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Mineral based industrial

by Dr. M. M. J. W. Herath
C onsu ltin g  G eo log ist and  
C eram ist

Min era ls  are valuable 
natural resources 
and 'are finite and 

non - renewable. They consti- 
tute the vital raw materials for 
many basic industries and are 
a major resource for develop­
ment; Minerals pervade our 
lives and determine our coun­
try’s progress. We need miner­
als for travel, com m erce and 
industry and even for pleasure 
and relaxation. The non- 
m etallic m inerals of Sri 
Lanka, as a group, constitute 
the m ost important physical 
resource base in  terms of 
quantity and value and also in ; 
terms of its potential to sustain 
a long term socio-econom ic 
development.

The mineral survey which is 
presently named'as Geological 
Survey and Mines. Bureau  
(GSMB) was established' in  
1903. Last year (2003) the sur­
vey com pleted a . hundred  
years of geological activity in 
the country. As its , former 
Director and the Comm on­
wealth Geological Liaison offi­
cer of the Commonwealth Sec­
retariat in London, I have had 
the privilege of visiting over 30 . 
Commonwealth surveys and 
here it must be m entioned that 
a centenary celebration of' a 
survey, is considered to be a 
unique and a great occasion. 
However if is not so in our 
country and the glory and' 
splendour of a centenary cele­
bration was not to be w it­
nessed in Sri Lanka.

The Sri Lankan mineral sec­
tor is also faced with a number 
of problems, these include: ,

1. The rapid depletion of our 
mineral resources..

2. Mining and its impact on  
the environment

3. Inability to add value to 
crude minerals before export.

4. M isconception on joint 
venture foreign participation

5. N ot having all activities 
concerned  with m inerals 
under the purview of a single 
government ministry. •

,. It is relevant to place on 
! record, that exploration and 
m ining of m inerals is now  
open to the private sector, 
although the GSMB is charged 
with the function of mineral 
resources development in Sri 
Lanka.' Over the decades a 
m isconception hats developed  
that environmental activism is 
against development, but the 
reality is that it opens up the 
eyes of the decision makers for 
the sustainable use of our min­
eral resources. Serious 
attempts have been made to 
add value to our minerals. It 
was during the period 1971 - 
1977 during the late Sirimavo 
Bandaranaike’s period of 
office as Prime Minister that

In Sri Lanka there is also a misconception 
among local scientists and non govern­
mental organizations concerning foreign 
participation. A  classic example is the 
attempt to develop the Eppawela 
apatite deposit for phosphate fertilizer 
manufacture (DAP,MAP, single super 
phosphate and triple super phosphate). 
Each time negotiations commenced with 
foreign firms local scientists made 
unsound and incorrect statements con­
demning such project proposals.

the greatest developm ent of 
the mineral based sector took 
place with the first joint ven­
ture with Noritake of Japan 
for Porcelain-ware manufac­
ture. It was during this period 
that the apatite deposit at 
Eppawela was discovered.

In Sri, Lanka there is also a 
m isconception  am ong local 
scientists and non governmen­
tal organizations concerning 
foreign participation. A classic 
exam ple is the attem pt to 
develop the Eppawela apatite 
deposit for phosphate fertiliz­
er manufacture (DAP,MAP, sin­
gle super phosphate and triple 
super 'phosphate). Each time 
negotiations com m enced with  
foreign firms local scientists 
m ade unsound and incorrect 
statements condem ning such  
project proposals. On one 
occasion a government m inis­
ter (1995) appointed a group 
of scientists to submit a report 
on the Eppawela deposit. The 
w hole issue thereafter ended  
up in the courts. In fact this 
was not the subject of the min­
ister concerned. The result'is 
that a 25 m illion ton. proven 
apatite deposit with a 60 m il­
lion tons, of inferred reserve is 
now lying idle, except for the 
production of a sm all quantity 
of ground apatite. This is the 
result of a group of scientists 
who have misled' politicians, 
planners and the general pub­
lic; There scientists had no 
dem onstrated experience, 
whatsoever in mineral based  
industry; they were not mining 
engineers; .they have neither 
worked in industry nor do they 
have a feel for industry. Very 
few  scientists in Sri Lanka 
have had the opportunity of 
working in large multi-nation­
al industrial organizations.

Those having this experi­
ence are the ones w ho should  
be consulted on mineral based  
industrial development. In this 
connection, it will be interest­
ing to quote the Chief Justice, 
what he had to say concerning  
this matter.

Ref. Daily N ew s March 15, 
2004

Excerpts from  a. speech  
made by Chief Justice Sarath 
N. Silva at the conference and 
series o f workshops on “Our 
Nation and the Sea" which  
w as held at the BMICH on  
March 3 and 4 2004.

“Resources are m eaningless 
unless w e use them  m eaning­
fully and cautiously for; the 
econom ic benefits of one and 
all. We should have an invest­
m ent plan prepared w ith  
active private sector participa­
tion  covering short term, 
m edium  term and the long  
term.

"I have to em phasize this 
aspect due to a  bitter experi­
ence of the past. Several years 
ago, w hen function ing as 
Attorney General I was 
entrusted w ith the task of 
finalizing the investm ent 
agreem ent for the mining and 
refinement o f phosphate in the 
largest phosphate deposit of 
the w hole of South Asia locat­
ed at Eppawela in the Anurad- 
hapura District. The agree­
m en t w as w ith  the highest 
ranking m ultinational cooper­
ation With the requisite techni­
ca l expertise and capacity to 
undertake the project.

“The investm ent was in the 
reg ion  o f U S$ 400 m illion  
being the largest ever to be 
m ade by a foreign investor. 
This project w as scuttled due 
to m isguided  interventions 
and the lack of political will. 
We are now lamenting over 
the high cost o f fertilizer and 
are struggling w ith the subsi­
dies. If the jproject w ent 
through, sin ce production  
would have com m enced in 5 
years, to day w e would have 
had a higher grade fertilizer at 
one third of the cost o f the 
im ported m aterial. 1

“The lesson to be learnt is 
that w e should, carry through 
to fruition a well planned pro­
ject in w hich the econom ic 
return is properly assessed  
and viewed against its impact

on ecology and environment. 
Law is intended to assist in 
this p rocess and not to 
obstruct it...”

In Sri Lanka there is also 
the i w rong im pression that 
when m ulti-nationals are 
involved in joint venture par­
ticipation they do not attach 
much im portance to the pro­
tection o f the environment. Sri 
Lanka has adequate laws and 
regulations to overcome this 
m isconception  and there 
should be no problem where 
foreign participation is con­
cerned.

Investment opportunities in 
mineral raw materials have 
much prom ise in Sri Lanka. 
Joint venture investments and 
other form s of contracts 
acceptable ■ to Sri Lanka with 
foreign participation in the 
following large scale industri­
al development areas are wor­
thy of serious consideration.

1. The manufacture of Phos­
phate fertilizer (DAE MAP Sin­
gle super, Triple super phos­
phate) utilizing the Eppawela 
apatite deposit.

2: The upgrading of ilmenite 
to a high titanium product. 
(Up graded ilmenite or syn­
thetic rutile). Thereafter, if fea­
sible the production of Titani­
um Dioxide pigment. Around 
150'000 tons of ilmenite are 
available per annum  for a 
period o f 30 - 40 years. The 
recovery of rare-earths from 
monozite, zircon based indus­
tries and the recovery of gar­
net from  the Hambantota 
beach sands.

3. The establishment of high 
purity quartz based industries.

• Quarts occurs in appreciable, 
quantities at a number of loca­
tions.

4. Further establishment of 
export-oriented ceramic 
industries.

5. Export o f dimension stone 
in  polished  slab form  and 
other forms.

6 . The establishm ent of 
graphite based industries. The 
m anufacture of refractories 
dry cells, crucibled and lubri­
cants have m uch promise.

7. Salt based industries and 
production of salt for .export 
(saj'' oyer a million tons'1 per 
annum).'

In conclusion, it may be 
stated that:

The President should, 
appoint a high powered com ­
mittee to give the final 
approval for BOI projects with  
foreign participation.

Once this approval is grant­
ed .under no circum stances 
should politicians be allowed  
to interfere with the decision  
of the said committee. There 
have been  instances where  
local newspapers have high­
lighted this aspect, where pro­
jects have been deferred due 
to political interventions. ,


