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Govt gives geological database a reprieve
 
The Independent's editorial gets results
 

WARREN BERRYMAN 

Maybe it was the bit about book­
burning blackshirts destroying a big 
part of our economic history that 
got Crown Minerals' goat. Or maybe 
it was the bit about a government, 
Pol Pot-style, returning our geo­
scientific knowledge base to year 
zero. 

Whatever. 
Crown Minerals officials were 

riled by our 16 April editorial about 
our government "systematically 
destroying a geological database 
that would have cost tens if not 
hundreds of millions of dollars to 
replace." 

Good. 
Angry Crown Minerals officials 

contacted mining industry leaders 
to complain about my outrageous 
editorial only to be told that I had 
been spot on - that that was what 
they (the mining industry leaders) 
had been trying - in vain - to tell 
them for years: that the drill core 
libraries the government has been 
dumping to cut costs should instead 
be preserved as a national asset as 
they are preserved and J'lromoted 
everywhere eise in the developed 
world to foster iFlterest and invest­
ment in wealth-creating mineral 
exploration. 

That editorial accomplished more 
than five years of pussy-footing 
around. 

Progress is now being made. 
Ironjcall~', a first-tier beneficiary 

will be a government-owned joint 
venture which will use the very same 
databas€ Crown Minerals was hell 
bent on destroying to sell New 
Zealand's mineral potential to local 
and foreign prospectors. 

This outfit, Kenex Knowledge 
Systems, has, with a fairly rudimen­
tary database distributed it free of 
charge to anyone interested in an 
outline of this country's prospective 
areas, already attracted two mineral 
explorers likely to spend at least $7 
million here even if thev fail to find 
anything worth digging up. 

If they hit pay-dirt, our whole 
economy is in to win. 

Back to the beginning: Crown 
Minerals has, for the past few years, 
been taking kilometres of drill core 
collected over the decades and 
chucking it into rubbish tips or 
offering it to anyone willing to cart 
it away. 

That core in Crown Minerals' four 
core libraries cost private sector 
explorers up to 81000 a metre to 
drill. By law it had to be offered to 
the government for nix. Those core 
libraries Crown Minerals was 
destroying form the best repository 
of rock hard geological knowledge 

we have."That New Zealand is rela­
tively under-explored makes this 
database even more valuable. 

Our mineral explorers see that 
core as a national asset. Crown 
Minerals apparently sees it as a 
liability - something costing money 
to store. 

Most new mines are found on old 
prospects by people using new 
methods to evaluate old data. The 
old data give today's prospector a 
head start. 

Other countries attract foreign 

ilwestment by making geological 
and geophysical ditta a\'ailable to 
mineral explorers. An international 
mining company interested in, for 
example, Australia can access 
geological maps, aero-magnetic 
data, and even photos of drill core 
samples. 

The miner might then evaluate 
the old data in light of a new geolog­
ical model or apply more sophisti­
cated interpretative techniques to 
old geophysical data. 

Whate\·er. Such databases arouse 
the prospector's interest and loosen 
his purse strings for they give him a 
head start - tell him what migh t be 

out there that the old time miners 
got a sniff of but failed to find. 

Data compiled by mineral explor­
ers can later be used in the geo-tech­
nical evaluation of dam sites, road 
beds and construction sites, in 
earthquake research and risk evalu­
ation, in the search for aquifers and 
in academic research. 

Some of the core Crov.'T! Minerals 
was throwing away comes from 
areas that will never be drilled again 
- like areas subsequently declared 
no-go zones by the Department of 
Conservation. 

A week after The Independent's 
editorial was published, Crown 

Minerals staff met with mining 
industrv leaders at the core library 
in Chri~tchurch where some of the 
issues were resolved. To whit: 
• Crown Mineritls was going to 
dump core that hitd not been prop­
erly labelled. The miners pointed 
out that because our geological 
community is so small - most of our 
geology graduates head for 
Australia as our government's anti­
mining policies have killed off most 
job prospects here - just about 
everyone knows everyone else so 
they offered to try to find the geolo­
gists that logged the core in the first 
place so they could identify it; and 
• Crown Minerals offered to photo­
graph some corc before dumping it 
so there would be at least some 
record kept. 

One issue at least remains unre­
solved. Crown Minerals wants to 
keep only representative samples of 
some core. 

The miners point out that this 
might be a good criterion for saving 
museum pieces hut not for storing 
useful geological data. 

If, for example, an explorer had 
pattern drilled a prospect, drilling, 
say, 50 holes on a grid, the core from 
anyone of those holes might serve as 
a representative example. With all 
the core, a geologist can figure out 
what's going on between those drill 
holes - the stratigraphy for stalters. 

While Crown Minerals has been 
destroying these core libraries, it has 
also been invoked in a joint venture 
with the Institute of Geological and 
Nuclear Sciences Ltd building up a 
digital database delineitting New 
Zealand's prospective areas. 

The data is being compiled by 
geologist Greg Partington of Kenex 
Knowledge Systems. A CD labelled 
P-Map South has been finished P­
Map North is now bei'1g completed. 

So far 700 of these CDs ha\'e "E'en 
distributed. 

This project - thus far done over 
two years on a shoe-string 
$250,000 hudget - has already 
attracted two foreign explorers to 
New Zealand. The two are expected 
to spend between ~7 million and $8 
million here evaluating hard rock 
gold prospects. 

The next step, says Partington, is 
to collate the data from the core 
libraries, put it into a digital format, 
and distribute it to anvone inter­
ested in mineral explor~tion in this 
country. 

Like the miners, Partington says 
the database can be used for many 
things apart from mining - itnd 
adds his ov.'T! novel tv.ist: The data­
base, he says, can be particularly 
useful for locating good wine grow­
ing areas. 

Now, even the anti-mining Helen 
Clark government couldn't object to 
that. 

Aussie drill results benefit the whole economy. Here, Crown Minerals was dumping the stuff 

Carter caught in mining firing line
 
TIM DONOGHUE 

Conservation Minister Chris Carter 
is back in the firing line ne)..'t month 
when he faces making a final deci­
sion on mining in Pike Valley. 

Pike River Coal Company (PRCC) 
- 72% owned by New Zealand Oil 
and Gas - has resource consents to 
mine coking coal in the Paparoa 
Range on the West Coast of the 
South Island. 

Carter's likely to be caught 
between pro-development Coasters 
and anti-mining conservationists. 

Earlier this month the 
Depaltment of Conservation (DoC), 
the West Coast Conservation Board 
and Forest & Bird waived rights of 
appeal to the Environment Court 
over the 23 May 2003 resource 
consents West Coast Regional, Grey 
District and Buller District Councils 
granted to PRCe. 

PRCC's Sydney-based project 
manager Gordon Ward says two 
issues remain to be resolved with 
DoC before work at the mine site can 
begin: 
• permission to build a nine-kilome­
tre access road through DoC land up 
Pike Valle\' to the site; and 
• DoC ac~eptance of PRCC submis­
sions regarding "acid mine drainage" 
water quality assurances. 

The company was required to 
supply a water-quality model from 
the analysis of extra test bores. 

Ward expects to have all the 
requested information on the desk of 
DoC's West Coast conservator Mike 
Slater by the end of June. 

While the 23 May consents were 
not appealed, Slater says appeals 
against 1999 consents were lodged 
with the court. 

"The issue of acid mine drainage 
remains a major one which will be 

--~~~~ 

confronted through the 1999 
consent appeals process and by 
appropriate testing," he says. 

"Once the picture is complete, we 
can then conclude the conservancy 
mining report and send it to the 
minister for his decision." 

Forest & Bird spokeswoman 
Eugenie Sage has called on Carter to 
reject the "disastrous" proposal. 

Resou rce consen ts for the 
proposed $65 million project mean 
nothing without Carter's granting an 
access road agreement, Sage says. 

PRCC has been negotiating with 
DoC since 25 .Tune 1998 to build an 
acc~s road across DoC land to mine 
the estimated 15.5 million tonnes of 
coking coal. 

Mine proponent and Grey district 
councillor Tony Kokshoorn says the 
latest requests from DoC for further 
information represent another 
"shameful" delaying tactic. 


