
10  

As the clean energy transition accelerates, the world’s major 
economic and industrial powerhouses are becoming increasingly 
concerned about their supply chain vulnerabilities with the 
critical minerals needed to pursue new technologies.  Foremost 
in this evolution is the transformation of the automotive industry 
to electric vehicles (EVs) and the demand for battery metals in 
response to unprecedented investment in the energy systems 
required to power them.  Benchmark Mineral Intelligence, a 
united Kingdom-based minerals advisory firm, is tracking 
over 225 lithium-ion battery megafactories that have been 
constructed or announced since 2015.  These include the Tesla-
Panasonic ‘Gigafactory’ in Nevada, however, new plants are being 
announced weekly all over the world.  In September alone, BMW 
entered into contracts for $24 billion of batteries to meet its EV 
requirements through 2024.  Ford also reported the single largest 
manufacturing investment in its 118-year history with an $11.4 
billion commitment with SK Innovation to build three battery 
factories, and an electric pickup truck assembly plant in the 
united States. The demand for energy metals like cobalt, lithium, 
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and nickel used to make the cathodes of high-performance 
rechargeable batteries is forecast to rise exponentially. 

The mining industry will be challenged to keep up with the 
advancement of new technologies and increasing demand for 
metals.  New discoveries are increasingly scarce and it typically 
takes more than a decade to advance a new mine to commercial 
production after the higher risk exploration stage has successfully 
identified a deposit. Higher metal prices are needed to incentivize 
exploration and build the mines needed to balance the markets 
for these commodities. Governments will also need to assist 
developers to build the raw material supply chains required to 
keep our factories operating.

Fortune Minerals is well positioned for this transition to new 
technologies with its NICO Cobalt-Gold-Bismuth-Copper 
vertically integrated development project.  It will consist of a 
mine and concentrator in the Northwest Territories and a related 
hydrometallurgical refinery in southern Canada where it will 
process concentrates from the mine to higher value metals and 



11    

chemicals.  Fortune has expended more than $135 million to 
advance its NICO project from an in-house discovery to the 
development stage.  The NICO Deposit has a NI 43-101 compliant 
Mineral Reserve of 33.1 million tonnes containing 1.1 million 
ounces of gold, 82 million pounds of cobalt, 102 million pounds 
of bismuth, and 27 million pounds of copper to sustain open 
pit and underground mining for 20 years at the planned 4,650 
tonnes per day mill throughput rate.  A feasibility study and 
environmental assessment approvals have already been completed, 
and the project has been de-risked by test mining and pilot plant 
processing.  Fortune is finalizing a new refinery site among several 
brownfield options and will then update the feasibility study with 
the optimizations it has recognized to mitigate capital cost creep 
and produce a more financially robust project.  Improvements 
include the availability of a new government road to the 
community of Whati that will open to the public in late 2021, 
enabling construction from all-season road access. The NICO 
refinery is expected to have average annual production of 1,800 
tonnes of cobalt contained in a cobalt sulphate product, 41,000 
ounces of gold, 1,700 tonnes of bismuth contained in ingots and 
oxide products, and 300 tonnes of copper.

Fortune’s NICO Deposit and its satellite Sue-Dianne Copper-

Silver-Gold Deposit are the only Iron Oxide Copper-Gold 
(IOCG)-type deposits currently delineated in Canada.  Global 
analogues include the supergiant Olympic Dam Mine in South 
Australia, the Carajas deposits in Brazil, and the Candelaria 
deposits in Chile, which commonly contain in excess of a billion 
tonnes of ores.  The NICO and Sue-Dianne deposits are both open 
for potential expansion, and large geophysical anomalies have 
been identified on the company’s leases indicating significant 
potential for identifying more ores.  Fortune is drill testing some 
of these geophysical targets now.

Critical minerals are identified by governments as having 
essential use in new technologies and they cannot be easily 
substituted by other minerals. The supply chains are at risk due 
to geographic concentration of production, and/or production 
from countries with political uncertainty or policy risks that may 
restrict their availability.  The NICO Deposit contains cobalt, 
bismuth, and copper, which are all defined as critical minerals in 
Canada.

Cobalt is a metal with diverse uses in metal alloys, chemicals, 
pigments, and catalysts.  The largest use is in rechargeable 
batteries, which are responsible for about 65 per cent of global 
cobalt consumption in a 150,000 tonne current market.  The 
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accelerating demand for cobalt in lithium-ion batteries used in 
EVs, portable electronic devices, and stationary storage cells is 
expected to more than double the consumption by the end of 
this decade.  According to the International Energy Agency, 
demand could climb by up to 20 to 25 times if the world meets 
the climate targets set by the Paris Agreement on climate change.  
Approximately 71 per cent of global cobalt production is mined 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Congo) and more 
than half of this is controlled by Chinese companies.  China also 
controls 80 per cent of the world’s refined cobalt chemical supply.  
Political instability and social issues in the Congo, geographic 
concentration of production, and policy risks associated with 
China’s domination of refined cobalt supply is motivating 
governments in the west to identify new reliable supplies in safe 
jurisdictions where there are strong Environmental-Social-
Governance (ESG) values, and transparency and custody control 
of products through the entire supply chain.

Fortune’s NICO Deposit is also the largest known deposit of 
bismuth in the world with about 12 per cent of global reserves.  
Bismuth is a critical mineral with important uses in the 
automotive industry for glass frits, anti-corrosion coatings, 
and paint, leveraging unique expansion properties during 
cooling required in dimensionally stable alloys and compounds.  
Bismuth is a safe heavy metal with anti-bacterial properties 
needed in medicines like Pepto-Bismol©.  The bismuth market 
is approximately 20,000 tonnes per annum and consumption is 
growing as a non-toxic and environmentally safe replacement 
for lead in solders, brass, free-machining steel and aluminum, 
ceramic glazes, glass, ammunition, and fishing sinkers.  China 
produces 75 per cent of the global bismuth supply and controls 
60 per cent of the reserves.  NICO would provide a new Canadian 
vertically integrated source to mitigate supply chain concerns.

With more than one-million ounces of gold contained in the 
NICO Deposit, there is also a highly liquid coproduct that is 
countercyclical to the markets of the other contained metals.  
Copper will also be recovered from the refining of cobalt.

In addition to the critical minerals contained in the NICO 

Deposit, Fortune’s business plan for its refinery includes 
expanding production by custom processing concentrates from 
other smaller projects that cannot justify the investment in 
their own downstream process plants.  Fortune also expects 
to treat waste residues from chemical plants and scrap metals.  
The longer-term vision for the facility is to become a collection 
point for recycling spent lithium-ion batteries in western North 
America.

governMent role 

“The question is not whether we require minerals and metals 
to reach our climate goals, but rather if Canada will become 
the supplier the world needs.” - Pierre Gratton, The Mining 
Association of Canada.

There are currently very few smelters and refineries in Canada 
that can process complex concentrates to recover critical 
minerals with acceptable metallurgical performance needed 
to support robust economics.  Traditional smelters and 
refineries are not configured to deal with some by-products 
associated with critical minerals and typically charge excessive 
penalties for metals that might otherwise contribute revenues.  
Consequently, critical minerals projects must typically engineer, 
permit, finance, develop, and operate their own refineries, 
adding significant additional capital costs and technical risks 
to planned developments. There is a role for government to 
support new refineries in Canada that will ensure that the 
value-added processing is done domestically and the contained 
minerals are available to our manufacturing industries.  Western 
governments outside of Canada are also looking for greater 
security and diversification of supply chains, particularly in the 
current environment of political and trade tensions with China.  
Recognizing the strategic opportunity of critical minerals in the 
growing green economy, Australia recently established an A$2 
billion loan facility to assist its new projects.  The u.S. is also 
providing financial backing to their critical minerals industry. 
Canada will need to invest in the industry if it is going to 
participate in the production of critical minerals. 7
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