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being released. Tributsch and colleagues (2001) have presented strong evidence that
close proximity between the cell and mineral surface is required for efficient
oxidation of certain metals (pyrite). However, since direct contact between the cell
surface (membrane) and the mineral does not seem essential, in the absence of firm
evidence of direct mineral-cell membrane contact, the term “contact leaching” is

preferred to that of direct leaching (Rawlings, 2002).

During contact leaching the EPS layers of bacteria feeding at the metal interface
become loaded with colloidal sulfur, sulfur intermediates, and mineral fragments,
much of which is released into the environment (Rojas-Chapana et al., 1998).
Released sulfur colloids, globules and particles feed other unattached/planktonic iron-
and sulfur- oxidizing bacteria in a co-operative leaching interaction. Figure 1.2
illustrates how the three proposed mechanisms of leaching (contact, non-contact, and

co-operative) work together in the biooxidation of pyrite.
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Figure 1.2: Schematic diagram illustrating the proposed mechanisms of pyrite biooxidation
(Rawlings, 2002).
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