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This paper summarizes international nonfuel mineral exploration activities for 1996, drawing upon available data from literature, industry, and U. S. Geological Survey (USGS) specialists.  Data on exploration budgets by region and commodity are reported, significant mineral discoveries and exploration target areas are identified, and government programs affecting the mineral exploration industry are discussed.  Based upon these data, inferences and observations on minerals industry direction are noted.
Statistical Interpretation of Mineral Exploration for 1996
Statistical information reported here is drawn principally from data acquired by Metals Economics GroupInformation from Metals Economics Group’s Corporate Exploration Strategies 1996 study.  Metals Economics Group, PO Box 2206, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada B3J 3C4; Phone, 902-429-2880; Fax, 902-429-6593. (MEG), which reported worldwide exploration budgets for precious and base metals, and nonferrous and industrial mineral targets in 1996.  Similar information has been reported for previous years.  While the MEG report provides a valuable indication of planned exploration activities for 1996. Reported figures for the year under review do not reflect actual exploration expenditures, but rather a summary of planned exploration budgets of selected companies.  In addition, MEG estimates that their survey results cover about 76 percent of 1996 world exploration budgets.  Data for companies with budgets less than $3 million (US) or which chose not to participate in the MEG study, for private companies which do not publish figures, or for government-funded exploration activities are not included.
Temporal interpretations of these data, such as trend analyses, should be done with caution because the number of mining companies surveyed by MEG varies with time.  Information from literature, industry, and other USGS specialists was complied to supplement the MEG data.  Inferences and observations expressed in this report are based on compiled information.
Worldwide exploration budgets for nonfuel, nonferrous metal targets in 1996 were estimated by the Metals Economics Group (MEG) to be $4.6 billion, 31 percent higher than MEG estimates for 1995.  The 223 companies surveyed by MEG in their 1996 study accounted for $3.52 billion of the estimated total. Figure 1 shows 1996 planned worldwide exploration spending by region.  Regional budget allocations were:  Latin America, $963 million; Australia, $666 million; Canada, $461 million; Africa, $418 million; the Pacific region, $415 million; the United States, $343 million; and the rest of the world, $259 million.  The largest budgetary increase was $178 million in Latin America, followed by a $158 million increase in the Pacific Region.  The largest percentage increase in budget between 1995 and 1996 took place in the Pacific region, an increase of 61 percent from the reported budget expenditure in 1995.  While 1996 exploration budgets increased in all regions, exploration budgets in Australia, Latin America, and the United States decreased as a percentage of estimated world budget.
Based on MEG data, there was an apparent increase in overall mineral exploration spending for the fourth year in a row.  Mineral exploration budgets in the United States continued a 4-year decline as a percentage of world totals.  Mining companies sustained a 5-year increase in exploration in developing countries.  The number and exploration budget of junior mining and exploration companies continued to increase.  Gold still was the dominant target for exploration, but exploration for base metals and diamonds appears to be increasing in some areas.  Intense exploration took place in areas adjacent to the Voisey’s Bay nickel-copper-cobalt discovery in Canada and the Busang gold deposit in Indonesia in 1996, as companies sought to re-evaluate and increase the resources of these mineralized areas through additional discoveries.
Reported exploration budgets in the United States in 1996 increased slightly on a total dollar basis but decreased on a world percentage basis.  Figure 2 shows that while the amount budgeted for mineral exploration in the United States has remained relatively stable, planned mineral exploration expenditures as a percentage of the world total has decreased from about 20 percent in 1993 to less than 10 percent in 1996.  Exploration budgets continue to shift in favor of projects outside the United States.  Many of these countries have revised their mining laws, offered incentives for foreign investment, and, in some cases, opened up areas previously not available for exploration.  In contrast, the United States (excluding Alaska) is a relatively mature exploration province.  While recent technological improvements have increased mineral reserves within the United States, environmental requirements still are perceived by some mining companies as restrictive, time-consuming, and costly to accommodate.
In recent years, developing countries with rich mineral potential are showing willingness to accommodate the mining sector by revising their mining laws to make mineral exploration and development in their countries more favorable.  A survey conducted in 1992 by the United Nations reported that the most important non-geologic criteria for mining companies in choosing sites for exploration were all related to the fiscal policies and mining codes of particular countries (Mining Journal,  Oct. 4, 1996, p. 24-29).
Technological improvements also have ignited the resurgence of gold exploration in developing regions.  The application of heap-leaching technology has redirected exploration efforts to lower-grade disseminated gold deposits recoverable by bulk-mining methods.  Africa, Latin America, and countries in the Pacific region (including Southeast Asia, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, and other Pacific islands) have shown potential for occurrence of this kind of deposit, and exploration has increased in each of these areas.  Consequently, exploration activity since 1991 has shifted from industrialized to developing countries.  This apparent trend is illustrated in Figure 3, which shows historical exploration budgets from companies surveyed by MEG for the period 1991 to 1996, for selected regions expressed as a percentage of the reported world total.  Available data from other sources support this general trend.  
Although junior companies were widespread prior to 1987, they proliferated greatly in the 1990’s.  In 1996, junior exploration companies with exploration budgets less than $3 million each contributed 24 percent of the total exploration budget worldwide, while 77 additional junior exploration companies reported 1996 budgets between $3 and $4.9 million.  Junior exploration companies were able to acquire increased levels of financing in 1996.  Consequently,  junior exploration companies that report exploration budgets of up to $5 million annually accounted for 30 percent of the total reported world exploration budget.  On the other hand, approximately 29 percent came from larger companies each spending over $50 million annually.
Recent technology and improved exploration techniques have led to structural changes in the mining industry.  For example, the U.S. gold industry benefited from improved bioleaching technology, which has allowed disseminated sulfide deposits to be treated using heap-leaching technology.  Improved exploration techniques have aided in the resurgence of diamond exploration in North America.  While the U.S. mining industry continues to focus on gold opportunities, primarily in Nevada and Alaska, diamond exploration in the United States and Canada is increasing.  The first U.S. diamond mine since 1919 began production in June 1996 in Colorado.  A larger diamond mine is expected to begin operation by 1998 in the Lac de Gras region of Northwest Territories, Canada.  The development of these mines has motivated additional diamond exploration in North America.
Metal prices remained near 1995 levels.  Prices continued to be high enough to encourage mining companies to launch new base and precious metal projects and to continue directing exploration dollars to such targets.
Latin America.  Exploration spending in Mexico, Central America, and South America accounted for 27.3 percent of the total worldwide budget for all companies surveyed by MEG (figure 1).  Latin America remained the region with the greatest amount of budgeted exploration dollars for the third year in a row, primarily a result of continued mining law and tax reform and favorable geology.  While this region had the largest reported increase in exploration budget ($178.5 million), its overall share decreased from 29.1 percent in 1995.  Currency exchange rates appeared to have little affect on exploration budgets in 1996.  Latin America appeared to have recovered from the devaluation of the Mexican peso more rapidly than was expected, based on reported production by the International Copper Study Group and 1996 capital investment flow to the region as reported by the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America.
This region benefited from privatization efforts and regulations allowing increased joint venturing with foreign investors.  Chile and Peru were the most actively explored Latin American countries in 1996, particularly by junior companies.  More than sixty juniors were active in exploring properties along the Andes Mountains.  Interest by foreign mining companies in Central America increased as countries promulgated revised mining laws. Large copper deposits were delineated further in Panama, and gold exploration activity was on the increase in the region.
Australia.  As shown in Figure 1, exploration budgets in Australia accounted for 18.9percent of the world budget, compared with 19.6 percent in 1995, maintaining Australia’s second place for the fourth consecutive year.  Spending in Australia continued its upward trend as companies explored primarily to replace declining ore reserves.
Canada.  According to MEG data, exploration budgets for Canada in 1996 increased both in terms of dollars spent (up by 40 percent from 1995) and world percentage (up from 12.2 percent in 1995).  As a result of a strengthening Canadian economy (lower interest rates and a low Federal deficit), improved trade relationships (NAFTA, removal of tariff restrictions with Chile), notable exploration successes (Voisey’s Bay; Sept-Iles area), and higher metals prices, Canada appeared on the verge of its best economic performance (partially based upon mineral activity) of any developed nation in 1997 (K.J. Brewer.  An Update on the Fundamentals of the Canadian Mineral Investment Climate.  Sept. 1996, 17 p).  Many Canadian companies, however, continued to turn to Latin America and the Pacific region to pursue mineral exploration and development under less restrictive laws and fewer legal challenges than in Canada.
Pacific Region.  The reported exploration budget of the Pacific region (including Southeast Asia, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, and other Pacific islands, but excluding Australia) increased 61 percent ($157.2 million) over that of 1995, unadjusted for changes in foreign exchange rates.  This was the second largest increase on a dollar basis and the largest percentage increase, rising from 9.6 percent to 11.8 percent of world exploration budgets for reported MEG companies.  The Pacific region is now ranked fifth in minerals exploration, up from sixth in 1995 and just behind Africa.  The increase reflects continued improvement in mining and investment laws, increased privatization, and favorable geologic environments.  The Pacific region also has become a rapidly expanding consumer market, creating a high demand for metals.  Exploration interest has been greatest in Indonesia, the Philippines, Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands.
Africa.  Africa continued its resurgence in mineral exploration begun in 1995, maintaining its exploration share of 11.9 percent in 1996.  The increased attention has been attributed to 1) The World Bank’s efforts to encourage more progressive mining and foreign investment laws, 2) increased emphasis in Africa by Canadian junior mining companies, 3) changes in the political climate considered positive for exploration, and 4) reduced financial and security risks in Sub-Saharan Africa (Mining Journal.  Jan. 24, 1997, p. 61-63).  Canadian, South African, and Australian companies were leading exploration activity in Africa.  Nations in both east and west Africa were actively promoting mineral development.
United States.  Budgets for U.S. exploration as reported to MEG increased from $294 million in 1995 to $343 million, but decreased from 10.9 percent in 1995 to 9.7 percent in 1996 as a percentage of world exploration.  Perception of increased risk related to uncertainties of pending mining law reform and of the time-consuming environmental permitting process continued to limit enthusiasm for new exploration ventures in the United States.  Budgets reported to MEG for U.S. exploration in 1996 continued to decline as a percentage of the total reported worldwide since 1992, when the United States accounted for 21.4 percent of all exploration budgets reported.
Recent technological improvements in ore pre-treatment, notably bioleaching, have encouraged exploration for lower-grade, disseminated Carlin-type gold and silver deposits found in the continental United States, including Nevada, Arizona, California, and Utah.  As a result, exploration for such deposits has been revitalized, particularly among Canadian and Australian junior companies.  For the period 1992 to 1995, almost 80 percent of Canadian mining projects outside of Canada were in either the United States or Latin America (Department of Natural Resources.  Canada’s Mining History—A Global Perspective.  Ottawa, April 1996).  North America accounted for 25-30 percent of overseas exploration spending of Australian mining companies (Department of Mines & Metals.  Overseas Exploration Survey.  Canberra.  1996, 3 p.).
Rest of the World.  Exploration budgets reported to MEG for the rest of the world (including Europe, Asia, and the former Soviet Union) have continued to increase in magnitude and in proportion to budgets reported for other countries.  Europe experienced a period of transition in 1996, as efforts continued toward privatization, liberalization of foreign investment laws, and increased repatriation of profits, and as countries of Eastern Europe and Central Europe developed market economy systems.
While some countries comprising the former Soviet Union reported a continued recovery of mineral production and exploration activity, the rate of recovery varied from country to country and sector to sector.  Kazakstan, Russia, and Tajikistan experienced the most exploration activity in 1996.  Mineral prospecting in Russia, however, fell by about 20 percent from 1995 levels because of limited funding.  As a result, mineral reserves in Russia were not being replenished at a rate adequate to compensate for the extraction rate, a condition that has persisted since 1994.
China is allowing more foreign exploration and investment, thus exploration activities increased in areas previously inaccessible to foreign development.  As planned legislative changes are enacted in 1997, it is likely that China will see a significant increase in overall exploration activity. 
Figure 4 shows the distribution of mineral exploration budgets reported to MEG by commodity in 1996.  Gold exploration budgets have increased for five years, reaching about 61 percent of the reported total exploration budget in 1996.  This was the highest percentage reported for gold since 1989.  MEG indicates the 12 largest international exploration budgets for gold ranged from approximately $40 million to $110 million per company.  The Gold Institute (1995 Annual Exploration Survey of U.S. Gold Producers.  Feb. 1996.) reported that 68 percent of gold exploration activity by U.S. companies was directed overseas, principally to Latin America, Australia, the Pacific, and Canada.  While 1996 data are not yet available, it is expected that this increasing emphasis on Latin America, the Pacific region, and Africa will continue.
Exploration budgets reported to MEG for base metals exploration decreased slightly as a proportion of the total budget reported from 31.8 percent in 1995 to 30.8 percent in 1996.  Reported copper exploration constituted about 60 percent of base metals exploration.  The six largest exploration budgets for gold range from about $28 million to $86 million per company.  Several major corporate changes took place between 1995 and 1996, including the merger of RTZ Corp. Plc. and CRA Ltd. and the purchase of Diamond Fields Resources Ltd. by Inco Ltd.
Reported copper exploration was essentially unchanged from 1995 to 1996.  Higher copper prices reported by American Metal Market and identification of new, favorable targets for exploration and development, particularly in Latin America, encouraged continued copper exploration.  Moreover, mergers of large companies freed additional capital for exploration or development.  Active exploration for copper focused on Chile, Peru, Indonesia, Zaire, the Philippines, and Canada.
The amount of planned nickel exploration reported to MEG increased in 1996.  Nickel prices recovered from the depressed level of 1993 and the discovery of the Voisey’s Bay deposit in Canada has triggered reassessment of traditional nickel massive and disseminated sulfide exploration models.  Renewed exploration for nickel in laterite deposits in the Pacific region and Australia is attributed to improvements in pressure acid leaching and solvent extraction that have made the economics of such deposits more attractive.
Exploration for lead and zinc deposits was centered on Australia, Canada, Latin America, and the Pacific region.  In the United States, notable exploration for these metals occurred at the New Burgin mining area in Utah, and reserves of both were expanded at the Greens Creek mine and Red Dog mine in Alaska.
Significant quantities of silver have been reported, associated with gold discoveries in Latin America and the Pacific, and with copper discoveries in Latin America.  
Reported budget allocations for exploration targets other than gold and base metals have continued to decline from about 18 percent of the total exploration budget in 1993 to 8.3 percent in 1996.  A combination of reduced demand and declining metal prices made these commodities less attractive compared to gold.  Reported diamond exploration contributed 6.3 percent of the total reported exploration budget in 1996.  The four largest diamond exploration budgets ranged from about $14 million to $70 million.
Significant Mineral Discoveries and Targets for 1996
USGS investigation identified approximately 1000 nonfuel exploration targets in 1996, from which 100 significant exploration sites were selected for Table 1. Information was gathered from USGS commodity, country, and mineral-resource specialists, industry contacts, and trade journals.  The 100 key exploration sites were selected based on the following criteria:
	The high level of exploration activity at site, as determined either by the amount of drilling activity or exploration investment;

The large amount of resources delineated;
The high potential for near-term development as judged from reported tonnage and grade estimates.
Each of these 100 deposits represent a new or recent discovery, delineation of a new ore zone, or a significant increase in resources reported in 1996.  Sites undergoing preproduction development or currently producing were excluded from this list unless a significant ore zone was delineated in 1996.  Detailed data from the complete list of approximately 1000 exploration targets are available from the author; information from this list was used in the following regional discussion.
Most of the significant exploration targets for 1996 were gold deposits.  Of the 100 discoveries reported in Table 1, 73 are primarily gold deposits; 13 copper; 6 nickel; 4 silver; 2 zinc; 1 tin; and 1 diamond, based on the relative value of commodity in each target.  The largest number of new discoveries with high gross values were located in Latin America.  A large proportion of these new discoveries were made by junior companies.  Typically, junior companies are the first to explore an area, stake claims or develop a lease agreement, and perform initial exploration.  Additional senior partners then are invited to share the capital expenditures necessary for development in exchange for an interest in the property.  Alternatively, the junior company may choose to sell the property.
Africa.  Gold accounted for approximately 75 percent of the reported African discoveries considered in this study, while diamonds accounted for about 13 percent.  Other metallic deposits actively being explored contained nickel, copper, titanium, zinc, cobalt, and platinum-group metals.  Diamond exploration was concentrated in southern African countries of Angola, Botswana, Namibia, South Africa, and Zaire.  Gold discoveries took place in the Sub-Saharan African countries of Burkina Faso, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mali, Niger, Tanzania, Zaire, and Zimbabwe.  The Central African Republic, Cte d’Ivoire, Guinea, and Senegal were also experiencing renewed gold exploration activity.  Nations in both east and west Africa were actively promoting mineral exploration and development.
Most African exploration projects are in the early drilling stages, but a few reported potentially economic discoveries.  The Bulyanhulu gold deposit in northwest Tanzania is perhaps one of the most promising prospects for development in Africa with a reported resource of over 3.5 million ounces of gold contained in a resource with a grade of 15 grams of gold per ton.
Australia.  Australia continued to be one of the world’s leading mineral producers.  In 1996, exploration activity focused on gold, nickel, copper, diamonds, silver, iron, zinc, and manganese targets.  New discoveries resulted in significant increases in gold and nickel resource estimates for Western Australia.
Canada.  Exploration activity in Canada continued at a high level in 1996 for gold, nickel, base metals and diamonds.  The Canadian government (Canadian Intergovernmental Working Group on the Mineral Industry.  Overview of Trends in Canadian Mineral Exploration.  Ottawa, Sept. 1996, 84 p.) estimated that exploration expenditures in 1996 would increase by 24 percent over 1995, and reported that the number of companies actively exploring in Canada was 671. Of those companies exploring in Canada, approximately 60 percent were defined as senior companies and 40 percent junior companies.  Most exploration is centered around known mining areas or areas with previously defined potential for new discoveries.  British Columbia, Newfoundland, the Northwest Territories, Ontario, and Quebec were primary exploration regions for precious and base metals.  Diamond exploration centered around the Northwest Territories, northern Saskatchewan, and northern Alberta.
Highlights for 1996 in Canada include a significant increase in resources of the Voisey’s Bay nickel-copper-cobalt deposit.  The recognition of the potential for new discoveries in this region spurred exploration activity in Newfoundland and northern Quebec.  Additional nickel and copper deposits or occurrences were discovered in southeastern Quebec along the St. Lawrence River by the Government of Quebec.  The area was subsequently opened for staking after considerable debate.  Gold exploration focused on the Abitibi greenstone belt of northeastern Ontario, which was opened to mining claims in 1996 after previously being tied up by Indian claims.  The Canadian Government gave approval to develop the Lac de Gras diamond project in the Northwest Territories.
Latin America.  During 1996, Latin America benefited from high levels of exploration activity by North American companies and an improved investment climate.  Mineral development focused on developing new resources and bringing new properties into production, with emphasis on gold.  MEG reported 31 gold properties in Latin America with resources of more than 1 million ounces were in various stages of exploration or development.
Mineral exploration in Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean continued to be centered on precious metals in Mexico and Nicaragua, with activity in Cuba, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Panama.  The focus of South American exploration activity was in two areas, the Precambrian Guiana Shield region and the volcanic belt in the Andes Mountains.  Chile has experienced exploration activity for both gold and copper because of favorable geology, political climate, and changes in mining and investment laws to favor foreign investment.  Exploration in Peru continued at a high level as a result of policies encouraging development, favorable geology, and improved political stability.  Countries such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Ecuador also are experiencing increased exploration activity.  Venezuela and Brazil have run into obstacles in their privatization and mineral-development efforts, but continue to attract interest by exploration companies.
Highlights for 1996 include approval for development of the Las Cristinas gold project in Venezuela, discoveries of new ore zones at the Bongara zinc project in Peru, and renewed exploration interest in Mexico.
Pacific Region.  Discoveries in the Pacific region occurred in Indonesia, the Philippines, and Papua New Guinea, with continuing exploration interest in Burma, Vietnam, and the Solomon Islands.  In Indonesia alone, the government approved 140 contract-of-work applications in the first five months of 1996 (Northern Miner.  Sept. 2, 1996, p. B1).  Discussions concluded between the Indonesian Government and Bre-X Minerals about development of the Busang gold deposit, said to exceed 100 million ounces of gold (The Wall Street Journal, Feb. 18, 1997, p. A16), and partnering arrangements with Freeport McMoRan Copper & Gold Inc. in February 1997.  Allegations surfaced in March, however, that resources at Busang may have been overstated as a result of invalid sampling (Press release, Bre-X Minerals Ltd., March 26, 1997).  Drilling confirmed substantial copper and gold resource increases at Grasberg in Indonesia and Ok Tedi in Papua New Guinea.  Interest in the region was fostered by recent mining legislation, privatization, and a favorable geologic environment.  The region has significant potential for both base and precious metals.
United States.  As in recent years, exploration interest has focused on Nevada and Alaska for gold, silver, and base metals.  Most activity also was centered around active mining areas or historic mining districts.  In 1996, 127 exploration projects were reviewed; 50 percent were located in Nevada and 15 percent were in Alaska.  Of those considered, 30 were new for 1996.  A 1995 study conducted by the USGS (Mining Engineering, May 1996, p. 35-41.) considered 109 U.S. exploration projects; nine advanced to the development stage in 1996 and four began production.   
Rest of the World.  Exploration in Europe, Asia, and the former Soviet Union continued to increase.  In Western Europe, exploration continued for gold, bauxite, and base metal deposits.  Discoveries of new gold occurrences in southwest Greenland, Italy, Sardinia, Scotland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom encouraged exploration efforts there.  Exploration continued for diamonds in Greenland, copper in France and Portugal, and base metals in Ireland and Spain.  Foreign mineral activity in Central Europe and Eastern Europe focused on two areas: gold exploration in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Romania, and the Slovak Republic; and industrial mineral development, primarily for construction materials and cement.
The Tain Shan fold belt in Central Eurasia appears to be a very promising area for mineral exploration.  The countries of the former Soviet Union continue to try to attract foreign investment for their mineral sectors, but there continue to be difficulties in defining property title and doing business with people who still are adapting to a free market culture (E&MJ.  Foreign Mining Investment in the FSU.  May 1996, p. 40-46.).  As a result, progress for companies that initially entered this market has been slow, particularly in production development.  While exploration and development of this region is improving, the rate of economic recovery varies substantially from country to country.
Government Programs
There has been a growing trend for some governments to offer incentive programs to stimulate mineral exploration and enhance the competitive position of domestic mineral producers.  In 1996, incentives took various forms, including privatization, trade alliances,  regulatory reforms, foreign investment provisions, and tax relief.
Investment in Africa has benefited from efforts of the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency, part of the World Bank, to change mining and foreign investment laws to attract foreign investment.  Six major South African investment consortiums continued corporate restructuring and diversification of investments outside of South Africa.  As part of Black Economic Empowerment initiatives, two African-owned investment institutions were created in 1996 to purchase Anglo-American assets.  The South African Government was expected to release its “Green Paper on Mining” by the end of 1996.  In Nigeria, the Ministry of Solid Minerals Development continued to restructure its organization.  The diamond areas of Angola, previously closed by civil strife, were reopened to outside exploration and development.
In Australia, the Native Title Act of 1993 introduced significant uncertainty in the approvals process for mineral development, impacting “greenfield” exploration activity.  Greenfield areas are those that have never been mined.  The Australian Government proposed in October 1996 legislative amendments allowing a Federal minister to override Aboriginal concerns, if these concerns threatened a project of major economic benefit to Australia.  Also under consideration was an amendment streamlining the formal negotiation process between developers and claimants.  The Australian Government ended its 12-year policy of restricting uranium production to only three sites.
China approved amendments to its Mineral Resources Law in August 1996 to strengthen State ownership of the country’s minerals resources while allowing local governments responsibility for guaranteeing certain mineral-resource exploration rights.  The amendments allow private enterprises and Sino-foreign joint-venture companies to participate in mineral exploration and development activities.  A similar Coal Law took affect on December 1, 1996.  Several provisional measures also were passed providing regulations for foreign joint ventures.
The European Union (EU) acted to encourage exploration by offering various incentives including tax relief, revised regulations, and less government involvement.  In 1996, EU membership grew to 15 countries with the admission of Austria, Finland, and Sweden.  As tensions lessened in Eastern Europe, foreign exploration activity increased, stimulated by the need for foreign currency and domestic industrial resources for reconstruction.
The countries of the former Soviet Union (FSU) saw further economic recovery in 1996.  Privatization, foreign investment, and foreign participation in industry management continued.  Kazakstan took the lead in soliciting the aid of foreign management and has turned over much of its major mining and metallurgical services to foreign managers in recent years.  A number of other FSU countries also increased the involvement of foreign managers, but on a more limited scale.  Several FSU countries continued reorganizing their agencies responsible for controlling the minerals sector.  Russia underwent a major restructuring of its mining sector in 1995 and 1996.
Latin American countries continued efforts to change mineral legislation, promote tax reform, and develop trade agreements.  Argentina enacted Federal and provincial investment laws that encouraged mineral exploration and development.  Bolivia and Chile became associate members in 1996 in MERCOSUR, the South American trading bloc.  Brazil’s constitutional review, which would permit privatization of state-owned companies, stalled in 1996.  Chile and Canada reached concurrence during 1996 on a mutual free-trade agreement, and continued discussions on the creation of a South American Trade Area (SAFTA) and Chile’s accession to NAFTA.  The passage of the Cuban Liberty and Solidarity Act (Helms-Burton Law), by the U.S. Congress in March, which allows U.S. citizens whose properties were expropriated by the Cuban Government the right to sue in U.S. courts any foreign company presently using such properties, affected the Cuban minerals industry and its trading partners directly because of the importance of nickel production and trade to the Cuban economy and because of increased interest in Cuba by foreign exploration companies.  Peru continued its privatization, capitalization, and joint venture programs, while Venezuela showed signs of recovering from a period of uncertainty when regulatory reform and privatization efforts met with administrative delays.
The USGS collects and analyzes data on more than 100 mineral commodities both in the United States and worldwide.  This article draws from both public and private sector sources and the knowledge and expertise of USGS commodity, country, and mineral resource specialists.  More detailed information on the material covered in this article may be obtained from the author, David Wilburn, U.S. Geological Survey, P.O. Box 25046, MS 750, Denver Federal Center, Denver, CO 80225-0046; Phone, 303-236-8747; Fax, 303-236-4208; E-mail, wilburn@usgs.gov.  For additional information on mineral commodities and international minerals activities, inquiries may be directed to Kathy Keys, 983 National Center, U.S. Geological Survey, Reston, VA 20192; Phone, 703-648-4961; E-mail, kkeys@usgs.gov.

