Junior explorer targets historic NZ gold zones
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Oil is not the only commodity that is soaring at present. Have you noticed the positive curve in the gold price?

The positive bullion trend is currently underpinning the economic of gold production to an extent that there has been around 20 IPOs by junior miners in Australia this year, among them recently dual-listed Aurora Minerals.

Since the ASX listing, exploration has started at two of the NZ areas, a soil sampling survey at Macreas West and at Hazlebrook, Northland, where the first phase rock chip sampling began this month focusing on the 10kms long by 2 kms wide Huia-Whakarara trend.

In WA drilling has been completed for 2165m on targets in the Murchison Goldfield. Assay results are due any day. 

The gold-mining industry in New Zealand produces around 9 tonnes a year but could do remarkably better with an increase in the number of players. Several 19th century cities and towns were built on the fortunes made from mining. In the 1800s hard rock gold mines made a significant contribution to the national economy. 

Refined dredging techniques on South Island alluvials and the introduction of cyanide extraction from quartz reef ore produced a golden era of 1900-1920 but production waned for 60 years until gold prices began to improve in the 1980s.  That led to the development of transportable alluvial gold recovery plants (and sharemarket floats) but today’s West Coast is devoid of such machinery. Tough conservation policies have locked up vast tracts of land that was worked over by pioneer gold-miners.

New Zealand has historic gold production of over 30 million ounces. There is over 100 years of minerals and geochemical data held on file by Crown Minerals and the Institute of Geological and Nuclear Sciences. 

The largest deposits found in NZ are Martha Hill (7.68 million oz) and Golden Cross (0.7Moz), both in the Coromandel, Macreas (6 Moz) and Reefton (3 Moz). 

There was a burst of exploration activity by both major and junior explorers in the 1980s. A great deal of work saw surface gold and ‘pathfinder anomalies’ delineated but little by the way of actual drilling. Into the 1990s large scale exploration continued only in parts of the Coromandel and the Macraes mine in Otago.

It is in Northland and Central Otago that Aurora has commenced its first projects with permits for low-impact field work.

Positive Reaction

Will environmental and conservation issues ensnarl their projects? This is an entirely logical concern given the huge downturn in the gold mining industry during the 1990s reflecting a poor investment climate and negative publicity instigated by environmental activists. 

Even on the terrain that is theoretically available it can take years to work through the RMA process and at significant expense. There is a media expectation that environmental activists have bow and arrow at the ready. For its part Aurora’s independent consulting geologist Gary Jones suggests Aurora’s projects are in areas of low sensitivity.

Aurora executive director Gary O’Hara told Headliner that Aurora is not getting a  negative reaction from the many people it has talked to in both Northland and Otago.

Furthermore, Aurora says it has been actively encouraged in by government and business  that want to attract overseas investment into this type of activity. 

In the last few years government agencies such as Crown Minerals has produced a nation-wide prospectivity study and with the help of Kenex Knowledge Systems outlined some of the most prospective areas for the discovery of gold deposits. O’Hara says he heard about the first database, which focussed on the South Island in late 2002. In 2003 O’Hara moved to New Zealand and later in the year Crown Minerals released the second database, which focussed on epithermal gold systems in the North Island including in Northland. Following this Aurora Minerals formed an association with Kenex in 2003 and targeted advanced exploration areas that could have a higher probability of success along with targets in Western Australia.

   “It was a sensational development for us” says O’Hara. “The data indicated to us that Northland — which has been relatively overlooked (as a gold province) — has the Pacific Rim potential for big discoveries and is highly prospective.

Aurora’s NZ projects cover approx. 2,554 sq.kms. Two are targeting epithermal gold deposits in the Northland Volcanic Zone, which is located on the volcanically active rim of the Pacific Ocean — the famous ‘Ring of Fire’. 

This is the major fault zone where the Pacific tectonic plate grinds past other plates around the rim, causing earthquakes, volcanic and hydrothermal activity. Epithermal gold deposits are formed by volcanic activity. Both the North and South Islands straddle the ‘Ring of Fire’ and the Pacific Plate collides with the Indian-Australian Plate.

Northland Prospects

Aurora’s Hazelbrook and Lanigans Projects in Northland (North Island) cover areas of known surface anomalies including gold, silver, copper, arsenic, antimony and mercury values identified in the 1980s. Limited drilling 9kms south of Lanigans produced encouraging intersections up to 10m grading 5g/t gold and 16g/t silver.

There are three known prospects at Hazlebrook with potential to host epithermal gold deposits and Aurora will spend around $500,000 on local exploration. 

“A relatively thin flat basalt layer  sits on top of some parts of Northland  and nineteenth century prospectors may therefore  have been blinded to the potential of the region. In the target areas Aurora has identified at Hazlebrook to date there is minimal basalt cover. In the 1980s CRA identified epithermal centres but did not follow them up.”

Southern Prospects

In the South Island Aurora’s permit abuts the northwest boundary of Macreas mine. 

The targets are shear hosted gold deposits near the Macraes mine (which has produced 1.68 million oz of gold since 1990) and gold in porphyries near the Sam’s Creek gold discovery.

The Hyde Macreas Shear zone continues for 30kms and the Rise and Shine Shear Zone (which hosts the old Bendigo gold workings (150,000 oz) for 15kms. There has been no extensive, modern, exploration on these zones and the existence of the major deposit at Macreas adds to the attractiveness for exploration.

Aurora has a proposed budget of  A$304,000 exploring the permit over the next couple of years.

The Rockville prospecting permit covers 148kms southwest from Collingwood in the Nelson region, following the Aorere Valley for about 40kms. 

 Rockville was NZ’s first official goldfield (1856). Its famous workings Red Hill, Richmond Hill and Johnston’s United are located  in the south-central part of Aurora’s permit. 

Johnston’s United should provide a good deal of excitement — between 1869-1896 these workings produced 19,000 oz of gold grading 9.4 g/t. Five vertical drill holes form part of the data file which also records two channel samples assaying 78 g/t and 25 g/t over small strips of 90cm and 60cm respectively and one exceptional grab sample assaying 334 g/t.  Values of 70 g/t of silver were also returned in grab samples. These high grades cannot be considered typical but they say a lot about the prospectivity of the area.

 Some 50kms to the southeast of Rockville is the Sams Creek gold discovery. 

 Western Australian prospects are located in the Murchison province, that forms part of the famous Yilgarn Craton, Australia’s major gold producing region for 100 years. 

 Under a farm-in agreement it Hampton Hill Mining NL, Aurora can earn a 51% interest in four projects comprising approx. 380 sq km. 

The company was formed in September 2003. Subsequently the company raised $392,500, by issuing 6.2 million shares to seed capital investors. The recent IPO (which cost $363,000) raised A$4m (20 million shares at 20c each, with a 1-for-2 attached free option exercisable at 20c by 31.7.06).




The chairman is Philip Jackson, a barrister and former legal counsel for Western Mining Corporation. Dr Rob Taylor, the managing director, originally from the UK, is a former GM Exploration for Goldfields and then held the same role for AurionGold until its takeover by Placer Dome in 2002. He was previously with Rio Tinto, Kennecott, BP Minerals and Selection Trust. Dr Taylor and has been associated with several gold and other mineral discoveries. 

O’Hara, who is also a geologist, specialises in project negotiations and acquisitions. The company secretary Peter Ruttledge is a former CFO for Dalrymble Resources and earlier worked for Rank Xerox in London and Deloitte in Dublin.

Aurora Minerals has all of its upside still to be produced. It will spend some A$2.1m over the next two years on its exploration programmes, holding on to $1.06m for working capital. 


Taylor and O’Hara believe that a company’s value can achieve maximum growth during the pre-discovery stage up to the discovery and feasibility stages of a deposit. 

The shares and options opened at 20c and 4.5c, representing a 10% premium on the issue price. 

The company dual listed on the ASX and the NZX on 28.9.04 and thus presents NZ investors with an opportunity to easily trade in the stock.

There are significant risks attached to any new exploration venture — which were presented in the highly detailed prospectus. The shares are thus speculative. 

The project areas will attract joint venture development finance if sufficiently successful. It would excellent going to have a new mine up and running within 3 years of a discovery. If Aurora is significantly successful it will probably be acquired by a bigger outfit.

The gold price is now high enough to encourage development of discoveries. Currency can be an influential factor and he AUD price of gold is currently confined in a channel between A$560-600/oz. Any production in NZ would be priced in NZD.

Recommendation: Early entry for the bolder investor could be quite rewarding if the next 2 years identify deposits of commercial potential. The gold price is cyclically favourable. Buy/Accumulate. Current share price 23c.

