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Low performing and neglected mineral sector

oV

b y  N im a l S . R a n a s in g h e ,
C o n su lt in g  G e o lo g is t  an d  
M em ber, N e w  York A cad em y  
of. S c ie n c e s  -

E ither it is a co incidence or 
' it is not. N o sooner the 

e lection  results w ere but,, 
the topic o f Eppaw ala has re-sur­
faced. In fact, tw o articles on the 
EA appeared on consecutive days 
in the Daily News o f 7th and 8th 
April and recently on  the 28th.
- The article on the 7th basically 

s a id ‘don’t consider any deals with  
foreigners’ whilst that on the 8th 
extolled the manifold benefits of 
apatite as a fertilizer. The one on  
the 28th w as . by Dr. M.M.J.W. 
H erath w ho, w ith  over : four 
decades o f amply dem onstrated  
experience in all m atters of geolo­
gy and over a dozen profound pub­
lications on Sri Larfka’s m ineral 
resources and m in e ra l, based  
industries to his credit, was indeed  
a realistic stratagem  to boost the' 
Mineral S ector Perhaps, the g ro w -. 
ing interest and. enthusiasm  in the 
subject is infectious and the writer, 
also with his extensive involve-, 
m ent in S ri' Lanka’s M ineral 
E xploration  activ ities, m ineral 
based industries and t h e : Mineral 
Sector, con sid ered  it tim ely to 
share his v iew s on the Eppawala 
matter, in particular, and the Min- 

' eral Sector in  general. The writer 
w as Director, G eological Survey 
D epartm ent w hen  w orldw ide  
"‘Invitation for Proposals’ to 'se t  
up a joint venture for the manu­
facture. o f phosphate fertilizer uti­
liz in g  the E ppaw ala apatite 
deposit" w as called during late 
T992 by Secretary, M inistry of 

' Industries, Science and Technolo­
gy- -

N o soon er the dep osit'w as d is­
covered by the GSD in the early 
seventies, a detailed  core drilling  

iin vestiga tion  of the n o r th e r n . 
d ep o sit  revea led , a ‘p roved ’ 
resource of 25 m illion  ‘ tonnes. 
G eological in vestigations done in 
th e sou th ern  ex ten sio n  of the  
deposit and the surrounding area 
sh ow ed  another ‘in ferred ’ ton ­
nage of 45 m illion.

The A greem ent a llow ed  only  
the m ining of 25 m illion  tonnes 
in  the northern deposit.

Im portance o f  Feasibility  Study

C onsidering rest o f the con ­
cerns collectively, it w as sad to  
n o te  that no factual inform ation  
w h atsoever  w as ava ilab le  to 
those, w ho pushed the panic but­

ton as the Feasibility Study (FS) 
w as yet to be carried out. It is 
unequivocally  the results o f the 
FS w h ich  w ou ld  have d eter­
m ined; in ter  a lia , w heth er  
12 ,000, 1200 , 120 , 12 , 2 or in fact 
no fam ily m em bers w ere to be 
evacuated- The .FS w ould have 
inform ed the exact d im ensions of 
the m ine. The FS w ould have- 
d elin ea ted  h ow  the prop onent' 
intended to m itigate dam ages to 
the en vironm en t in clud ing the 
Jaya Ganga: irrigation system .

This sta g e  requ ired  an EIA 
w here all en vironm en t related  
organizations and the public gets 

' involved. With su ch  controls to 
be faced by the proponent, it vyas 
highly irresponsib le and unpro­
fessional by those w ho resisted, 
in fact, m ost o f w hom  are w ell 
respected  in their ow n fields but 
zero in' te r m s . o f dem onstrated  

. exp erien ce in . m ining, t o , have 
em barked  ; oil th a t cou rse of 
action. Curiously, the profession­
als from  the only M ining Facility' 
in Sri • Lanka at the Moratuwa 
U niversity w ho should  have com - • 
plained  never did! Clearly, . the 
m ore responsib le and profession­
al step w as to protest or agitate, 
if  at 'all, on ly after the FS report 
w as m ade available, rather than  
on im agination  and conjecture.

It is a lso  recalled  th a t another, 
apparently unacceptable feature 
Was that the proponent was an 
Am erican w ho had a bad track  
record in safe environm ent prac­
tice s  b oth  in! A m erica and  
Indonesia.

The writer, w ith  experience in 
m in in g ' a c tiv itie s  o f  Australia, 
P hilip p in es, R ussia and sou th ­
w est U nited S tates is w ell aware 
o f this; There are m ining com pa­
n ies w hich  are able to m ine in a 
m ore environm ent-friendly m an­
ner than - others. Many reasons 
contribute to this.

Those w h ich  require extensive 
digging and disturbance o f  land  
surface (open  cast m ining) such  
as for coal, porphyry copper, tile 
clay, kaolin  etc., and those w hich  
require le a ch in g  -with cyanide  
solutions; are liab le to be heavily  

.penalized  than say, underground  
operations. But, in  general, m ain  
con trib u tory  factors cau sin g  
environm ent dam age are the lack  
of proper regulation  and weak  
A greem ents, B ig m ining! com pa­
n ies a lw ays.try to be iaw  abiding 
as it d oes not m ake econom ic  
sense to be otherw ise. If there are

in frin gem en ts, a w eak, i.e . an  
A greem ent favouring the com pa­
ny could  be the reason  (in w hich  
c a s e ,. both  signatories are to be 
blam ed) cou p led  w ith  extrem e  
rem oteness (say, a ccess only by 
helicopter) are reason s in favour  
o f  the com pany.

S election  o f  A m erican  
P rop on en t

The Am erican proponent w as 
selected  through a very extensive  
and transparent procedure, on  
the b asis o f superior techn ical 
k now -how  (had the techn ology  t o . 
counter- corrosive nature due to  
h igh  ch lo r in e  o f  th e lo c a l 
apatite)-, con sen t to erect in Sri 
Lanka the com plete dow nstream  
p r o ce ss in g  - facility , thereby, 
ensuring transfer o f  latest tech ­
n ology, im p roved  ra ilw ay lin e  
from  E ppaw ala to Trincom alee 
and dem onstrated  m arket leader­
s h ip .I n  fact, there w as the, insin ­
u a tio n  that-the A m erican com pa­
ny w as singularly  favoured; I t ,  
w hs Strange that, th e Ministry.- 
w hich  se lec ted  the proponent in  
the m ost transparent m anner did  
n ot deem  if fit to issu e an official 
Statem ent to correct the m isin­
form ed situation . In Sri Lanka, 
our, m ining . p rofessionals, envi­
ron m en t en a ctm en ts and the  
M ining Act and R egulations are 
q uite th orou gh  • an d  are fu lly  
capable o f  dealing w ith  a project 
o f  this sca le .

A fact, the then Attorney Gener­
a l and p resen t C h ief Justice  
ack n ow led ged ! P erhap s, the  
A greem ent m ay have b een  a trifle  
lean in g  on  the m ining com pany’s 
sid e. If the G overnm ent consent­
ed, it w ould  have had profound  
rea so n s a lon g  w ith  relevant 
ch ecks and b alances for doing so  
and th erefore  riot th e m ining  
com p any’s fault.

The riame o f  the gam e as far as 
both sid es are concerned , is- to  
secure the best deal, and w ith  the 
A ttorney G en era l’s ad v ice  the 
G overnm ent, w as on  the w ay to  
do it., Anyway, it is all history now  
and in the long run the country  
w as the loser. • <

The leading role p layed  by the 
‘C om m ittee for the P rotection  o f  
Phosphate D eposits at E ppaw ala’ 
iwas p ivotal in the su spension  of 
the Project. The w riter isjvery  
m uch o f the v iew  that, if the,Said  
C om m ittee w as aw are o f  the  
irtiportance o f the FS,. it, as a 
resp o n sib le  a sso c ia t io n  jivith

cou n try ’s  w ell-b e in g  at heart, 
w ould h ave based its agitation, if 
any, o n ly  after rece iv in g  FS  
results. And, I am confident that 
if the FS  resu lts posed  no signifi­
cant dam aging issues, the Project 
w ould  have found the Coirimittee 
an eager and enthusiastic partner 
rather than  on the opposite, cor­
ner.

Then, the unansw ered question  
rem ain; ‘Was th e Com m ittee  
d eceived  to jump the gun and 
adopt the stand it took by others 
w ho had  a different secret agen­
da?’ Perhaps, even at this stage, it 
w ould  be good idea, for the Presi­
dent and interested members of 
the C om m ittee to ponder careful­
ly on  above-m entioned facts read 
w ith  p o w ers  and regulations  
availab le to  the governm ent, reg­
u la tin g  organ ization s and the 
general public, and review gen­
u in e ly  w ith o u t prejudice, its 
Stance; .' ' ■/ -,

Attem pts taken to upgrade 
M ineral based industires 
in  Sri Lanka ’!

H aving said that, it is relevant 
to reca ll that over the years, the 
G SD  and GSMB, through their 
m ineral exploration programmes 
k ick-started  key m ineral based  
in d u str ie s  such  as ceram ics, 
cem en t, m ineral sands, glass, 
d im en sion  stone and now phos­
p hate (the graphite industry was 
already in existence w hen the 
p red ecessor to GSD. com m enced  
investigation s in 1903). Of the 
sa id  m inerals, ilm enite and rutile 
from  b each  heavy m ineral sands 

■ h ave b een  exported from  Pulmod- 
dai to Japan since .1962. Over the 
years, despite several attem pts,to  
upgrade the Pulm oddai facility to 
produce h igh  value,products such  
as synthetic rutile, titania pig­
m en t and titanium  slag, none, o f it 
h as m aterialized  so far. N otw ith­
standing these set backs and real­
iz in g  the im m ense future poten-. 
t ia l o f th e Sri Lanka m ineral 
san ds, th e GSD undertook a tour 
in  1993 to Australia prom oting  
m ineral resources o f Sri Lanka. 
C onsequent to  this tour, a leading  
A u stra lian  m in ing  com pany  
ap plied  for exploration licences 
from  th e  GSM B coverin g  the 
c o a s ta l areas from  Aruakkalu  
north  o f  Puttalam  dow n to Chi-' 
law . After nearly > four years, ,of. 
exp loration , the com pany report­
ed  to th e A ustralian  S tock

Exchange and the M edia in Octo­
ber 1-998, the discovery o f a 1.07 
billion-tonne com bined  ‘Indicat­
ed  and In ferred ’ ca teg o ries  
resource of heavy m ineral sands 
o f 7.2% grade, at 1% cu t-o ff  
value. Unfortunately, the com pa­
ny had to suspend all lo ca l opera­
tions in 2002 w hilst in  the pro­
cess of carrying out further feasi­
bility studies; In the south , m in­
ing of garnet along the beach  is 
being planned by a Sri Larika- 
Canada. jo in t ven tu re p artner­
ship. The m ineral s ilica  quartz 
w ith  its h igh  grade (purity) o f 
99.5%  S i0 2  is another w ith  great 
p oten tia l for  p rod u ct d evelop ­
m ent (value ad dition ). A lready  
there is on e loca l en trepreneur  
through a Japanese jo in t venture 
p artn ersh ip  h as es ta b lish ed  a 
prod uct d ev e lo p m en t fa c ility  
near, N aula. The p urpose of citing  
these exam ples is to  em phasize  
the interest show n in $ r i Lanka’s, 
m ineral resou rces by internatibri-. 
al m ining com p anies. M ica which- 
is  cu rren tly  exp orted  raw  as  
‘scra p ’ oy ‘w a ste ’ h a s  a good  
p o ten tia l a s a p ro d u ct b ased  
export industry. But unfortunate­
ly, delays oh  Sri L anka’s part 
have already d iscou raged  the for­
eign- investors and any further 
con tinu ed  lethargy is . bound t6 
tarn ish  Sri Lanka! s nam e irrevo­
cably am ong the foreign  m ining  
fraternity .T here are o f  cou rse  
other industria l m inerals su ch  as 
dolom ite, iron  ore, feldspar, cal- 
cite , river sand, aggregate, in land  
coral and sh ell beds w h ich  w ere  
npt prom oted  for export, taking  
in to  acco u n t th e ir  g eo lo g ica l 
param eters su ch  as, a ccess, dis­
tribution , grade, resou rce estim a­
tion , m in eab ility , v a lu e , m ar­
k etab ility  .e tc .

cannot provide favourable eco ­
n om ic return. D espite the indus­

tr ie s  in th e first category  being  
.relatively large, the quantutri o f  
contribution  by the M ineral S ec­
tor (id en tified  as ‘M in in g  and  
Quarrying; by- the C entral Bank) 
j o  th e G D P over  la s t  severa l 
decades never exceed ed  3%. And* 
as things, are at preserit, the like­
lihood o f  it b ein g  in creased  is 
quite rethote. N o doubt the phos- 
phate project w ould  h ave m ade a 
substantial im p a c tO f cou rse, all 
m ineral Com m odities b ein g  non- 
renew able, the tem ptation  to  save 
i t  for posterity, is understandable  
but* the jarguriient sh ou ld  n ot be 
on an overly-protective attitude

w h ich  w ill take both econom y of 
the country arid the m ineral se c ­
tor  n ow h ere.

For, if  the argum ent to  ‘save the 
resou rce at any cost and d iscou r­
age foreign  jo in t venture partner­
sh ip ’ based  o n  the purported  ultL  
m ate p atriotic objective to save  
m in era l re so u rc es  to p osterity  
w as applied , le ts  say to, (a) Aru­
ak kalu  lim e sto n e  reso u rce ,

. M urunkan rind Iranam adu clay  
resou rces w h ich  have b e e n , u ti­
lized  entirely  for the lo c a l cem en t 
m anufacture s in ce  the m id six ­
t ie s , (b) th e B ora lesgam u w a, 
D ed iy a w ela  an d  M eetiyagod a  
k aolin  resou rces, O w ella, Talago- 
d a an d  B a la n g o d a  fe ld sp ar  
re so u r c e s  an d  s il ic a  quartz  
resou rces at R attota, G alaha and  
E karella , . for the lo ca l ceram ic  
industry w h ich  has ga in ed , in ter­
n a tio n a l a cc la im  w ith  b rands  
Such ; as N oritak e, D ank otu w a, 
W alltile and R oyal C eram ics (c) 
th e g la ss  - san d  d ep o s its  at 
M araw ila - N attandiya m ined  for 
the p rem ier lo ca l g lass industry  
and (d) the extensive b each  m in­
eral san d s d ep osit at Pulm oddai, 
su sta in in g  th e export o f ilm enite  
and rutile in du stries cou ld  never 
h ave b een  e s ta b lish ed . The 
in ev itab le con seq u en ce  o f sUch 
an attitude w ou ld  force the gov­
ernm ent to provide Subsidies to 
the public user, akin to  fertilizer, 
a lso  to  p urch ase cem pnt, ceram ic  
arid g lass products as w ell!

The p resen t stagnant m ineral 
se c to r  p erfo rm a n ce , co u ld  be 
attributed  to  a  com b in ation  com ­
p osed  o f  ad h o c  and u nm ethod i­
c a l ' p ractices adopted  o v er  the 
d eca d es  by th e m in era l b ased  
in du stry  arid in a d e q u a te  a ss is ­
tan ce by the governm ent, that too  
lack in g  in a lon g-term  M ineral 
Policy. The only, w ay to revive the 
cu rren t Stalled  s itu a tio n  is  to 
rem ove M ineral S ector 's  nagging  
grey areas su ch  as, exportability  
o f  m ineral com m od ities and tax 
issu es by in trodu cing  an  updated  
M ineral P olicy and form ulating a 
M ineral Tax L aw  as early  as p os­
sib le . ,

Thus, When th e path is  cleared  
o f doubts, n ew  in du stries based  
on p hosp hate (E ppaw ala apatite), 
m in era l san d s (P u lm oddai arid 
northw est), s il ic a  quartz (central 
p rovin ce) and garn et (H am banto- 
ta d istrict) focu sed  on  m anu fac­
turing products locally, b oth , for 
lo ca l and exp ort m arkets, would  
n o doubt .com e o n  stream .


