is often sourced from industrial
byproducts. It has been shown in recent years that certain
types of bauxite residue contain exploitable amount of Sc.15 A
combined pyro- and hydrometallurgical approach was
envisioned for multimetal recovery.26,27,29 Through reductive
smelting, Sc was concentrated into the slag phase. Slag leaching
and subsequent selective phosphate precipitation produced a
mixed phosphate salts where Sc was concentrated. Notably, the
major composition of such mixed phosphate sample was still
aluminum phosphate (Table 1), while other multivalent
cationic impurities were silicon, titanium, calcium, and iron,
among others. The content of such mixed phosphate is
assumed to be complicated, with the metals presenting as oxoand hydroxylphosphate and (di)hydrogen phosphates. Silicon
is most likely to be present in the form of silica due to the rise
of solution pH during phosphate precipitation.
Here we have demonstrated that the solid-state reaction of
ScP with NaNO3 yielded direct formation of Sc2O3 with a slow
heating rate. The conversion could therefore act as a
puriﬁcation step for the mixed phosphate sample if the
resulting converted solids have diﬀerent chemical dissolution
behaviors. Since the predominant component in the mixed
phosphate was aluminum phosphate, the powder XRD pattern
(Figure 9) of the converted solids shows the distinctive
reﬂections of sodium aluminate (NaAlO2) and sodium
phosphate (Na3PO4). Ilmenite (FeTiO3) was formed as a
result of the high-temperature conversion process. Silicon
should remain as amorphous silica, and the contents of Ca and
Sc were probably too low to warrant any in-house XRD phase
identiﬁcation.
In an ideal situation, silica and sodium aluminate should
dissolve in alkaline solutions, while scandium oxide should not.
This led us to examine the elemental dissolution of the
converted solids. The converted oxide was leached six times
with 1 M NaOH solution and then four times with 1 M HNO3
solution. Almost all the elements of interest were dissolved
after 10 cycles of leaching, and the detailed dissolution data are
available in Supporting Information Table S1. The amount of

heating rates to reproduce and prove that the formation of
Sc2O3 is related to the kinetics of the solid state reaction.
Heating rate has a direct eﬀect on formation of the Sc
related phases (Figure 7). When NaOH and ScP are reacted in
the oven with high heating rate, no Sc2O3 phase was found in
the diﬀractogram as shown in Figure 7a. However, when the
same operation was repeated with a slower heating rate, not
only a NaScO2 phase was formed but also the Sc2O3 was found
in the converted product. Similarly, as was discussed in the
previous section, the release of O2 gas from NaNO3 during
decomposition favored the formation of Sc2O3. Although some
minor NaScO2 phase could still be identiﬁed from Figure 7b,
the majority of the Sc-related phases were converted into
Sc2O3 as a result of a slow heating rate. One of the most
problematic element for Sc puriﬁcation, Fe, was found as
NaFeO2 after conversion even at lower heating rates (see
Supporting Information Figure S2). These ﬁndings show that
the conversion products could be controlled easily with the
heating rate of the process for both cases and the product
synthesized could be selected according to the needs of further
processing.
To understand the exact mechanism behind this conversion
reaction, in situ XRD measurements were conducted. Variation
of the phases with diﬀerent temperatures could be seen from
Figure 8. Below the melting point of NaNO3 (308 °C), no

Figure 8. HTXRD patterns overlaid for monitoring the solid-state
ScP conversion by NaNO3.

crystalline phases other than the original NaNO3 could be
identiﬁed. When heated to 430 °C, all solid NaNO3 completely
melted and the conversion was initiated. Although the
decomposition of NaNO3 occurs at 600 °C, as an outcome
of a continuous interaction between the molten NaNO3 and
the ScP, intermediate Na3Sc2(PO4)3, as identiﬁed in DSC
before, was formed between 430 and 565 °C. However, this
metastable intermediate structure is decomposed further into
more stable Sc2O3 and Na3PO4 as the temperature is increased
even further. Upon reaching 600 °C, only minor Na3Sc2(PO4)3
remained and the Sc-based phase is found majorly as Sc2O3.
The formation of this intermediate phase is the major
diﬀerence in mechanism between successful conversion by
NaOH and NaNO3. The formation of NASICON Sc, which
has very high ion conductivity, allowed ions to move
I
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puriﬁcation step that could eﬀectively eliminate alkaline/acidsoluble compounds with further optimization of the leaching/
washing cycles.
Since the conversion was carried out in a furnace, the
heating rate was not as low and as controlled as in the HTXRD
case. Therefore, Sc-based phases could be still in the form of
NaScO2 and Sc2O3. That might be the reason why 30% Sc was
dissolved as well in the end of alkali washing step. Although
there are some signiﬁcant Sc losses considering the value of Sc,
almost 60% of all impurities were washed away only with alkali
washing and the purity of the Sc product was enhanced
immensely compared to the initial precipitate.

4. CONCLUSIONS
In this study, a solid-state conversion of ScP by using Na
compounds was explored to remove the phosphate moiety
from Sc. For this purpose, both high Tm Na compounds
(NaCl, Na2SO4, and Na2CO3) and low Tm Na compounds
(NaOH and NaNO3) were tested. It was found that
Na 3 Sc 2 (PO 4 ) 3 phase was formed instead of forming
phosphate-free Sc compounds upon using high Tm Na
compounds, and this is a result of mobilization of the Na
ions from ionic melt in high temperature processing.
Formation of pyrophosphates at higher temperatures and
relatively higher stability of these Na compounds at high
temperatures were found to be the cause behind unsuccessful
conversion. Nevertheless, using high Tm Na salts for
conversion could be an alternative to synthesize Sc NASICON
with enhanced photoluminescence properties. On the other
hand, ScP was successfully transformed into phosphate-free Sc
compounds, NaScO2 and Sc2O3, when low Tm Na compounds
were used, because of the low thermodynamic stability of the
melt in high temperatures. As a result of the lower temperature
reaction, pyrophosphate formation was not observed in both
cases.
Further investigations of the conversion process showed that
the reaction products could be manipulated by controlling
heating rate. Furthermore, it was found that complete Sc2O3
could be formed at lower temperatures than conventional
processing temperatures as a result of slow heating rate. Hence,
this conversion process could be a direct alternative for oxalic
acid precipitation and successive calcination to produce Sc2O3.
At the same time, one of the drawbacks of this conventional
method, inclusion of organic content in the Sc2O3 product,
could be completely avoided.
The conversion process was also tested for puriﬁcation
purposes using mixed phosphates synthesized from industrially
sourced bauxite residue. After conversion with NaNO3, Al and
Fe phosphates yielded Na(Al,Fe)O2 phases, while ScP was
transformed into mixed NaScO2 and Sc2O3. Alkali leaching of
the converted product almost completely removed the Al, the
major impurity in the mixture, as well as the 50% of the other
impurities. Even though approximately 30% of the Sc was lost
during this process, with proper upscaling and optimization
this level could be further lowered. Therefore, this “P-to-O
conversion” process could also serve as an intermediate
puriﬁcation operation or even a complete puriﬁcation
operation depending on the source material while removing
the phosphate moiety from the product.

Figure 9. XRD diﬀractogram of the synthesized conversion product
by reacting NaNO3 and mixed phosphate sample.

dissolution of the elements in each cycle was given in Figure
10.

Figure 10. Dissolution percentages of the constituent elements in
converted mixed phosphate in each washing cycle.

As shown in Figure 10, around 80% of the Al was dissolved
immediately upon contacting with NaOH solution as expected
due to high solubility of NaAlO2 phase in alkali solutions.
Therefore, major impurity in the phosphate precipitate is
washed away with a negligible Sc loss. In order to test the
dissolution behavior of the other impurities as well as the
remaining Al, the same procedure was applied ﬁve more times.
More than 90% of the Al was dissolved into solution with base
leaching, while approximately 60% of Fe, Ca, and Ti were
dissolved at the end of six alkali washing cycles. The alkalinity
of 1 M NaOH seemed not suﬃcient enough for silica
dissolution since merely 20% dissolved. Relatively small
fraction of the total Sc (<30%) was leached in the basic
condition and the remaining in the acid solution. By
application of one cycle acid leaching after alkali washing,
90% or more of the impurities are dissolved and removed from
the solid fraction while Sc loss stayed approximately around
55%. It was shown that almost all of the remaining impurities
are soluble in acidic conditions while dissolution Sc2O3 kinetics
were slower than the others. Therefore, the proposed solidstate conversion process would potentially serve as a
J
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