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INTRODUCTION

The global distribution of mineral deposits on the Earth shows that some areas concentrate large resources
(with high endowment), whereas others are almost devoid of any resource. This has led [1] to introduce
for the first time the term “metallogenic province”. The first definition of a uranium province was proposed
by [2]: “Economic uranium deposits resulted from original inhomogeneity’s of uranium distribution in the
Earth’s crust that commonly persisted through long periods of time, and through a combination of orogenic,
metamorphic, and sedimentary processes produced rocks with enriched uranium contents. The initial en-
riched uranium domain was successively remobilized and concentrated into new enrichments of one or more
magnitudes above normal background forming uranium ore deposits”. The nature, origin, evolution, and dis-
tribution of U provinces, and the characteristics of some of the major U provinces will be presented. The
delineation of such provinces is of major importance for U exploration and the evaluation of the potential
resources of such areas.

IS AN ANOMALOUS METAL ENRICHMENT NECESSARY TO GENERATE ORE DEPOSITS ?

A controversy exists about the necessity of an initial metal enrichment in the source rocks to generate ore
deposits. Following [1], the term “metallogenic province” was defined by [3] simply, as a domain on the Earth
with an unusual abundance of ores of a particular metal or type (e.g. Cu province of Chile. But, several au-
thors, such as [4], [5], [6], similarly to [2] propose that metallogenic provinces are associated to a previous
metal enrichment in the Earth’s crust or even in the mantle, and this idea has led to the concept of geochemical
provinces, regional geochemical specialization, or metal domain. This concept has been further precized by
[7] with the introduction what he called the “basic theorem” of metallogeny: “The concentrations of a metal
appear at the intersection of a metal domain (actually a volume capable of reaching down to the mantle),
bearing during very long periods of time (permanency and heritage) a metal potential (that is the primordial
metallotect), and of other metallotects, acting as revealers of this potential”. The term “metallotect” was in
fact introduced first by [8] and defined as “any geological feature or phenomenon associated with lithology,
paleogeography, structure, geochemistry, etc. which has contributed to the formation of a mineral concentra-
tion”. However, a metallogenic province cannot be simply assimilated to a geochemical province for which
the definitions is highly variable [9] and ore forming processes are not considered.

Conversely, other authors such as [10], propose that hydrothermal ore deposits of Cu, Pb, Zn or Ba, with
crustal abundances higher than 10 ppm, do not require any pre-concentration in the crust for their formation.
The main parameters controlling ore deposit formation would be the availability of a large volume of fluids
able to extract and transport the metals and then to deposit them thanks to an efficient trapping mechanism.
Similarly, [11] defends that Sn deposits result purely from a progressive concentration of the metal during
magmatic processes from an inital average crustal Sn content. However, this model has been contradicted by
[12] taking as example the Sn-W deposits of Western Europe, for which they propose their derivation from
the partial melting of Sn-W enriched pelites. The source enrichment is related to intense chemical weathering
of continents and to their fragmentation leading to the accumulation metal-rich sediments at the margin of
fragments of those continents. The ore deposits within a single belt may be of different type and may be
formed recurrently.



More recently, a more quantitative estimation of the distribution of some metals in craton, terranes and dis-
tricts, called metal endowment, is proposed with the use of cumulative frequency curves [13]. It is proposed
that difference in the metal endowment of these domains is proportional to the intensity and duration of metal
accumulation caused by a much larger system of energy and mass flux in a similar way as [10]. The role of
possible initial metal enrichment of some crustal segments is not considered.

SELECTIVE URANIUM ENRICHMENT OF SPECIFIC CONTINENTAL CRUST SEGMENTS

After core segregation, U has been extracted from the mantle and transfered to the Earth’s crust through man-
tle partial melting, the strong incompatible behavior of U leading to its fractionation in the resulting silicate
melts. Before the Mesoarchean (<3.2−3.1 Ga), these processes led to the formation of a relatively thin con-
tinental crust, dominantly of mafic composition, made essentially of komatiitic and tholeiitic basalts. Two
opposite models of rate of U extraction from the mantle through time are proposed: either a rapid and early
extraction of a large part of the U from the mantle corresponding to a generation of most of the continental
before 4Ga or a progressive extraction through geologic time accompanying the progressive growth of the
continents [14]. The Moon probably provides the state of the Earth at about 3.5 Ga, before subduction pro-
cesses started on Earth, and illustrates how magmatic fractionation processes may have led, very early in the
Earth’s history, to significant heterogeneities in Th and U enrichments over specific areas, up to 7 times their
average concentration in the lunar crust, in the Procellarum KREEP Terrane (up to 2.1 ppm U and 7.3 ppm Th,
[15].

From the Meso-Archean to Early Paleo-Proterozoic (3.2–2.4 Ga) U continued to be essentially fractionated
by magmatic processes but another U enrichment mechanism was necessary, to generate the first gran-
ites/pegmatites able to crystallize uraninite. The major change leading to higher U content in magmatic rocks
probably started when plate tectonics and subduction processes became significant [16]. The first granites suf-
ficiently enriched in U and with sufficiently low Th/U ratios which permit the crystallization uraninite, have
been discovered in the Barbeton Belt, as aplites and pegmatites derived from high-K calc-alkaline granites,
and dated at about 3.1 Ga [17]. These uraninites are at the origin of the first U deposits on Earth associated
with quartz pebble conglomerates, and also of the initial U endowment of one of the oldest U province on the
Earth: the South African U Province.

At about 2.3-2.2 Ga, the oxygen level in the atmosphere was high enough [18], for meteoric water, containing
dissolved CO2, in contact with U, to pass it into solution as uranyl carbonate complexes. The U was dissolved
fromU-oxides having crystallized in highly fractionated U-rich granite, frommetamict U-rich silicateminerals
in plutonic or sedimentary rocks, from devitrified U-rich volcanic acidic glasses, and uraninite accumulated
in the pre-2.2 Ga paleoplacers.

Rise of oxygen in the atmosphere and oceans was sustained by high organic carbon burial, within the sed-
iments (black shales), especially in marginal sea environments, and occurred during the so-called “Shunga
event”[19], which have permitted the trapping of large quantities of U, mobilized by oxygenated meteoric wa-
ter, in the reduced post-2.2 Ga epicontinental platform sediments. These Early Paleoproterozoic sedimentary
units have represented a huge U reservoir for the formation of a variety of U deposits during the following
tectono-thermal events. Typical examples are the FB Formation in the Franceville basin in Gabon, the upper
Zaonezhskaya Formation, north of Onega Lake in Russia, and metamorphosed equivalents such as the Wol-
laston belt in northern Saskatchewan, Canada, and the Cahill Formation in the Northern Territory, Australia,
all associated with significant U deposits.

Then, between 2.1 and 1.8 Ga, most of these Early Paleoproterozoic U-enriched epicontinental platform sedi-
ments have beenmetamorphosed during aworldwide orogenic event that built theNuna (also namedColumbia),
the first relatively well characterized supercontinent [20]. High grade metamorphism has led to the fractiona-
tion of U from these sediments to anatectic melts, which crystallized as uraninite-rich pegmatoids (also called
alaskites) occurring worldwide. These pegmatoids may represent sub-economic U deposits as at Charlebois
in northern Saskatchewan, and are a major U-source for later hydrothermal U deposits, such as the unconfor-
mity related deposits of the Athabasca U province. Similar episodes of extensive U trapping in epicontinental
sediments has occurred at least at two other periods also corresponding the formation of supercontinents: at
about 1.3 to 1.1 Ga with the Grenvillian-type orogens and the formation of the numerous U-enriched pegma-
toids of the Grenvillian Belt in Canada (e.g. Bancroft, Mont Laurier,⋯), and at about 800 to 600 Ma with the
Pan African orogeny and the formation of the alaskite-type deposits of the Damara Belt (Namibia) and the
syn-metamorphic deposits of the Lufilian Belt (DRC-Zambia).

A WELL CHARACTERIZED URANIUM PROVINCE: THE ATHABASCA U PROVINCE (AUP)

Five to six steps of U enrichment have been characterized in the AUP. The Archean basement mainly consists
of U-poor magnetite bearing tonalites, but locally potassic orthogneisses with high U contents are known.
For example at Key Lake, high-K granitic gneisses have in average 6.8 ppm U with 4.1 ppm leachable [21].
Then, the decisive step of U enrichment in the AUP occurred during the Upper Paleoproterozoic with the U
enrichment in the epicontinental platform sediments of the Wollaston-Mudjatik belt consisting of carbona-
ceous schist, metacarbonate and calc-silicate rocks, micaschist, feldspathic quartzite, para-amphibolite, and



metaevaporites.

The next important step of U reconcentration during the Paleoproterozoic has occurred in the Eastern part of
the Athabasca Basin basement with the formation of abundant leucogranites and anatectic pegmatites during
theHudsonianOrogeny (ca 1.8 Ga). They occur as syn- to late-orogenic plutons, sheets, dykes, and stockworks
deriving from the partial melting of the U-rich lithologies of theWollaston- Mudjatik belt metasediments [22].
They are variably enriched in U, Th, Zr, and REE (e.g., Parslow and [23]; Mercadier et al., 2013) [1]. The U
content of these pegmatites in generally in the order of some tens to hundreds of ppm but may reach several
thousands of ppm. For example, the Charlebois Lake pegmatoids represent a sub-economic resource with
17,500 tU at about 600 ppm U. During Paleoproterozoic, a new input of U is represented by the emplacement
of large amounts of high-K calc-alkaline granitoids in the western part of the Athabasca basement [24]. They
belong to the southern extension of the Taltson Belt. In the eastern part of the Athabasca basement a U-rich
potassic porphyritic granite, is reported in the Wheeler River district [22] and in the Eagle Point Mine [25]. A
further Paleoproterozoic stage of U reconcentration, prior to Athabasca Basin deposition, led to the formation
of the late Hudsonian (1.8 Ga) vein and episyenite type U-deposits (e.g. Beaverlodge) [26]. 25,939 tU were
mined from the Beaverlodge area [27].

A last stage of U enrichment would have occurred during the deposition of the Athabasca sandstones (e.g.
[28], [29]) and would have represented the major U-source for the unconformity deposits, with an initial U
content of 70 ppm mainly hosted in detrital fluorapatite and zircon. It is rather believed that the initial U
content of the Athabasca sandstone was low because of its low detrital accessory and clay mineral contents,
the lack of efficient U traps such as organic matter and it is highly oxidized [30].

THE URANIUM PROVINCES OF THE WORLD

Numerous U provinces are known in theworld but the successive steps of U enrichmentwithin these provinces
are not always well characterized and their geographic extension is highly variable and sometime difficult
to define. The history of many U provinces starts during the Archean (e.g. South Africa, or Athabasca U
Provinces), whereas others are relatively young (e.g. the mid-European U Province and the Central Asian
U Super-Province), some have a relatively small geographic extension (e.g. the Athabasca or the Central
UkrainianU Provinces, whereas others are very large (e.g. the Central AsianU and the Karoo Super-Provinces).
A map of the most important U provinces is provided in the new edition of the World Uranium Map [31].
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