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Mining and Resource Industry

Executive Summary

The mining and resource industry generates $506.63M1
or 9.84% GRP. It employs 644 people or 4.2% of jobs in the
region, 16.6% of those people are Indigenous2

minerals, rare earths and potential onshore oil and gas
production will challenge existing road and shipping
infrastructure.

The mining and resource sectors have been historically
defined by low volume products of gold and diamonds
along with small volumes of iron ore. However, it on the
cusp of significant developments as new and proposed
projects are diversifying the extractive mining sector to
include mineral sands, nickel, copper, rare earths and
crude oil. In general, the industry is seeing steady growth
with an 18% increase in revenue recorded 2017-2018.

Additionally, onerous and costly regulations, difficulties
in capital raising and a poor logistic infrastructure create
barriers to development.

The region is well placed to capitalise on increased
global demand for clean energy and rare earths. There is
significant opportunity for development of potash, mineral
sands and tight shale oil in the region.
Due to their compact nature, historically dominant
products of gold and diamonds have not imposed any
significant requirement on the region’s road and port
networks. However, increasing demand from diverse bulk

1
2

RDAK recommends
•

Australian Government streamline and reduces
costs associated with various multi-agency approval
processes to expedite private sector investment and
industry development.

•

Review how the Environmental Protection and
Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is interpreted
and administered by its public officers, seeking for
a more appropriate balance to support regional
development and the objectives of the Act.

Kimberley Development Commission Economic Snapshot 2019
See ref 2
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The Snapshot

Generates $506.63 million
dollars3 9.84%

Employ 644 people or 4.2% of
jobs 16.6% are Indigenous4

Low volume products of gold
and diamonds

New markets in Iron
Ore, Oil & Gas

Emerging Markets Mineral
Sands and Rare Earths

Industry is seeing steady
growth with an 18% increase in
revenue 2017-2018

Better infrastructure required for
increasing product scale and
diversity infrastructure

Industry Overview
The Kimberley region is considered massively
underexplored in comparison to other known mineralised
belts within Western Australia, yet it boasts the right
geological terrain, metamorphic grade and tectonic
setting to host multiple world-class deposits5.

In general, the industry is seeing steady growth with an 18%
increase in revenue recorded 2017-2018. This was mainly
driven by the recommencement of iron ore production
out of Koolan Island.

Strategically located on the southern margins of SouthEast Asia, the region is well place to access global markets
as the international demand for clean energy and rare
earth commodities soar.

•

Koolan Island Iron Ore production $250 million to GVP

•

Savannah Project’s Nickel and Copper mine production
$200 million to GVP

•

Northern Minerals Dysprosium production $20 million
to GVP

•

Buru Energy Ungani Oil fields production 1400 BOPD

The Kimberley’s relatively small industry generated $432m
for the region in 2018-2019. The sector is estimated to
employ 644 people or 4.2% of jobs in the region. 16.6% of
those jobs are undertaken by indigenous people.6
The resources sector in the Kimberley has a history of being
heavily reliant of one or two commodities, particularly iron
ore and diamonds. However, it is on the cusp of significant
diversification as commercial quantities of rare earths and
other minerals are identified and commercialised.

Outlook continues to improve with developments in:

With exception of offshore oil and gas production in the
Browse Basin, most of the extractive mining in the region
has been in located in central and east Kimberley.
However, emerging projects will see increased
developments in the West Kimberley.

Kimberley Development Commission Economic Snapshot 2019
See ref 2
5
Hexagon Resources
6
See ref 2
3
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Production Value by Commodies 2018-19
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Logistics
West Kimberley is accessed from the south by the sealed
Great Northern Highway. Access to the East Kimberley
is via the national Victoria Highway from the east and
Great Northern Highway from the west. These roads can
occasionally become comprised and cut off by fire, flood
and cyclonic events.

Due to their compact nature, historically dominant
products of gold and diamonds have not imposed any
significant requirement on the region’s road and port
networks. Likewise, the bulk of iron ore has been exported
direct from offshore facilities direct from the mine site at
Koolan Island.

Shipping access into the Kimberley is via the main ports
of Broome, Derby, and Wyndham and the lesser Yampi
Sound Ports of Cockatoo and Koolan Islands.

However, increasing demand from diverse bulk minerals,
rare earths and potential onshore oil and gas production
will challenge existing road and shipping infrastructure.
Projected growth in annual tonnage exported from
mainland ports and roads likely to increase from less
than 200,000 tonnes (in 2017/18) to over 4 million tonnes in
20307. Currently, existing key infrastructure is already under
duress. For example, the Port of Broome presently has no
bulk storage tanks capable of storing oil from Buru Energy’s
Ungari Oil fields, therefore oil has had to be transported a
longer distance for export via Wyndham Port.

Main commercial airports operate in Broome and
Kununurra along with lesser airports in all major townships.
There is a substantial community-owned airbase on the
Dampier Peninsula currently servicing offshore Oil and
Gas industry. There is potential to utilise the joint use
RAAF Curtin Airbase near Derby, which has capacity for
an extensive range of cargo carriers.

Industry sectors
Diamonds

The Kimberley is famous for world class diamonds and
makes up the entire Western Australian diamond output.
Diamonds, gems and precious stones account for more
than half of the total mineral production in the Kimberley,
with total gross sales valued at $219.2M or 8% of all wealth
produced in the region8.
Rio Tinto’s Argyle Diamond mine, south of Kununurra has
produced more than 4.1M carats since opening in 1983.
It is the lead contributor for the sector contributing 6%
of the total gross product of the region, employing 412
workers9. The mine has produced around 18% of the world’s
diamonds during its operation and it is scheduled for
closure and rehabilitation during 2020. This will have a
major negative impact on the region’s economic output
and the local community in the east Kimberley.

The Ellendale Mine east of Derby produced approx. 50%
of the world’s yellow diamonds - almost 1.3 million carats
of gem and industrial-quality diamonds from 2002 until
its closure to 2015. Recent exploratory drilling around this
area has identified new prospects and is considered a
significant discovery. Gibb River Diamonds have mining
and exploration leases at Ellendale and Blina Diamond
Projects. Successful engagement with local Traditional
Owner group is ongoing.
Although unlikely to replicate the scale of Rio Tinto’s
Argyle Diamond Mine, it presents medium to long term
opportunity for local employment and contribution to the
regional economy.

ATEA Consulting Kimberley Snapshot 2020
Kimberley Development Commission
9
Rio Tinto Argyle Diamond Mine
7
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Iron Ore

Iron ore bodies in on Koolan and Cockatoo Islands,
Buccaneer Archipelago boasts Australia’s highest-grade
hematite Ore reserves which average 65.5% Fe10. Mt Gibson
Iron have recommenced ore production from Koolan
Island, employing 315 people and exporting an excess
of 25Mt since April 2019. Cockatoo Island operations are
currently in care and maintenance mode.
The east Kimberley based KMG Ridges Iron Ore Mine has
been in care and maintenance since 2015. This mine has
considerable resources of lower grade ore and could
reactivate if iron ore prices become viable.

Gold

The region has a history of gold mining dating back to the
short-lived Halls Creek gold rush in 1885. Today, there are
several small working mines and proposed tenements
under exploration and development.
Pantoro’s Nicholson’s Find Project, south west of Halls Creek
has a current production rate of 50,000–55,000 ounces
a year which is forecast to increase to 80,000 ounces.11
Hexagon have also announced a prospect at Halls Creek
Project which is in early stage gold and base metal
exploration and development.

Mineral Sands
The Sheffield Resources Thunderbird Project is a proposed
large-scale, long-life mineral sands mining and processing
project located in West Kimberley. The mine is projected
to create 400 jobs during construction and 280 direct jobs
over the 42-year life of the mine.

Potash

Agrimin’s proposed potash mine is located on the remote
Lake Makcay, near the NT border in central Kimberley. It
has reportedly the largest deposits of sulphate of potash
in the world. Potentially Australia’s first potash mine, it is
estimated to be able to produce 426,000 tonnes per year
as dry granular product over a minimum 20-year mine
life span.

Oil and Gas

Major resource companies have invested heavily in Western
Australia to increase production of liquefied natural gas
from the Browse Basin12. However, due to environmental
and community concerns all gas processing is conducted
in the Northern Territory or on floating LNG vessels. The
economic contribution from this sector is therefore not
directly attributed to the Kimberley GVP. However, servicing
of offshore rigs infrastructure and labour force transfer
requirements contribute significantly to the local economy.
There is a considerable opportunity for onshore tight shale
development within the region. Several companies have
identified sizable resources of recoverable oil and gas.
Reports indicate these projects could realise a minimum
of several billion to GVP and 2,000 long term direct jobs.
However, environmental and community concerns around
hydraulic extraction (fracking) have impacted the social
licence for production and exploration ventures.

Sheffield has secured binding agreements for a significant
proportion of the Zircon and Ilmenite production, however
latest announcements from Sheffield Resources advise
they await acceptable equity funding solution before a
commencement date is secured.

Heavy Rare Earths
Australia’s first heavy rare earth mine ‘Brown’s Range’
dysprosium mine is located south east of Halls Creek. This
mine is expected to scale up from pilot to full operations
by 2020-21. The Browns Range access road has been
included as one of the priorities in the Infrastructure
Priority List recently published by Infrastructure Australia.
A globally significant deposit, the Northern Minerals Browns
Range project aims to be the next significant dysprosium
producer outside of China.

Graphite
Graphite production in the region is under proposed
exploration and development. The Hexagon owned
McIntosh Project, is a large-scale, high-quality flake
graphite deposit located north east of Halls Creek which
is currently undergoing pre-feasibility studies.

Mt Gibson Iron
Pantoro
12
WA Government Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation
10
11

Business in the Kimberley

6

Mining and Resource Industry

Mining and Resource

ANALYSIS
STRENGTHS
• Strategic location
to global markets
• Natural resource
rich ground
• Large areas of
suitable land
• Underexplored
formations

OPPORTUNITY
• Increased global
demand
• Improve Indigenous
engagement &
employment
• Diversification of
products
• Building scale

BARRIERS

RISKS

• Complex regulation
• High input costs
• Lack of skilled or
experienced labour
• Clarity and regulation
of Country of Origin
labelling
• Ability to attract
capital investment

• Changing commodity
prices
• Complex regulatory
processes
• Environmental and
social aversion to
mining practises

Industry Opportunity
Global Demand and Access to Markets

The region is strategically located to SE Asia to capitalise
on the increasing global demand for clean energy and
rare earth commodities. The region boasts significant
world class reserves of several key elements that
provide potential for sustainable economic and social
development for the Kimberley.

Industry Diversity

Potential expansions to heavy rare earths, potash and gold
will diversify historically limited commodities and provide
opportunity for local jobs and economic advancements
across a broader range of fields.
On shore production of tight shale oil and gas represents
a major opportunity if the projects can create a social
licence and overcome technical challenges.

Indigenous Engagement

With 91% of Kimberley land falling under Native Title, and
Indigenous people making up 50% of the Kimberley

Business in the Kimberley

population it is essential that partnership and agreements
with Indigenous groups are developed. Good relationships
will assist business reach Indigenous Employment Targets
aimed at Closing the Gap and create positive social and
economic outcomes for the region.

Infrastructure

Major road improvements on the Tanami and Duncan
Roads will impact positively on mining prospects in the
region, opening access to mineral rich land and supply
chains to market. Increasing the scale and diversity of
products will lead to higher demands on bulk port facilities,
creating jobs and revenue for the sector.

Collaborative Engagement

Due the small scale of most operations and the diversity
of commodities it is imperative that sectors work
collaboratively and innovatively with each other and
with government to invest in common use infrastructure
required by industry.
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Industry Barriers
Regulations

The Mining Act 1978 and regulations covers mining activity
on the Western Australian mainland with Commonwealth
legislation covering exploration and exploitation beyond
the first three nautical miles from the shoreline13. Developers
are also governed by the Environmental Protection and
Biodiversity Act, including stringent provisions around flora
and fauna studies and protecting water management
amongst others, along with Native Title considerations.
Negotiating regulations and permits is a complex, lengthy

and costly burden undertaken by all potential proponents.
Any streamlining of regulations to create efficiencies
should be considered.

Funding

Mining sector prospectors and operators are often small
companies with limited financial resources or cash flows.
Raising equity and securing funding is a primary barrier
to the progression of many feasible projects.

Industry Risks
•

Changes in the global commodity pricing presents a
risk to the profitability and viability of mining projects.

•

Environmental challenges of flood, fire and cyclonic
events present a risk to mining assets as they do
elsewhere in the world.

•

Public acceptance of mining activity is a risk for
many projects. Opposition to fracking for example
or the on-shore processing of gas north Broome has
demonstrated how public support or the lack of can,
influence whether the mining and energy sector can
development in ways to deliver on its potential to drive
regional growth.

Report Recommendations
Recommendation One
Australian Government streamline and reduces costs associated with various multi-agency approval processes to
expedite private sector investment and industry development.
Recommendation Two
Australian Government review how the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (EPBC Act) is
interpreted and administered by its public officers, seeking for a more appropriate balance to support regional
development and the objectives of the Act.
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