Density separation of sediments and soils using Sodium Polytungstate Solution
(Elana Leithold, NC State University)

Sodium polytungstate (SPT) comes in powder form and can be mixed with water to form a “heavy liquid.”  The manufacturer states that it is “non-toxic,” a significant advantage over other heavy liquids used in mineral separations.  It is quite expensive but can be filtered and reused.  It should not come in contact with metal—use only glass and plastic containers and implements when handling SPT.

SPT may be purchased from Sometu-USA  (http://www.sometu.com/).

To float organic material out of sediments, mix a solution with a density of 1.8 gm cm-3 by dissolving 140 gm of SPT powder in 100 mL distilled water.  Place sample in a centrifuge tube, add SPT and shake vigorously.  Either allow tube to sit for an hour or two, or speed up the process by centrifuging (we find that 30 minutes at 2000 rpm is sufficient).

To separate the organic material and recover it for further study, decant floating material onto a filter (use a vacuum set up and polycarbonate or glass fiber filter if available—if not a coffee filter in a plastic funnel will do), wash well with distilled water, and dry.
