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Characterization of heavy oils and bitumens is often required for monitoring and modelling both upstream and downstream processing of this material.  This is usually carried out by first separating the oils into a number of discrete component-type fractions using column chromatography, followed by more extensive analyses such as density, elemental composition, simulated distillation, mass spectrometry and nuclear magnetic resonance.  This preparative fractionation is labour intensive, time consuming and expensive.  Furthermore, it is often not required when component type data obtained by faster methods will suffice.

The most commonly used technique for preparing fractions for further characterization is SARA (saturates, aromatics, resins, asphaltenes) or ASTM D2007.   Asphaltenes are initially precipitated from the bitumen followed by a combination of solvent elution from silica gel and refluxing on Attapulgus clay.  There are, however, many modifications and variations of this basic technique.  One alternative to SARA was developed previously and is called SAPA (saturates, aromatics, polars, asphaltenes).  It has some advantages over SARA which will be described.

A thin layer chromatographic (TLC) method, producing only component type data, was also developed previously as a faster alternative to SAPA.  The TLC approach has recently been modified to produce results similar to those of SAPA, in order that the results from the two techniques may be used interchangeably.  Results and comparisons between SAPA and TLC will be described for two different bitumen samples.

