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Zebediela 
The nickel needle in South Africa’s haystack
Contradictory to global opinion and belief, South Africa still has a lot to offer in terms of new Greenfields 
mining projects. The country is home to what could potentially be the twelfth largest nickel mine in the 
world once in production and its owner URU Metals is intent on investing in this project to realise its full 
potential, CEO John Zorbas tells Laura Cornish.

London-based mining explorer URU Metals believes its Zebediela project in 
Limpopo will be one of the most significant nickel producers in the world – 
which in mining terms is not too far into the distant future.

IN SHORT

AIM-listed base metals explorer 
and developer URU Metals 
is the 100% owner of the 

Zebediela nickel project, situated 
near Steelpoort in the Limpopo 
province. According to Zorbas, it is a 
world-class nickel sulphide deposit 
which boasts over 1.5 Bt of inferred 
and indicated resources and as much 
as 37 Mt of nickel.

Surrounded by numerous platinum 
mining and alloy beneficiation 
operations and sufficient 
infrastructure, it may seem surprising 
that Zebediela was not scooped 
up and developed by one of South 
Africa’s mining majors. “The 
deposit has been vastly explored 
over decades,” Zorbas notes, “but 
the exploration focus was always 

platinum.” It is located 16 km from 
Anglo American Platinum’s large-
scale Mogalakwena platinum mine 
and immediately adjacent to Ivanhoe 
Mines’ Platreef project. “We are 
also literally situated in the middle 
of a mining belt with infrastructure 
including a rail line through the 
property, power lines, and the nearby 
N1 highway.”

But it is thanks to URU Metals and 
previous owners South African Nickel 
(a joint venture between Pangea 
Exploration, Umbono Capital and 
Minex Projects who are all significant 
shareholders in URU) that its true 
potential was revealed following a 

Zebediela is located 16 km from Anglo 
American Platinum’s large-scale 

Mogalakwena platinum mine. 
Photographer Geoff Brown.  

Photo courtesy of Anglo American
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revised and 
extensive 
exploration 
programme. 
With a possible 
high value nickel 
asset on the 
table, URU Metals 
acquired the joint 
venture company 
in January this year – and has been 
investing heavily in the project ever 
since with the intention of preparing 
it for development and production. 
“The original Pangea and Umbono 
exploration teams truly found a 
needle in a haystack for us,” Zorbas 
declares.

A pre-economic assessment on 
the project, undertaken by MSA 
Group, has already been completed, 
revealing Zebediela to be a low 
quartile cost, opencast nickel 
project with an NPV8 of US$1 
billion, requiring $708 million for 
development. “With an NI 43-101 
compliant indicated resource of  
485.4 Mt at a grade of 0.245% nickel 
and additional inferred resources of 
1.1 Bt grading 0.248%, this project 
has the potential to place us as a 
leading producer of nickel around the 
globe,” Zorbas explains.

The project is clearly enormous but 
some may be concerned about its 
very low grades. While the size and 
high-volume tonnage production 
profile of the operation compensates 
for this, Zorbas is quick to point 
out that nickel is one of the best 
commodities to be invested in 
at present and in the long-term. 

“The London Metal 
Exchange refined 
nickel price has 
rocketed by 30% in 
2014 from $14 000/t 
to about $18 400/t. 
This is owing to 
concern regarding 
supply from the 

world’s top two producers of nickel, 
Russia and Indonesia.”

In January Indonesia outlawed the 
export of unprocessed nickel ores 
which has driven prices higher, in 
turn opening up opportunities for 
nickel projects elsewhere in the 
world to supply to continents such as 
China – a significant nickel importer. 
It is also likely that the ban will 
stay in place following Indonesia’s 
presidential elections in July, whose 
likely ‘fragmentation’ will see policies 
implemented remain unchanged. 
With concerns over Russia’s nickel 
supply also surfacing, players such 
as URU stand to benefit substantially 
from what will undeniably be a 
massive nickel deficit.

It is the combination of nickel market 
conditions and a massive deposit 
that is seeing URU move the project 
forward with speed. 

“We are working to conclude 
important metallurgical testwork to 
best understand what our recoveries 
will be, after which our objective is to 
upgrade the resource and commence 
with a pre-feasibility study (PFS).” 
URU Metals is fully funded through to 
the start of the PFS. “Our intention is 
to continue working with MSA Group 

1.5 Bt The amount 

of inferred and indicated 

resources at Zebediela, 

containing 37 Mt of nickel

FAST FACT

With concerns over Russia’s nickel supply surfacing, URU stands to benefit substantially 
from what will be a massive nickel deficit
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Multiple assets in the 
pipeline

which has favourable experience 
and is a recognised top-tier technical 
engineering firm.” 

And while the project has proven  
itself on current resources alone – 
capable of producing about 25 000 t 
of nickel from an annual 20 Mt mining 
rate – URU is already evaluating 
options to expand the resource 
and total production capability. “We 
have a lot of blue sky potential. The 
numbers we are quoting are from a 
section of the property and we are 
confident that the mineralisation 
of the property continues. We are 
bullish on the prospects of increasing 
both size and resource of the project 
and we are already evaluating our 
options to do so,” Zorbas states. 
This includes upgrading the inferred 
resource, undertaking lateral 
drilling, increasing the size and pit 
depth beyond the current depth 
ranging between 30 and 400 m and/
or maximising the deposit’s iron 
concentrate potential.”

Ranking and company  2011 nickel production 

1. OAO GMK Norilsk Nickel  286 000 t
2. Vale SA  206 000 t
3. Jinchuan Group  127 000 t
4. Glencore Xstrata  106 000 t
5. BHP Billiton  83 000 t
6. Sumitomo Metal Mining  65 000 t
7. Eramet SA  54 000 t
8. Anglo American  48 000 t
9. Sherritt International  35 000 t
10. Minara Resources (Glencore)  30 000 t
Zebediela <mini> project  25 000 t

GlOBAl NICKEl PROdUCERS

The PEA has 
revealed that 

60% of Zebediela’s 
iron is recoverable to a magnetite 

concentrate using a low intensity 
magnetic separator with a mass pull 
of 5%. “With a mill throughput of  
3 500 tpd we can recover the nickel 
and the magnetite as well.  Broadly 
speaking, we will use existing 
methodologies and technologies 
to recover both nickel and iron. 
The project requires no complex 
processing or untested recovery 
procedures. Our shareholders 
will benefit substantially from the 
additional cash we aim to generate 
from the magnetite by-product we will 
recover.”

Ultimately, if all activities occur as 
scheduled, URU will apply to convert its 
exploration licences to mining licences 
early in 2017. With that in hand, the 
development timeframe required to 
move into production is expected to 
be about 24 months. Whilst Umbono 
Capital as an URU shareholder 
provides significant BEE credentials 
and technical support to the project, 
URU would like to see the project’s 
BEE ownership extended even further. 
That said, URU is on the hunt for 
suitable partners and recognises the 
importance of fulfilling this South African 
regulatory requirement at a grass roots 
broad-based community level as well 
as through the empowerment of new 
entrepreneurs. MRA

URU owns 50% of the Burgersfort nickel 
project – a joint venture between South 

African Nickel and BSC Resources. 
Located in Mpumalanga, previous 
exploration of this site by Gold Fields 
and Falconbridge identified several 
shallow disseminated nickel targets 
and three deeper massive sulphide 
nickel targets. Three major targets 
have already been identified on the 
property. “We believe this could be 
Zebediela’s twin sister,” says Zorbas.

URU Metals also owns interest in 
uranium and oil exploration projects in 

Sweden and gold and uranium interests 
in Canada, but Zebediela remains the 

company’s flagship focus and interest.nickel 
28 

Ni
58.693

In January Indonesia outlawed the export 
of unprocessed nickel ores, which has 
driven prices higher


