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Its presence usually goes unnoticed but copper is as 
much a part of our daily lives as breathing.
If you think that’s an outrageous generalisation then 
pick up the phone and call me. If you prefer a more 
impersonal form of contact, send me a text or email 
me, but try doing any of these without using copper. 
By Wally Graham

C
opper is in our homes, schools and 
workplaces amid the technological 
gadgetry that supposedly make our 
lives simpler, as it transports energy 

and information through ever-lengthening 
labyrinths of wires and cables. 

As the best non-precious metal 
conductor of electricity, copper sets 
the standard to which other conductors 
are compared. Its exceptional strength, 
ductility and resistance to corrosion make 

it the preferred and safest conductor for 
building wiring.

Along with brass, copper is a prime 
material of choice for plumbing, taps, 
valves and fittings in construction. Copper 
fire sprinkler systems are a valuable 
safety feature in many major public and 
commercial buildings and homes, which 
also use copper for their rainwater roofing 
needs because of the metal’s resistance to 
extreme weather conditions.
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Advances in transportation technology 
have also been responsible for copper 
becoming a much needed commodity 
over the past 20 years as its use in engines, 
electronics and electrical systems for 
cars, planes, ships and space vehicles has 
increased.

A modern car uses more than 20kg of 
copper, which is twice the amount used 
in 1970s automobile manufacture. The 
copper wires that thread their way through 
a new luxury car can measure more than 
1.5km and in an aeroplane this distance 
can stretch to 100km. Copper-nickel alloys 
are used on the hulls of boats and ships to 
reduce marine bio-fouling thereby reducing 
drag and improving fuel consumption.

Most forecasters predict the worldwide 
consumption of copper will continue 
to rise as countries like China and India 
become more affluent and merge with the 
middle classes of the west in demanding 
to be able to watch global sporting events 
as they happen on plasma televisions and 
ride the information superhighway from 
hand-held computers, and drive their own 
luxury - soon to be hybrid - cars.

“If China and India increase their demand 
for cars as the middle class continues to 
expand then the pressure increases to 
produce more and more, and that obviously 
creates a huge demand,” Hogan & Partners 
head of research and resource analyst Tony 
Lofthouse told RESOURCESTOCKS.

“The Copper Institute states that 
conventional cars require a fair amount of 
copper - about 25 kilograms per car - and 
there will be an increase in the amount 
of copper required when you move onto 
hybrid cars. Their estimate is a 40 percent 
increase, which is 10 kilograms more per 
hybrid car.

“That is where a lot of the bigger 
producers are seeing a significant part 
of their expansion requirements coming 
from.”

Copper consumption in China increased 
36% in the first quarter of 2007. The 
impetus behind this increase was the 
country’s continued strong economic and 
industrial production growth. 

Fortis Asian metals monthly reported in 
June that “China’s refined copper imports 
in April rose 161.5 percent (according to 
official data) from the same month in 2006, 
to 186,212 tonnes. This strong level of 
imports followed a record month of imports 
of more than 200,000 tonnes in March”.

“Logic dictates that a significant amount 
of re-stocking is today going on in China, 
and this belief fed through into the market 
in May and early June, with the price 
slumping to almost below $7000 per 
tonne,” Fortis continued.

“Nevertheless, the rapidity of China 
(and other Asian economies’) growth is still 
strong enough to ensure the copper price 
should sustain itself above the lows seen 

earlier this year – and this might in itself 
give rise to some more (possibly irrational)  
exuberance on the part of speculators.”

A market correction, like we have 
experienced recently, can make investors 
wonder what impact it is going to have on 
the metals markets and on some of the 
junior exploration companies, particularly 
on their ability to access credit for 
development funding

China has demonstrated quite readily 
over the past few years that it is prepared to 
come in and back these junior companies to 
help them get production up and running.

Essentially the Chinese are putting their 
foot on either the asset or on the production 
by signing offtake agreements so they have 
then got a source of metal coming in.

“If you step back from the micro-
economic aspects and just look at the really 
big strategic picture it is difficult to see China 
suddenly falling off the face of the earth in 
the next few years,” Lofthouse said.

“The demand it is creating with its 
urbanisation and everything else is going to 
continue to grow, which will see margins 
begin to shrink, but that will just affect the 
ultimate profitability of the producers, not 
the actual demand.”

With Chinese demand so strong it makes 
for compulsive metals market watching 
as the population of India is forecast to 
surpass China over the next 10 years.

During the later half of 2006 and the early 
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part of 2007 the world price for copper 
fell to US$5200 per tonne. The price 
recovered with some vitality in February 
following disruptions to supply caused by a 
rockslide at Codelco’s Chuquicamata mine 
in Chile in July 2006, which damaged an ore 
conveyor belt, leading to an estimated loss 
of more than 30,000t of copper. A labour 
dispute at the Escondida mine - also in 
Chile - at the same time provided another 
estimated loss of some 45,000t.

These losses to world stocks were 
compounded by flooding at Mopani 
Copper Mines’ Mufulira mine in Zambia in 
February. The result of all this saw the price 
of copper peak at more than US$8000/t in 
May from which it has since slipped back to 
a – still reasonably healthy – US$7700/t.

Having declined by an estimated 4% 
to 900,000t in 2006-07, the outlook for 
copper production in Australia for 2007-
2008 is positive. In Australian Commodities; 
June quarter 2007.2, the Australian Bureau 
of Agricultural and Resource Economics 
(ABARE) said: “Australian copper mine 
production is forecast to increase by 24 
percent to 1.1 million tonnes” due to a rise in 
exploration expenditure for the commodity 
and commissioning of several new projects.

Xstrata’s Northern 3500 underground 
ore body project in north-west Queensland 
has an annual capacity of 22,000t of copper 
concentrates and Matrix Metals began 
production at its 10,000 tonnes per annum 
Leichhardt Operation in the world class Mt 
Isa base metals province in June.

Compass Resources’ 10,000t Browns 
Oxide joint venture with Hunan Nonferrous 
Metals is due for completion in October 
while Copperco’s Lady Annie mine is due 
to begin production in the third quarter 
of this year with the company looking to 
expand production to 25,000t of copper 
cathode by mid 2008. 

Other advanced Australian copper 
projects are Oxiana’s Prominent Hill 
project - a greenfields project south-east of 
Coober Pedy due for completion in 2008 
- that will produce 104,000t of copper in 
concentrates and Rio Tinto’s $211 million 
upgrade expansion of its Northparkes 
mine in central New South Wales, due for 
completion in 2009. The upgrade will not 
increase capacity at Northparkes, but will 
ensure production continues until 2016.

Higher production of refined copper 
from Xstrata’s Townsville copper refinery 
was offset by lower production from BHP 

Billiton’s Olympic Dam, which meant 
an estimated decline of refined copper 
production in Australia of 2% to 451,000t 
in 2006-07.

“In 2007-08, refined copper production 
is forecast to increase by 35% to just under 
608,000 tonnes,” ABARE said.

“This increase is attributable to expected 
higher output from the Townsville copper 
refinery (an expansion of 20,000 tonnes) 
and the commencement of SX-EW (Solvent 
Extraction-Electrowinning) production 
from the Browns Oxide, Lady Annie and 
Leichhardt operations.” 

Exploration expenditure for base metals 
in Australia for 2006-07 is estimated to be 
around $560 million, an increase of some 
52% from 2005-06. The increase is mostly 
the result of big rises in the expenditure 
on copper as well as nickel and silver-lead-
zinc exploration – due in no small part to 
substantial rises in global prices for these 
commodities. Copper alone rose by over 
80% in 2006.

With more companies spending more 
money looking for resources to meet 
demand, ABARE tells us exploration 
expenditure on base metals in Australia 
for 2006-07 is “expected to be more than 
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Current Major Copper Development Projects in australia

COMPANY PROJECT LOCATION STATUS EXPECTED 
START-UP NEW CAPACITY CAPITAL

EXPENDITURE

Exco Resources Cloncurry 
copper project Qld New project, scoping 

study completed 2009 11,000 tonnes copper 
in concentrates $42 million

Golden Cross resources Copper Hill 
project NSW

New project, 
prefeasibilty study 

under way
2010 32,000 tonnes copper $250 million

Copper Strike Einasleigh 
Copper project Qld

New project,
feasibility study 

nearing completion
2009 15,000 tonnes copper 

in concentrates $88 million

Havilah Resources Kalkaroo SA
New project, 

prefeasibility study 
under way

Not  available 31,000 tonnes copper $200 million

Hillgrove Resources Kanmantoo SA New project, feasibility 
study under way 2009 19,000 tonnes copper 

in concentrates $98.3 million

Aditya Birla / Murchison Maroochydore WA New project, under 
review Not available Not available Not available

BHP Billiton Olympic Dam 
expansion SA

Expansion, 
prefeasibility study 

under way
2013 267,000 tonnes copper $6 billion

Universal Resources Roseby copper 
project Qld New project, feasibility 

study completed Late 2008 34,000 tonnes copper $338 million

Matrix Metals White Range Qld New project, feasibility 
study completed Not available 15,000 tonnes copper $76 million

Source: ABARE list of major minerals and energy development projects May 2007.
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Digging the open pit at Oxiana’s Prominent Hill project.

double the 25-year average ($260 million) 
and the highest on record”.

But as RESOURCESTOCKS has indicated 
in the past, most of this exploration 
expenditure has not been spent on 
greenfields exploration; rather the spending 
has centred around known deposits.

The high commodity prices are 
encouraging companies to reassess 
reserves at their existing and fatigued 
mining areas as they can now be considered 
economically viable, which has meant 
brownfields exploration has taken up the 
major portion of the total minerals and 
energy exploration expenditure for the 
past two years. 

South Australia has had a long association 
with copper, which is set to continue as 
the state is poised to greatly increase its 
exploration expenditure. Copper was first 
discovered in South Australia at Kapunda in 
1842, and the Burra Burra Copper Mine in 
1845 was renowned as one of the state’s 
major copper producers.

By the mid 1860s the greater Moonta 
area was known as the Copper Triangle 
because of the rich copper deposits that 
were discovered at Wallaroo, Moonta and 
Kadina. 

More than 100 years later, this 
relationship is set to prosper again with 
the development of two major South 
Australian copper projects.

The largest advanced copper project 
under construction is Oxiana’s $775 million 

Prominent Hill project in South Australia, 
on schedule to start production in 2008.

Prominent Hill is an iron oxide copper 
gold style deposit with resources, as at June 
30 2006, of 1.5Mt of contained copper and 
2.6 million ounces of contained gold, which 
have been defined to a depth of 650m or 
150m below the base of the 10-year pit. 

Oxiana is working towards increasing 
copper production and extending mine life 
over and beyond the 10-year pit.

Exploration drilling carried out over 
the past 12 months has concentrated 
on the western end of the deposit and 
clearly indicates the mineralisation is more 
extensive than June 2006 resources had 
outlined.

Two drilling programs in 2007 are focused 
on increasing copper production in the short 
term via a concurrent underground mining 
operation, and on extending mine life via 
a high tonnage caving operation based on 
exploration success at depth. This work 
could see mine life extended to 2030. 

BHP Billiton’s Olympic Dam mine is 
Australia’s largest underground mine and 
the world’s fourth largest copper deposit. 

When it began producing copper in 1988 
it had an annual output of 45,000t. Today 
the mine produces more than 200,000t of 
copper each year along with uranium, gold 
and silver as by-products, and is the only 
mining operation in Australia that delivers 
ore to a fully integrated processing facility 
all on a single site. 

The $6-billion expansion, which is likely 
to see operations converted to open pit, 
will be one of the biggest of its type in the 
world. Once completed, the expanded 
mine will produce around 40Mt of ore to 
the new processing plant each year.

The plant will not only produce more 
copper, it will also produce significantly 
more metal in each of the other commodity 
groups using similar technologies to those 
currently used. 

The Olympic Dam expansion is the 
largest project on ABARE’s list of major 
minerals and energy development projects 
released in May. On the list there are eight 
more copper projects in what it describes 
as the “less advanced planning stage”. 

These projects are still undergoing 
feasibility studies or pre-feasibility studies, 
or no definite decision has yet been made 
by the relevant companies as to the 
development of the projects following a 
feasibility study.

The other projects included on the list are 
Exco Resources’ Cloncurry copper project; 
Golden Cross Resources’ Copper Hill 
project; Copper Strike’s Einasleigh Copper 
project; Havilah’s Kalkaroo; Hillgrove’s 
Kanmantoo; Aditya Birla’s Maroochydore 
joint venture with Murchison; Universal 
Resources’ Roseby copper project and 
Matrix Metals’ White Range project. 

All these are scheduled to come online 
in the next few years.
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