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In focus: mineral sands - one of the hottest
commodities on the market

V
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BY ANTHONY FENSOM

ineral and silica sands are currently among the hottest
commodities on the market amid rising demand and
constrained supply. For explorers and major producers
alike, the upturn is spurring renewed investment as Australian
miners capitalise on the improved outlook.
NEW INVESTMENTS
In April, global heavyweight Rio Tinto approved development of
the S463-million Zulti South mineral sands project in South Africa,
operated by subsidiary Richards Bay Minerals (RBM). The project
is expected to start construction in mid 2019 and will produce highmargin zircon, rutileand ilmenite.
'The long-term fundamentals of the market remain strong, and
production from Zulti South will commence in time to fill a widening
supply gap, ensuring RBM's position as a leader in the sector and
delivering strong returns to our shareholders,' says Rio Tinto Chief
Executive Jean-Sebastien Jacques.
Closer to home, major mineral sands miner Uuka Resources
launched the £275-million Cataby project in Western Australia, with
its first heavy mineral concentrate produced in March. The mine is
expected to produce around 370,000 tonnes of chloride ilmenite,
50,000 tonnes of zircon and 30,000 tonnes of rutile on average during
its 8.5-year mine life.
In addition, the Perth-based miner allocated $55 million to its
Jacinth-Ambrosia project in South Australia's Eucla Basin, with
the funds helping it shift operations from the Jacinth North to the
Ambrosia area in the fourth quarter of 2019, ahead of its originally
planned 2022 move.
lluka has also ramped up planned expansions at its Sierra Leone
operations, as part of some $330 million in investments set for 2019.
Speaking at the company's April annual general meeting, Iluka's
Managing Director, Tom O'Leary, noted that the zircon market *has
been in good shape from a demand perspective...growth in demand

for zircon is expected to outpace supply from existing operations ovei
the medium to long term'.
Pigment demand, which accounts for 90 per cent of the titanium
feedstock market, is also expected to be solid in 2019, v"fl j
Elsewhere, Sheffield Resources announced that it expected first
production for late 2020 or early 2021 at its Thunderbird mineral
sands project in Western Australia, coinciding with 'an expected
global zircon and titanium feedstock supply shortage'.
Adding to the new projects, Image Resources completed its first
shipment of heavy mineral concentrate in January 2019 from its
Boonanarring project in Western Australia.
Increased investor confidence has seen growing interest in
previously undeveloped projects, including Diatreme Resources'
Cyclone zircon project.
In November 2018, Diatreme announced positive definitive
feasibility study (DFS) results for the Eucla Basin project, including
an estimated net present value of $113 million. Capital costs were
cut to $135 million compared to the previous estimate of $161 million
obtained in 2016.
'We are delighted by these results, which confirm that Cyclone's
economics are sound and the project is capable of attracting the
necessary investment. In a market where zircon is entering a period
of constrained supply, the development opportunity for Diatreme is
immediately apparent,' says Diatreme Chairman Gregory Starr.
In January, the Brisbane-based company appointed corporate
advisers Blackbird Partners to progress the project's development,
seeking either direct investment, a joint venture or project sale.
Also on the east coast, Melior Resources commenced wet
commissioning of its Goondicum ilmenite project in 2018. The
Canada listed miner aims to reach production of more than 10,000
tonnes per month at its Queensland operation by the end of the June
quarter 2013.
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PRICE RISES
to risi ng demand and tightened supply. Iluka's weighted average
prices for zircon and rutile both increased in 201S, rising by 41 per cent
to US$r35l per tonne and 21 per cent to US$952 respectively.
In April, lluka said it would maintain its zircon reference price at
US$1580 per tonne for the six months until September 2019. The days
of zircon trading below US$1000 per tonne, as seen in 2016, appear a
distant memory.
Industry forecaster TZM1 sees zircon demand rising by
2.8 per cent per year through to 2026, while supply declines at a rate
of 4.3 per cent, resulting in a substantial supply shortfall that miners
are seeking to rill.
'There has been inadequate investment in the industry over
previous years, meaning that no new large deposits are coming
online,' Sheffield's Managing Director, Bruce McFadzean, told
Australian Mining,
With Australia possessing the world's largest economic resources
of rutile and zircon, and the second-largest ilmenite resource, the
local industry appears to have plenty of room for growth.
SILICA SIZZLE
A nother sand, sil ica, has also attracted investor attention. Used in
construction along with high-tech applications, such as solar panels,
demand is seen rising by 7.2 per cent per year through to 2022, reaching
total global revenues of US$9.6 billion, according to 1MARC Group.
Meanwhile, the global solar photovoltaic glass market is projected
to reach US$48.2 billion by 2025, on the back of rising demand from
the Asia Pacific region along with North America, according to Biswit
Research & Consulting.
Among those capitalising on the upturn have been Perth-based
explorer VRX Silica. In April, it announced that it had received
enquiries from 20 manufacturers across the Asia Pacific region for
the purchase of significant tonnages'of silica sand from its Western
Australian silica sand projects.
Perpetual Resources also enjoyed a share price surge after it
acquired the Behatra silica sand project in Western Australia, located
near VRX's Arrowsmith North project.
Diatreme Resources is also advancing its emerging Galalar
Silica project in North Queensland, located near the world's largest
operating silica mine at Cape Flattery,
In January, it announced bulk testing results showing that the
project was capable of producing a premium-grade silica, suitable
for high-tech applications including solar panels. A 22 per cent
• - FtU e project's silica resource to more than 26 million
tonnes alsD excited investors.
'Chinese and other buyers are scrambling to obtain supply due to
the huge demand rise for solar panels. Projects like Galalar that can
satisfy the exacting product specifications and offer secure long term
supply are extremely attractive,' Diatreme's Chief Executive Neil
Mclntvre says, AH,
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