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Southland must prove the quality of its silica deposits so it can attract investment for one of its most abundant resources, an engineering consultant says.

Timaru-based engineering consultant Brian Ward has been working with the silica industry for five years and the former Southlander says it will come to Southland if it knows the region's silica can produce high-value goods.

He said the region had the potential to develop a major industry around its silica - provided it does the groundwork.

Government estimates put Southland's reserves at 350,000 to 400,000 tonnes of high-purity silica, as well as one billion tonnes of potentially usable lower-grade silica.

High purity silica is suitable for use in solar panels and electronic components, and the potential of the Southland resource has been talked about for several years. However, development of the resource has been held up, mainly because of costs.

Mr Ward said he had worked with an American company Intex, which had developed a new method of smelting silica which cut costs dramatically.

Intex would open its first plant in Norway next year, he said.

If the quality and quantity of specific silica sites was known, it would make it easier to attract the investment.

''The volume for high purity markets is not in millions of tonnes. It's a lot less, we're talking maybe 20,000 tonnes a year.''

The country could also develop new uses for the lower-grade silica, he said.

If Southland can market its silica well, it can attract industry here.

Trying to build a smelter and compete with China, where solar panels are being mass-produced, would get Southland nowhere, he said.

''Say to a Chinese smelter, 'we've got purer silica than you' and have them buy it off us. A smelter won't compete with them.''

New Zealand did not have the experience and know-how to exploit silica at present, and it needed to attract more people who were capable of using it, he said.

''We are not doing enough. I've had five years working with Government, science and business, and you're battling against hydrocarbons and agricultural research. It all seems a bit foreign to them.''

Venture Southland is keen to develop silica as much as possible, he said. Mr Ward met with representatives of Venture Southland yesterday.

Southland appeared to haver more ''get-up-and-go'' than other parts of the country which had silica deposits, such as South Canterbury, he said.

He became aware of its potential when working on solar-powered traffic warning signs, a technology he pioneered with the Invercargill City Council traffic management officer Eddie Cook, in 2004.[image: image8.wmf]
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The signs, which flash speed warnings and other messages to drivers, are now common across the country.
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