DISPATCHES

Know thy mineral
The life cycle of lesser-known hard
rock resources of the North
Companies from around the world are spending
millions in the territories to extract both illustrious (gold, diamonds) and not-so-headlinegrabbing (how’s about some cobalt?) mineral
commodities. But here’s a question for you: why?
What’s the end result, once jobs have been created, pits have been dug, mills have been built,
GDP growth has surged and shareholders have
been made rich? Sure, when it comes to diamonds, it’s easy to picture the heavily-marketed
end result: tears of joy streaming down a woman’s face as her future husband pops open a case
bursting with pretty sparkly things. But what
about, say, bismuth? What does it do? Got you
stumped, don’t we?
Turns out bismuth, like many other lesserknown minerals, has a number of uses. The “bis”
in Pepto Bismol? Yep, that’s bismuth. “Sprinkler
systems also have bismuth in them,” says Robin
Goad, president of Fortune Minerals. The company is currently developing the NICO project,
located 50 kilometres north of Whati, NWT. While
also host to gold, copper and cobalt, NICO is home
to the world’s largest-known deposit of bismuth,
which has reaped stronger-than-normal prices in
recent months. “About 73 per cent of the world’s
bismuth supply comes from China, and China is
restricting the export of commodities, like rare
earths, that are important to them,” says Goad.
“They’ll sell it, but only after they’ve ensured that
their own industry has sufficient supplies.” Hence
the rising need – and prices – in North America.
Here’s the life cycle of bismuth, starting out in
the ground in NWT and ending up in someone’s
ailing tummy.

2 This is what the ore
containing silver-coloured
flecks of bismuth looks like
when it’s extracted from
the ground. After crushing and grinding the rock,
Fortune, through a complicated process, will have to
extract those bismuth components from
the rock, then ship it south. After transporting the
bismuth concentrates by truck to Hay River, the samples
will then be shipped via rail to Saskatoon, where they will
undergo further processing at a hydrometallurgical plant.

3 This is how
the bismuth looks
when it leaves the
hydromet plant.
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1 NICO has the world’s largest deposit of bismuth.
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4 Fortune has agreed to sell its bismuth to MCP Group,
the world’s largest processor and consumer of bismuthbased products. MCP, in turn, will sell the bismuth (in the
below-shown form) to other
companies,like
Pepto Bismol, which
needs it to whip up
this stuff...

