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SPACE-AGETECHNOLOGY HELPSU.S. ENGINEERS MINE POTASH BY THE DEAD SEA IN 

AID finances potash project in Jordan 
Stur and photos by Kay Chernush
 
Under the searing desert out a


drilling rig on an outaizi platform
moves over primeval land-,, foot and
 
a half above ;e surface.
 

The walls of an earthen dike, start
ing nowhere and seemiiigly goirg no
where. slope Up from layers if salt 


Not far from the mountans of Moaband the place Mhere Sodom and Go
morrah once itoodI loom sevral rows

of neat, prefabricated bungilows.


It's no miraga or spe'Lng tora science

fiction tale on a distant planet. Rather,

it's part of a multimillion dollar piht

project to extract life-giving potash

from waters of the Dead Sea in
 
Jordan.
 

The desolate stillness is broken by
the crackle of a walkie-talkie. A relaxed Texas drawl suddenly makes the
 
scene very real.
 

This is no onventio.,al mining process. What distinguishes ;1 from the form that lifts itself up on a cushionusual mining sights an. 	 short months he has "manufactured,"s, onds is the of air i.,d is pulled overuse of solar evaporati, n to aciieve the 	
the mud fiats in small-scale evaporation pans, a tonfrom site to site by a vehiclefinal prod 	 with and a half of carnallite, which hasct-potash. , crucial min. enormoi !)Llloon-like tires. bensn oftheial for fertilizer. 	 taate forcfrherWVhil, Nature posed nothingFinanced in pact by AID. the project headach, 	

but testing and refining into potash. 
holds 	 the promise 

for the civil engineers and tItimatelv a number of diges willof a 	 new export builders, the chemical eovineers areindustry for thp desert kingdom Jor. making Nature work 
crisscross a" 70-square-kilometer area,

dan h s nearly three million people 
for them "The forming evaporation ponds many kilo.high temperatures and morehardlh al Y natural resources and a constant wind (town 

or less meters wide to hold the briny' waters.here make this need 	 for foreign exchange earnings uthern area "Basically it's a three-stage process,"n"l 	 of the Dead Sea very O'Callaghan explains.. .Alsn h vresadaptable to;soa 	 "A 'ie aterNolan "ofol in ho ers. 	 vprto.
thines for tle Hoston-,ahd to solar evaporation." ss e sporatesthe salt precipitates andtor. Brown & Boot. onri-sc D,nal O'Callaghan -f -.Tacobs Inter- carnalito -'rsays th- project is 11ational, a California firm 	 i forrn Whensi-e',- aresponib le ihiieonp of-t'h-e- most ,. allencn - he has "or establishing the chemical proce-

,n"-t''o t' 'irnalite will
he scraped I the bottom of the pansever worked ".,well-equipped Alzer pottin" up a dures.air-conitioned village O'Callarhan 	 b harveste machines and piped to thehas set uji an experi- re'iner, %%hich extracts"in the mdldie of nowhere" for 	 the potash."more mental i~ation next to TriaLfDike 2, Usi.ailar-evapo-ativnthan 100 workers Allison has built where - is meticulously monitoring adds, 'is what mskes 

he quickly
several trialdikes on terrain that ismeeorologcal conditions and testing 

the whole thing
economically feasible. Theeither brittle salt 	 sun is tne 

sible to 
crust or mud impos- concentrations of brine. In just a fewwalk 	 thing Jordan has plenty of!"on without sinking.


"We're working at the lowest spot

on Earth's surface-Il,300 feet below
 
sea level. It's a difticult environment,"

remarks the sioft-spoken Texan. gazing

out over the barren landscape.


tThat is something of an u e.sate
went. He also has to C bliter.n,with
 
flash floods. ~an d storms. blistering.,an d 
tem pe r tu res :f tip to 13 0 degree .
 

land mines !oft ..ver frnm pa.st fig ting 
 _ ,nor the dangers have fazed the men-", f -;
in the area. Put neither the hardships
charged with determining the best wayt. set up a commiercially viable potash 

project en ;ineers have turned to space
age techttology and unusual equip- ---ment. Tr take cor samples, Allison  . .- . . .explains, their drilling rig 	 ..is fastened - " to a ',over pontoon." This is a plat- "- -. -	
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JORDAN 
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U.S. engineer Donal O'Callaghan
(above. !ef!. oversees tie AID-financed 
ePerimental potasi, station. Anmericons(above) are working by the Dead Sea to 
extract potash, via solar evaporation,fro, salt brine. Hovercraft (belowl help 
the U.S. enineers get about the extremely 
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