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Mining its business

The Western Australian minerals industry is approaching the next phase of its celebrated
history with a kitbag bursting at the seams with new projects. By Wally Graham

he state’s minerals industry
continues to tick over as one of the
country’s major mining hubs.

Of the 31 advanced mining
projects to appear on the Major development
projects — October 2009 listing from the
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and
Resource Economics, 21 were in WA.

Eight WA iron ore projects with a combined
capital expenditure of $16.8 billion account
for two-thirds of the country’s total expected
capital costs.

Projects of particular significance on the
list include CITIC Pacific Mining’s Sino Iron
project, producing 28 million tonnes of iron
ore pellets and concentrate, and BHP Billiton’s
Rapid Growth Project series.

Rio Tinto is not to be left out with its 22Mt
Hamersley Iron Brockman 4 project as well
as its joint venture with Robe River on the
Mesa A project, which is expected to produce
25Mt.

That isalot of iron ore and to accommodate
its movement, two associated infrastructure
projects — the Utah Point Berth Project at
Port Hedland and BHP’s Western Australian
Iron Ore Infrastructure Project (part of
RGPS5) - are under construction.

The Utah Point expansion is due for
completion this year and will allow an

additional 18Mt per annum to be loaded
through the port.

RGPS5 is expanding BHP’s rail and port
capacity to 300Mtpa and is due for completion
in 2011.

Gold has also been a busy sector in WA
with Newmont’s $US3 billion revamp of
the Boddington gold mine being opened in
February.

Catalpa Resources is another gold play to
make a mark lately with its Edna May mine
due to be commissioned in 2010.

Norton Gold Fields delivered the first ore
to mill from the Homestead underground
decline at the Paddington mine, while
Saracen Mineral Holdings achieved the first
gold pour from its Carosue operations at the
South Laverton project.

The numbers were also big in the less
advanced project category, with applications
being lodged in the west for 71 out of 138
mineral projects.

Iron ore consolidated its heavyweight
ranking in this category with 31 projects on
company drawing boards.

Seven of these have an estimated capex
of $1.5 billion or more. Projects to keep an
eye on are Aquila Resources’ West Pilbara
mine, Atlas Irons Ridley magnetite project,
Australasian Resources’ Balmoral South
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It can be no small coincidence that the WA
minerals industry is so buoyant at present
while the state government keeps up its
strong commitment to improving the mining
approvals process.

Late last year the government introduced
a lead agency framework which determines
specific departments as the first point of call
for a project.

The relevant department assists proponents
with the approvals process throughout
agencies.

The lead agency then provides a custom
level of service depending on the size, scale
and significance of the project.

The Department of State Development is
the lead agency on major resource projects,
such as Gorgon and Oakajee.

The Department of Mines and Petroleum
is the lead agency for the emerging uranium
sector.

“The lead agency framework means that
proponents will know which agency is dealing
with their proposal and receive a custom level
of servicey WA Premier Colin Barnett told
the Australian Petroleum Production and
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Exploration Association when launching the
scheme.

“In doing so, it ensures smaller developers
are able to gain the necessary approvals.

“This reform will ensure that the fragmented
approach previously taken to approvals is
rectified. It will lead to more responsive and
coordinated services”

For the fourth quarter 2009 the Department
of Mines and Petroleum was able to approve
84% of prospecting licences and 60% of
exploration licence applications within its
timeline target.

More impressive was its score of 100% for
the approval of mining leases and general
purpose leases for the period.

“AMEC is very pleased with the progress
that the Department of Mines has made in
transparency and efficiency since Minister
Moore took charge,” Association of Mining
and Exploration Companies chief executive
Simon Bennison said.

“The Departmentof Mineshasimplemented
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a fully transparent, online tracking system for
most applications and we only wish all the
other departments involved in applications
would follow suit.

“We know that applications often get
delayed because they depend on decisions
being made by other areas of government,
such as the Department for the Environment,
Indigenous Affairs and Water. We also know
that some approvals are delayed by proponents
themselves.

“Unfortunately, until the other departments
implement a transparent tracking system
and reporting process similar to the mines
department, it will be difficult to precisely
identify and correct the bottlenecks.

“AMEC openly applauds the Department
of Mines and Petroleum, Minister Moore
and the departmental staff for their genuine
attempts to improve the mining and
exploration approvals process in Western
Australia”

The success of the improved process also
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received the thumbs up from the state’s
Chamber of Minerals and Energy, with
chief executive Reg Howard-Smith agreeing
that it was good to see an upward trend in
the percentage of project approvals being
processed within target timelines.

“Approvals reform remains a priority for
the resources industry and we are encouraged
by the improvements outlined in this report,”
he said.

Howard-Smith did qualify his statement by
adding that although there was a sense that
approvals improvement was moving in the
right direction, there was still a great deal of
work to be done.

“These results should encourage govern-
ment to continue to seek improvement across
the entire approvals process that supports
responsible development while maintaining
a high standard of environmental integrity,”

he said.
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