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This has not been the best of years for gold mining and exploration in Kyrgyzstan, a mountainous country in the heart of Central Asia.  It will be remembered for a serious high-wall failure in the country’s biggest gold mine, Kumtor, legal shenanigans with mining licenses for the Jerooy and Taldybulak-Levoberezhnyi gold deposits, and foremost for a severe drop in exploration investment in the country. 

At Kumtor, the giant gold deposit operated by Cameco Corporation, the high wall in the open pit failed this summer.  Approximately 7.5 million tonnes of rock will have to be removed at the cost of $1/tonne.  Although no gold reserves are lost, Cameco reports that the 2002 net earnings are expected to be adversely impacted by approximately $35 million (Cdn).  The cash cost will rise from $147/ounce Au to $210/ounce Au, and the estimated annual production will drop from 700,000 ounces of gold to 500,000 ounces of gold for 2002.  

Makmal is a small gold mine operated by Kyrgyzaltyn (a state company).  No more than one tonne of gold has been produced at Makmal this year.  Open-pittable reserves are almost depleted.  Limited drilling identified higher-grade ore that could extend the mine life by underground mining.

The ownership of two gold development projects in Kyrgyzstan maybe changing.  Taldybulak-Levoberezhnyi gold deposit (about 100 tonnes of Au @ 5g/t) has been under exploration for many years by MMC (Malaysian Mining Corporation).  Although a feasibility study was completed in 1996, no production decision has yet been made.  Apparently losing patience, the Kyrgyz government has been accepting proposals for development of  the deposit by other parties.  An Israeli company, Gold and Silver, active in Kyrgyzstan for some time, is rumored to be the most serious candidate.

The Jerooy deposit (~75 tonnes of Au @ 6 g/t Au) is a similar story.  This summer the Kyrgyz government annulled the mining license of Talas Gold Company, citing delays in the completion of the feasibility study and in site development, and is now seeking a party that can develop the deposit with more expediency.  Talas Gold Company is owned by Oxus and Kyrgyzaltyn (33%).  Oxus disputed the license annulment and is currently negotiating with the Kyrgyz government.  If a resolution is not reached by October 19th, Oxus will seek ruling under international arbitration.

Exploration spending for 2002 was possibly near one of its all time lows in the twelve years in which the country has been open to foreign investment.  The Canadian Barrick Gold Company carried out field assessments on prospects in the southern part of Kyrgyzstan.  Kumtor Operating Company continued drilling near the Kumtor mine, reportedly defining a satellite deposit. However, Cameco discontinued all exploration outside of the Kumtor mining license area.  Limited exploration has been carried out by Kentor, a small Australian junior.  Newmont Mining, the US mining giant, stopped exploring in Kyrgyzstan and relinquished all properties to the government.  Texas-based HEMCO appears to have given up developing its small copper-gold skarn deposit Kuru Tegerek and has left the country.  Russian companies were expected to fill the void left after western explorers, but that hasn’t happened yet.

If there is a silver lining, it must be in the fact that some good exploration ground and several advanced prospects, usually high grade veins with less than 1 million ounces Au in reserves, are now available for licensing.  It also seems that in light of the recent exploration exodus, the licensing process is now simpler and quicker. 
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