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Abstract: Samples of serpentine from Ussangoda in the 
Hambantota District were found to contain 2-3% nickel of 
minable quality. Laterite from the same location contained 0.4% 
nickel. Nickel and several other metals in these rocks dissolved 
aliiiosFcompletely into hot 50% sulphuric acid. Nickel, cobalt, 
and any zinc that form complexes with ammonia were separated 
into the aqueous phase by addition of excess ammonia and 
filtration of precipitated hydroxides of magnesium, iron, 
manganese, chromium and aluminium. Acidification of 
the filtrate yielded a solution of nickel sulphate admixed 
with small amounts o f cobalt and zinc. Electrolysis of the 
filtrate with a conducting tin oxide glass cathode after removal 
of cobalt yielded pure nickel. The process can also produce 
nickel ammonium sulphate. Extraction of metallic nickel from 
a nickel hyperaccumulating plant growing in Ussangoda is also 
demonstrated. The possibility of nickel mining in Sri Lanka 
and the importance of petrological, geochemical and ecological 
studies of the serpentine area at Ussangoda and other localities 
are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A visit to Ussangoda, a plateau in the southern coast of 
Sri Lanka, arouses curiosity because of the scenic beauty 
of the surroundings and the peculiar geology and ecology 
of the region. The unique types of rocks occurring in the 
area are ferro-laterite, serpentines and ochre red soil 
quite rich in ferric oxide, clearly a weathering product of 
ferro-laterite. The topmost portion of the laterite cover is 
also rich in nodules containing excessive amounts of iron 
and more chromium compared to the laterite. As the rocks 
abundantly found are metamorphosed ultramafic material 
and products of their weathering, a magma intrusion 
seems to be the more plausible cause for formation of the 
Ussangoda complex. Most rocks at Ussangoda contain 
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significant amounts of nickel and lesser quantities 
of cobalt, manganese and chromium. The vegetation 
around the plateau conspicuously manifests signs of 
metal toxicity. A region of nearly 1 km 2 facing the ocean 
is devoid of any vegetation except very few species of 
herbs. A thicket of dwarfed species rising up to about 2 m 
covers the region beyond the bare patch (Figurel). 

Nickel is mined from sulphide ores, nickel-ferro-
laterite and serpentine 1 3. Although the sulphide ores are 
the preferred sources of this metal, more than 40% of 
the world's supply of nickel comes from laterites and 
serpentines. Production of nickel has increased eightfold 
from 1950 to 20002. It is an expensive item in the world 
metal market extensively used as an alloying agent, a 
component of magnetic materials and for electroplating. 
Russia, Canada, Australia, New Caledonia, Cuba, 
Indonesia and China produce over eighty percent of the 
world's nickel1. Until recent times nickel supply matched 
the demand maintaining reasonable prize per kiloton. 
During the past few-years nickel prices have sharply 
escalated owing to voracious consumption of this 
commodity by the expanding metallurgical industries 
in China and India*. With the exhaustion of existing 
deposits, the demand for nickel seems to exceed the 
current production. The global demand for nickel and the 
present situation with regard to its manufacture opens up 
opportunities for countries possessing untapped nickel 
resources. 

Our analysis of rocks from Ussangoda indicated 
that some samples of serpentinite contain 2-3% nickel. 
Although the Ussangoda park, an area conserved as an 
archaeological site, should not be exploited for nickel 
mining, other regions in the country near Ginigalpellesa, 
Yodhagannwa, Udawalawe, Indikolapellesa, Rupaha and 
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