
On a journey to targetted 
production by 2022 or 2023, 
Fortune Minerals has a major 
item being scratched from its 
checklist: a road to Whati. 

Construction on the route 
branching off from Highway 
3 began in September. The 
$411.8-million 97-km gravel 
road – spearheaded by the 

GNWT with a federal fund-
ing contribution and the Tli-
cho Government taking a 20 
per cent equity stake as part 
of the P3 deal – is projected 
to open to the public during 
the first half of 2022. 

It will allow Fortune Min-
erals to build a 50-km tote 
road to its NICO cobalt-gold-
bismuth-copper mine, north 
of Whati.

"The mine would not be 

economic without a road," 
Fortune Minerals' president 
and CEO Robin Goad said of 
the vital infrastructure. 

But Fortune's checklist is 
still fairly lengthy. Near the 
top of that list for more than a 
year has been finding a finan-
cing partner to help make 
the $800-million mine a real-
ity. Times have been tough 
recently in the cobalt indus-
try with prices bottoming out 

near $12 per pound due to a 
period of oversupply, Goad 
said. That situation has been 
improving with a rebound to 
$18 per pound recently. 

NICO contains an esti-
mated 82 million pounds 
of cobalt. With the element 
being a key component in 
the manufacturing of elec-
tric batteries for vehicles, 
Goad expressed confidence 
that demand for cobalt will 

remain strong long-term. He 
cited some analysts' forecasts 
for $30 per pound in a few 
years due to a predicted defi-
cit. Goad said Fortune would 
be "happy" with prices in the 
$25 to $30 range. 

In the meantime, the 
company has been exploring 
strategic partnerships for its 
gold reserves – more than one 
million proven and probable 
ounces of the precious metal. 

Fortune also went through 
a recent exercise where its 
executive examined the pos-
sibility of increasing the daily 
output of ore to 6,000 tonnes 
instead of its original plan of 
4,650 tonnes. That plan has 
been rejected. 

"The cashflow is insuffi-
cient to pay off the increase 
in the capital," Goad said of 
the prospect of raising ton-
nage.

If and when it reaches 
production, NICO will offer 
150 jobs in the NWT and 
the mine life is projected at 
17 years, although there's a 
possibility to extend it to 25 
years depending on econom-
ics, said Goad. 

There will be another 85 
jobs based at a refinery but it 
won't be located in the NWT. 
Shipping the needed volumes 
of lime to the NWT would 
be costly, Goad said. Another 
advantage to establishing the 
plant in the south is the abil-
ity to process materials for 
other parties, something that 
wouldn't happen on site at 
NICO, Goad noted. 

Fortune is still negotiating 

a place to put its hydrometal-
lurgical plant with three 
potential hosts in Saskatch-
ewan. Hopes were dashed for 
an agreement with Corman 
Park, outside of Saskatoon, 
Sask., in March when a zon-
ing change scuttled the deal.

The company also has a 
couple of "very large and 
strong" geophysical anom-
alies to probe – defined 
with assistance from the 
Geological Survey of Can-
ada. One of those anomalies 
underlies the NICO deposit 
while the other is 1.5 km to 
the east. Drilling could occur 
next year, said Goad.  

Relations with Indigenous 
groups in the NWT are "very 
good," he added.

"We're hoping to com-
plete an access agreement 
very shortly and discussions 
are continuing on an IBA 
(impact benefit agreement)," 
Fortune's president and CEO 
said.  

Construction on the Whati 
all-season road is expected to 
be ongoing throughout the 
year but may be on reduced 
operations during portions of 
the winter and during spring 
thaw, according to Greg 
Hanna, communications 
officer with the Department 
of Infrastructure. 

As of early October, 96 
workers were engaged on the 
road-building project, 32 of 
whom were Northerners and/
or Indigenous. The work-
force will continue to grow 
and recruitment efforts will 
be ongoing, Hanna stated.

Developers of burgeoning NICO mine  
endure cobalt slump, search for financing

Fortune's road still has  
twists and turns

Once the Tlicho all-season road is completed, Fortune Minerals will be in position to build a 50-km tote 
road to the mine site, located north of Whati. 

by Derek Neary 

Tlicho

November 18, 2019  23

NWT/NUNAVUT MININGEXPLORATION


