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REGIONAL ROUNDUP As mining fires up, future is clouded by pine beetle devastation of the northern forestry industry
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oom times are here, but will they last?
It’s a question that Cariboo region
residents could be forgiven for ask-
ing these days.

The value of building permits for non-resi-
dential construction projects peaked at $130
million in 2005 but retreated to $83 million last
year. This year, they’re projected to total just
$72 million. In fact, Credit Union Central of
BC notes that the Cariboo is the only region
in B.C. that’s seeing proposals for new non-
residential construction decline even as actual
construction activity surges forward.

The most notable projects on the go are
rooted in the region’s traditional resource sec-
tors — mining and forestry.

Tolko spent $25 million to $30 million
upgrading its mill in Williams Lake last year,
said Alan Madrigga, economic development
manager for the city and others in the region
have done likewise.
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Meanwhile, investments by Taseko Mines
Ltd. since 2004 in the Gilbraltar mine have
revived optimism in the region’s mining pros-
pects. Gibraltar currently produces 70 million
pounds of copper annually and one million
pounds of molybdenum, but a $62 million
expansion plan set to complete in December
2007 will boost production capacity and add
16 years to the mine’s life.

Coupled with operations at Imperial
Metals Corp.’s Mount Polley property, which
Madrigga describes as one of the highest-
grade copper deposits in the province, mining
has generated more than 600 jobs in Williams
Lake.

The activity is just a prelude to what could
be coming in the future.

The largest undeveloped copper deposit
in Canada is Taseko’s Prosperity property
southeast of Williams Lake. With estimates of
deposits touting 9.2 million ounces of gold and
3.9 billion pounds of copper, Prosperity could
live up to its name in the eyes of local residents.
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Gibraltar Mine near Williams Lake, already producing, is undergoing a $62 million

expansion that will complete this year. Another mine is also underway.

Subject to provincial government approvals, it
could be in operation by 2011 and the work-
force would easily double current employment
in the region’s mining sector. Representing a
$756 million capital investment, Prosperity’s
productive life is pegged at 19 years.
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The investments in local sawmills also bode
well, at least for the short term. Ainsworth
Lumber Co. Ltd. has yet to proceed with a
planned $200 million upgrade to its mills in
Quesnel and Vanderhoof, but West Fraser
Timber Co. Ltd. completed a $105 million
retooling of its Quesnel sawmill last year to
improve efficiency and enable it to better han-
dle pine beetle-killed trees.

“The mills here have continued to invest
heavily in their facilities to make sure their
reducing the unit cost as much as possible,”
Madrigga said. “That remains a stabilizing
force in the community.”

Novel plans for the vast swaths of forest
damaged by the pine beetle are also afoot.

Tapping the appeal of green energy, some

companies are proposing logging the pine bee-
tle-killed forests and pelletizing the damaged
wood for use as a renewable energy source.
Vancouver-based TallOil Canada Inc. plans
two $30 million plants in Quesnel and Williams
Lake for producing the pellets, which are an
established alternative fuel source in Europe.







