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High-tech advances spark interest 
in rare earth and metal sector 
But junior mining companies that focus on minor 
metals need to find innovative ways to stay afloat

By Joel McKay

The demand for clean 
t e c h n o l o g i e s  h a s 

spurred interest in rare earth 
elements and metals, but one 
analyst believes there are big 
questions about the sector’s 
long-term viability.

John Kaiser, a mining 
analyst and author of the 
Kaiser Bottom-Fish Online, 
said the flood of juniors into 
rare metals will last two to 
four more years.

By then, the end-users 
that need the elements and 
metals for advanced tech-
nologies will have bought the 
deposits for themselves.

“When the biggest ones 
have been identified, there’ll 
be a flurry and they’ll all dis-
appear in the private sector 
…” said Kaiser. “That’ll be 

game over for the rare earth 
sector and even a lot of these 
rare metals.”

Elements in the rare cat-
egory don’t fit precious or 
base-metal classifications. 
They’re also the part of the 
periodic table that up until a 
couple of years ago remained 
largely ignored.

Now, elements such as 
lanthanum, neodymium, 
beryllium and indium have 
found new life in electron-
ic, magnetic, automotive, 
aerospace and even nuclear  
applications (see “B.C. min-
ing company sees rise of rare 
opportunity” – issue 1029; 
July 14-20, 2009). 

Yet the sector remains 
small.

According to the Bottom-
Fish report, the 2009 global 
production value of the  

minor metals totalled $23 bil-
lion compared with a base-
metal production value that 
reached $324 billion.

Kaiser believes the sector 
will remain small due to the 
scarcity of quality deposits, 
and that means there’s not 
enough of the resources to 
make it worthwhile for mining 
giants such as Teck Resources 
Ltd. (TSX:TCK.B) and BHP 
Billiton Ltd. (NYSE:BHP).

“The big guys aren’t really 
interested in screwing around 
with these … so this is turning 
into a problem,” said Kaiser.

He said the juniors would 
need the end-users to invest 
in deposits to bring them to 
production.

Kaiser also said the end-
users would be just as likely to 
buy the deposits, run them on 
a break-even basis to produce 

the material they need and 
push the juniors out.

But Don Bubar dis-
agrees.

“Most of these compan-
ies don’t want to be in an  

industry where they have 
no internal expertise,” said 
Bubar, president and CEO 
of Avalon Rare Metals Inc. 
(TSX:AVL). “Having a stake 
in it ensures they have a sup-
ply source. [That] is all they 
really want out of it.”

Avalon, which has an 
operations office in Vancou-
ver, has been working on its 
Thor Lake rare earth project 
for several years, and Bubar 
said that’s an advantage over 
other juniors.

“There’s only going to be 
room for so many new produ-
cers,” he said. “It’s going to be 
a first-mover advantage. The 
first new producers to get into 
that market and capture mar-
ket share and tie up long-term 
supply contracts are going to 
be the winners.”

That’s how Vancouver-
based IBC Advanced Alloys 
Corp. (TSX-V:IB) plans to 
stay afloat. 

The company recently 
completed a $10 million finan-
cing and bought New Hamp-
shire-based Beralcast Corp. to 
expand its beryllium-focused 
business model.

IBC, which buys its beryl-
lium from Kazakhstan, uses 
the metal in products it sells 
to end-users.

The company also wants 
to start producing the ore so 
that it can control the supply 
chain.

“It will be used and  
already is being used in a 
number of very important 
aerospace applications, and 
we see that market trickling 
down into more mundane 
areas,” said Anthony Dutton, 
IBC’s president and CEO.

With its manufacturing 
arm, the company plans to 

Avalon Rare Metals Inc. CEO 
Don Bubar: “it’s not a big 
enough business to attract the 
attention of the big base-metal 
producers”

develop new applications 
for the metal, while it slow-
ly builds a mining arm that 
can draw the resource from 
claims it has in Utah.

“With beryllium there’s a 
huge amount of opportunity, 
but a lot of that is opportunity 
we’re going to have to create 
ourselves,” said Dutton.

U.S.-based Brush Well-
man Inc. dominates the 
beryllium industry, but  
Kaiser believes the key to 
long-term success in the rare 
element and metal sector 
could be partnerships among 
the juniors.

“Some of these major rare 
earth systems being looked 
at … such as Thor Lake, there 
is a beryllium component 
to these deposits,” said Kai-
ser. “This could finally end 
up creating an independent 
feed of beryllium for com-
panies such as IBC, so they 
would be well positioned if 
they have developed a down-
stream processing and value-
added manufacturing supply 
chain.” •
jmckay@biv.com
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New Ottawa-based think tank 
generating financial support in B.C. 
Macdonald Laurier Institute lands $250,000 in Vancouver fundraiser 

By Curt Cherewayko

A new publ ic pol icy 
think tank based in 

Ottawa has raised more 
than $250,000 in B.C. on 
the promise that it will 
be the first think tank in 
the nation’s capital to ad-
dress the full spectrum of 
issues that affect Canadians  
nationwide. 

The Macdonald Laurier 
Institute (MLI) expected to 
raise between $50,000 and 
$100,000 alone in fundrais-
ing from a $250-a-plate din-
ner it hosted for 200 people 
in Vancouver last Thursday 
– the first big event it has 
hosted since its soft launch 
in Ottawa earlier this year. 

Brian Lee Crowley, the 
institute’s founder and man-
aging director, told BIV last 
Wednesday that by holding 
its first big event in Vancou-
ver he wanted to signal that 
the MLI is a national organ-
ization. 

“Anybody who has read 
my last book, Fearful Sym-
metry, will know that I think 
the West is absolutely key to 
the future of Canada,” said 

Crowley, citing the region’s 
energy, enthusiasm, and 
economic momentum. 

F e a r f u l  S y m m e t r y  
explores how the rise of the 
baby boomer and a focus on 
appeasing Quebec led to the 
creation of a bloated welfare 
state. It also provides some 
solutions. 

Crowley, who founded 
the Atlantic Institute for 
Market Studies and has 
worked for other think 
tanks in Washington and 
on economic policy for the 
federal government, said the 
MLI has generated a dispro-
portionate amount of inter-
est in Vancouver. 

“When people put pen 
to paper and write cheques 
that’s the most concrete 
expression in a belief and 
a support of an idea,” she 
said. 

He said the MLI has also 
generated interest in Cal-
gary, Edmonton, Toronto, 
Ottawa and Montreal. 

Crowley first pitched his 
idea in Vancouver for the 
think tank last fall during 
a tour for the launch of his 
book. 

Rick Peterson, who runs 
Peterson Capital, a small 
Va ncouver-based seed  
capital firm, read Fearful 
Symmetry last fall. 

He said it was a rea-
soned and optimistic view 
of Canada’s future and  
invited Crowley to speak at 
the Burgundy Luncheon 
Club, a monthly meet-up 
of politically oriented busi-
nesspeople in Vancouver 
that he hosts. 

Speakers at the lunch-
eon cover a wide range of 
issues, including municipal 
politics, Afghanistan and 
private health care. 

Pe ter s on ,  w ho u n-
successfully ran for a BC 
Liberal nomination in the 
last provincial election,  
became chairman of the  
organizing committee for the 
MLI’s Vancouver event after 
hearing Crowley’s pitch. 

“The fact that we have a 
sell-out dinner in Vancou-
ver for the first ever public 
event of an Ottawa-based 
think tank speaks volumes 
for the work our group has 
done and the desire [we 
have] to see the MLI suc-

ceed,” Peterson told BIV in 
an e-mail. 

Attendees at last Thurs-
day’s dinner, which was 
hosted by former conserva-
tive MP John Reynolds and 
Senator Larry Campbell, 
donated anywhere from 
$2,500 to $15,000 for a table. 

Peterson noted that the 
MLI will be a success if it can 
deliver consistently sound 
and non-partisan public 
policy ideas and if it can 
elevate the presentation of 
these ideas to mainstream 
media and the public.

Crowley said that among 
the MLI issues that are rel-
evant to British Columbians 
are democratic reform and 
aboriginal policy. 

Of the latter, he said Can-
ada has to figure out how 
“we can find a modus agendi 
with Canada’s aboriginal 
peoples to bring certainty 
to the economy and certain-
ty and prosperity to aborig-
inal people.”

The MLI’s first policy 
paper, which was released 
last March, covered aborig-
inal issues. •
cgc@biv.com
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