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AUSTRALIAN MINERAL EXPLORATION POLICY 

Australia has had long experience in mining and in prospecting for 
coal and other minerals, The present legislation governing mineral exploration 
in the several States and Territories has evolved over a considerable length 
of time and is still changing. It is thought that experience gained in admin­
istering such legislation may be helpful to developing countries. 

2. In the Commonwealth of Australia each State and Territory has its 
own mining legislation, which differs as bbtween the' several States and 
Territories although there are similarities. Even as between the Territories 
there is no uniformity of legislatione 

3. Provisions governing mineral exploration are in some cases set out 
in great detail in statutes or regulations arid in other cases amount to little 
more than authorizing the relevant authority to grant prospecting licences on 
such terms and conditions as it 'sees fit. Therefore the information in this 
p~per is partly derived from printed statutes and regulations and partly from 

. written communioations from the Under-Secretaries for Mines of Queensland, 
New South Wales and Wester~'Australia, the Secretary for Mines of Victoria 
and the Directors of Mines of Tasmania, South Australia and' the Northern 
Territory, to all of whom the author's thanks are he~eby gratefully expressed. 

4. At first the only legal method of prospecting on Crown land was by 
possessiono£ a~8 righ~·,. which was originally only for the purpose of 
prospecting for and mining alluvial gold but was extended in scope to cover 

~ other forms of mining and other minerals. These .provisions still exist and 
can be and are still used . for the . purpose of miilera.1 exploration but with 
some exoeptions ai'e not of any great importance~ . 

5. With the development of modern methods of mineral exploration it 
was found that the areas .which could be held unde~ the old. forms of tenure 
were mu.ch too small for. :proper use of these metho~s. and at various times in 
the past 42 years provisions were made by the States and the Northern Territory 
to permit the licensing of large areas for mineral exploration. The names of 
these forms of tenure. and the dates at which they were introduoed are tabulated 
belON' 

Q;u.e en sland , Authori:ty to Prospeot, 
New South Wales, Exploration Lioenoe p 

Viotoria, ExplorationaLicence p 

Ta.smania, Exploraticn Lioence, 
South Australia, Special Mining Lease, 
Western Australia, Temporary Reserve, 
Northern Territory, Prospeoting Authority, 

1930 
1963 
1964-

. 1958 
1927 
1957 
1962 

6. An attaChed·table shows the areas ourrently held under these forms 
of tenure. 

7. These forms of tenure are, exoept in. the oase of South Australia, 
merely a lioenoe to ooaupy:land for the purpose,~f·mineral exploration and 

.r;s not to mine or to remav~ material except for sampling or t~st~G .. The South . 
~ : '., . ,/' 



Australian Speoial Mining Lease nominally allows for aotual mining operations 
but its short duration prevents any full scale mining operations. 

8. Exploration lioenoes, or their equivalent under another name are 
granted by the Administrator of the Northern Territory, by the Minister for . 
Mines with the oonsent of Parliament in Western Australia and by the Ministers 
for Mines in the other States, except ,South Australia9 where the Special Mining 
Lease is granted by the Governore In Tasmania and the Northern Territory the 
application is advertised in a local newspaper, and any person olaiming a prior 
interest in the subjeot land may object to the granting of the licenoe. 

9. In all States and the Northern Territory they are grantable to "any 
person" but the tem "personil includes a oompany. In Queensland and Victoria 

. the said company must be one registered in that ~espeotive State. 

10. They are not usually surveyed, exoept where there is no other way 
·of'settling a dispute between licensees of adjoining areas, or marked on the 
grOWld, with two partial exceptions, i.e., in Tasmania one oorner is marked 
by~osting a notioe of applioation and in Western Australia one datum peg is 
erected after approval of the applioation. Otherwise applioation is made by 
desariptibn or·a marked plan and ~he approved area is usually described in a. 
schedule to the lioence and shown by marking on an attayhed plan. 

11. In no case exoept Tasmania is there any restriction on the number 
of tenures which may be held at ~ time by a person, exoept that in New South 
Wales the number is at the disoretion of the Min~ster, in Viotoria regard is 

"had to the area already l].eld under lioenoe and ,in South Australia the finanoial 
and teohnioal oapaoity of. the applioant is t~en into aooount. In Tasmania an 
individual may hold only orie exploration licenoe and a oompany more t~an oneo 

12. They are, in general readily transfer~ble exoept in Queensland, 
wh,ere the oonsent of the Minister for Mines must. be obtained. 

13. Three Statesp.New South Wales, Viotoria.and South Australia have a 
legal maximum of 1000 square miles which mB3' be granted in any one tenure but 
in practioe the maximuin area granted in any one tenure is as listed below. 

Queensland, '1000 square miles exoept ~. known mineral areas 
of, great in-t.erest, where the usual maximum is 
100 square miles. 

New South Wales" 1000 square miles. 
'Viotoria, 500 square miles. 

Tasmania, Unlimited. 
South Australia,· 1000 square mileso . 
Western Australia, Unlimited. 
Northern Terri~ory, Unlimitedo 

14. New South Ws.+es has a legal minimum-area of 100 square miles but less 
than this may be gran~~~ at the disoretion of the Minister~ Other States and 
the Northern Territory have no legal minimum area- which may be granted but in 
some oases there are ~eaPe.r forms of prospeot~ ,tenures for small areSS'v 

," ..... . 

I 
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The combination of provision for a maximum area for an exploration 
licence and the ability to hold more than one licence (possibly adjoining) 
may seem 'contradictory, but it is justified by enforcing the required con­
ditions of work and expenditure on each of the licensed areas separately. 

16. ' An exploration licence (or its equivalent under another name) has 
excluded from its operation all existing mining leases, miners rights claims, 
land included in other exploration licences for the same minerals, and usually 
town lands and some forms of cultivated land. Land which is included in its 
operation comprises Crown Land only in South Australia and Western Aust~alia, 
land in which the minerals are the property of the Crown (i.e. Crown land and 
private land in which the minerals were rE;!served when the grant was'made) in 
Queensland, Victoria, Tasmania and the Northern Territory and Crown land and 
private land in New South Wales, including land, in which the' minerals are 
privately owned, except where they are actually being worked by the owner. 

17. It is gt'anted to explore for a named mineral or a group of associ-
ated minerais or in some cases for "all minerals". The poliCies in this matter 
whioh are followed by the, several States and the Northern Territory are 
summarised below. 

a) 'Qaeensland. Authorities to prospect may be issued for coal, 
for petroleum, or for other minerals, and in the latter case 
usually for "all ,minerals including gold but excluding coal 
and petroleum". ,In the past some Authorities to Prospect were 
issued far specific minerals but this practice has been dis­
continued. 'It is not the practice to issue two Au~horities 
to Prospect (Minerals) over the same ground but an Authority 
to Prospect (Minerals) may overlap an Authority to Prospeot 
(Coal) or an Authority to Prospect (P~troleum)e 

, " 

'b) New South Wales. Exploration Licences are issued to searah 
. for all minerals named in the licence. Overlapping of 

licenced areas is rare and is usually confined to such 
instances as "metallic minerals" and "clay", or "metallic 
minerals" and "coal and shale". 

c) Victoria. Exploration licences may be issued to explore only 
for tin, phosphate, lead, copper, gold, antimony, molybdenum, 
nickel, silver, titanium; zirconium and ,zinc. The last seven 
in this list were added in 1968 as a resUlt of requests for a 
form of licence to cover search for these metals. Presumably 
if a demand "arises for addition of other minerals or metals 
to'the list 'it would be met. There is a provision in the 
Victorian Act for overlapping exploration, licences for different 
m:ineralse ' 

d) Tasmania. Licences are issued to se~ch for "all minerals p 

alluvial tin and a.ssociated' minerals f , metallic minerals, non­
metallic ~ersf~.p and petroleum"" Overlapping' lioence areas 

-, 
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are rare and are usually oonfined ~o such instanoes as 
''kaolin'' and "metallio minerals", or "limestone and 
dolomite" and "metallio mineralso" 

e) South Australia. Speoial Mining lJeases are issued to 
search for: "all minel'a:J.s" •. Spepial .Mining Leases were 

.. issued in the past to search' for speoifio minerals but 
this has'been disoontinued. 

'.,., 

_l! • 
::..: J .. 

. ' 
" 

, f) Western Australia. Temporary reserves 'are made for the 
purpose of permitting search for speoified minerals (inol .. 
uding ooal) usually oomprising all possibly assooiated 
miner8.ls. Overlapping areas are granted only for entirely 
different minerals. 

, . 

g) North:rn Territory. Lioenoes are issued to searoh for "all 
miner s exoept ooal and petroleum'''. The licenoed area may 
overlap an area oovered by a lioence to proB.l?eot for ooal 
or a petroleum permit. 

, , 

.~' -...... , 

], ' 

18. An eXploration lioenoe, or its equivalent under another name is f 

exolusive in the sense tha.t during its currenoy no other licenoe 'to searCh 
for the same mineral on the same ground will be granted and in general no' 
mining lease for the SAme minerals will be granted except to the lioensee" 

. New South Wales reserves the right to oanoel parts of the lioenoed area 
which are required by another applioant. to searoh for other minerals. 
Tasmanian and Viotorian legislation oontain a provision for granting a 
.mining tenement : ,within the lioensed area to another person with the oonsent 
of the lioenoee., . 

a) 

b) 

Queensland. Usually for two years but up to five years 
L • 

has been granted. Extensions may be granted if the oon--~' ,,"',:' 
ditions of the licence have been carried outo '.J ·.l', . '_' "' ,r~ .. 
New' South Wales. For not more than one year but an in ... , .. -

. ,1.; 
definite number of six .. monthly extensions may be made. . . . ' ..... 

.'- .' . .' 

0) Viotoria.· For two years but two renewals' of six months : 
each, may be made" . , , 

d) Tasmania .. · For six. months ·but may be renewed', for further ... · .. 
periods of six month's if the -terms·ot· the.-i1oence have'" :.:. 
been substantially oarried ou.t'o .:.,,:; .. ,,,,.' :.~ ~"\:~~~;'.'r"-'~"'~~-.i> - " _. ,.{ 

'. 

; ..... : .. 
,'; .. " ,"' 
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e) South Australia. For not more than two years but it may 
be renewed by negoti~tion. 

:t) , Western Australia. For six to'twelve months but renewals 
may be granted. 

g) Northern Territory. For one year but a renewal may be maile. 

20. On renewal of the licence, or in some cases during the term of the 
licence, a reduction of the area covered by the licence is required. 'The 
aotua1 practice followed in this regard as is follows. 

a) Queensland. For areas not greater than 200 square miles,' 
a reduct ion of one.half of the area after one year. For 
areas greater than 200 square miles a reduction to not 
greater than 100 square miles after one year. Such red. 
uctions are not alw~s enforced if the licensee has ful. 
filled all conditions ,of the licence.' 

b) New South Wales~ A reduction of area by 50 perc~t· after 
the first tvTelve··months. 

0) Victoria. Reduction of the area is not compulsory on 
renewal but the licensee is encouraged to do so. 

d) Tasmania. Reduction of area. is not oompulsory on renewal 
but it is sometimes required by the Minister particularly 
if interest is shown in the area by other persons. 

e) South Australia.' Reduction of area is an item considered 
when renewal is under negotiation .. · 

f) \1estern Australia. A 50 percent reduction of area 
annually is usual. 

g) Northern Territory. No reduotion of ~ea is required on 
renewal~ 

21 • An armlial fee or rental is charged for an exploration licence or 
.. it s equivalent but in ali cases this is quite low and would only cover the 

oost of administration. For the max:lmum area which oan be held the fees arel 

a) Queensland,····;C1p·600 plus 10.cents 'per;~'sqUare mile'in exoess 
of 1000 sq~e miles. 

b) New' South Wales, $5000 
. ,. 

, 
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0) Victoria, 8275 plus 20 cents per square mile in excess 
of 100 square miles. 

d) Tasmania, 825 plus 10 cents per square mile in excess 
of 25 square miles. This rental is increased by 25 per 
cent after two years and by up to 100 percent for licences 
of long standing. 

e) South Australia, $400 plus 2i percent of the value at the 
mine of any'mineral producedo ,', 

f) Western Australia, For iron orep S8 per square mUe e For 
all other minerals 8400 for 12,000 square miles or greater. 

, I 

g) Northern Territory, $1 per square mile. 

'22. A refundable bond or a cash deposit is usually relluired as a surety 
that the terms of the licence will be fulfilled, or as 8 guarantee against,' 
'damage,to priva;t;e land. - These also are not large being as folloWs I 

. 

a) Queensland, 81,000 for up to 100 square miles ,and 82,000 " 
far .+arger areas. . . 

': 

b) New South Wales, Not less than 82,000 or a greater sum if' 
re"quired by the Ministere . 

0) Victoria, As required by the Minis'ter • 

. d) Tasmania, 
land. 

As required to caver possible damage ,to private 
,.. 

e) South Australia,' 82~000 or such grea.ter sum a.s the 
Minister requiresQ 

f) Western Australia,· None rellu1red •. 
- , 

g) Northern Territory, $0.25 per acre of private land included 
in,the licensed area. 

, . . 

23. The principal- requirement of an exploration licenc,e or its equival-
entis that the' licensee shall carry out a programme of work designed to 
explore the area far minerals. This requirement is expressed in variOl.lS, 
wa.Ys in the States and the Northern Territory as follo:ws 'J. 

a) Queensland. liThe holder is required to 'continuously 
prospect 'the lands on an appropriate scale which, is 
determined usually by speo~fying tlie min:iJIru.m expendi­
ture ~o be incurred each yeartl The standard soale is a 

J 
, , 
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Iilitial Area First Year Each Follooing ,year 

o to 1 square mile $10,000 815,000 
$20,000 
$30,000 
$50,000 
$100,000 

1 to 10 square t;niles " $15,000 
320,000 
$30,000 
$50,000 

10 to 100 sq. miles 
100 to 1000 sq. miles 
1000 to 10,000 sq. miles 

Geological and geophysical examinations and aerial surveys are 
considered to be continuous prospecting but petrological studies, 
beneficiation and feasibility studies have also been permitted. 

In some circwnstances the carrying out of a specified programme 
.~ be required II. 

b) New South Wales. A proposed scheme for the exploration of the 
land including a geological surveyor other surveys must be 
lodged with the app~ication, together'with the proposed methods 
of exploration and proposed--expenditure. If. the application is 
approved, the proposed scheme and exPenditura-must be' carried 
out. The applicant must also' furnish evidence of his financial 
standing with his application. ' 

c) Victoria. As for New South Walese 
I 

d) Tasmania. The terms and cond:l,tions are laid down in the 
licence document and in genereJ. require the licensee to 
implement the programme of work which he submitted in 
Support of his awlication. . 

e) . South Australiae The exploration programme, including 
expenditure commitments is as negotiated with the applicant. 

f) Western Australia. The proposed programme of work mus.t be 
approved "t!Y the IvIinist er Q 

. g) Northern Territor,Y. The applicant is free to submit any 
form 'of prospecting programme and to state the amount of 
fwance· available. There'is no standard I for deciding on 
the type of work or expend"iture. which will be approvedQ 

24. Another conditions of an exploration licence or its equivalent is that 
reports must be made to the Mines D~artment or Branch giving details of wo.rk 
done,. expenditure incurred and results obtained~' These reports are usually 
made available to other enquirers after expiry 'of the licence" Details. are 
as £olloos a 

L 
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a) Queensland. Quarterly ~eports of work done and expenditure 
incurred are required. An annual report giving all, results 
of work done during the year is required within six months 
after the end of the year. These results are confidential 
during the term of the Authority to Prospect. wpen land is 
surrendered in order to take up mining leases, or the Authority 
to Prospect expires, the holder may release all reports or may 
make a separate non-confidential report on the surrendered lands. 
Additional information is often required. 

b) New South Wales. Quarterly reports are required giving full 
particulars of prospecting operations, expenditure incurred, 
and location plans showing actual operations conducted. 
Further information may be required if requested by the 
Geological Survey. The information in the reports is confid­
ential during the tenure of the exploration licenoe but is 
available for publio information when the licence is relin­
.quish~de 

.. 
0) Victo:da. Quarterly reports are required within 14 dE)3s of 

the em of the quartere These reports are required to give 
details and results of all exploration activities and of money 
spent. If the reports are not satisfactory~ further inform­
ation'may be requirede The reports remain confidential at all 
times land are not availab.1.e to enquirers except by arrangement 
with the ex-licensee. 

I 

d) Tasmania. Monthly progt'ess reports and final reports and plans 
contl:!J.ning all available information ~st be furnished. The 
information in the reports' is available to other persons when ' 
an area is surrenderede 

11 

e) South· Australia. Reports are required quarter,ly, including 
copies of all technioal data, maps and recordse They are 
required to provide a full coverage of all work completede 
On surrender or expiration of the licence the reports are 
placed on open file (il 

f) 'Western Australia. Quarterly and annual reports and a final • report are requfred. They have to include such information 
as, may be required by t{le ,G~ological Branch. 

g) Northern Territor,y;. Monthly and final reports are requirede ' 
The monthly report is a brief summary of work done and money 

C;J expended., It is only intended for adm~istrative control.· 
The final report is a comprehensive document oaveririg all 
work doneo' 

'\ 
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25. In South Australia the leasee of a Special Mining Lease has a 
statutOry right to ordinary minin'g l5lfloses within the licensed area on -
application. In Tasmania, it is administrative policy to allow this. In­
the other States and the Northern Territory the licen~ee has a prefer-
ential right to ·apply for leases and these are usually, though not necessarily 
granted. Queensland and Victoria may require a licensee to apply for mining 
leases over any discovery that he has made. 

26. The Mines Departments of the States and the Mines Branch of the 
Northern Territory Administration were ,requested for'their views as to 
whether their respective systems for granting and administering exploration 
licences worked satisfactorily and whether any changes were proposed. A 
summary of the replies follows :-

'\ 

fl 

a) Queensland. The system works -satisfactorily. Some ~prove­
ments in procedure could be made. In other States or 
countries it might be advisable to restrict the licensed 
area to considerably less than 1000 square miles. The 

I Queensland system, in which the terms and conditions of 
" the Authority to Prospect a.l'e in the licence document 

rather than in the statutes and regulations permits flexi­
bility and change to suit particular circumstances. 
I. 

b)' New South Walese The Department is generally satisfied with 
the working of the systeme Changes ha.ve already been made to 
remedy discovered defectse Others will undoubtedly be made. 

There are some faotors of land tenure and private owner.ship 
of minerals which have had a greater effect in New South 
Wales than in other States. This has affected the legislation. 
The Minister has a considerable amount of discretionary powerse 

c) Victoria. The' legislation is generally satisfactory but it is 
thought· that periodical reduction of area would be desirable 

,and that 1000 square miles is too large a maximum area for 
..•. , 

" . . Victorj,.a. ' 

The Minister has a fair amount of discretionary powers. 

d)' Tasmania. The system has proved satisfactory in practice 
although some small ch!mges in administrative procedure may 
be made. 

.' . ", 

The areas granted (the largest has been 3,100 square miles) 
are not considered to be too large. "In . our experience the 
imposition of upper or lower limits on sizes of areas leads 
to devices to overcome the legislation." 

• t. .. 

; . . " 
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e) South Australia. The system appears to be best of those 
available. The size of area is satisfactory. Many of 
them are less than 100 square miles. It is proposed to 
change the name to "Exploration Licence It and to make some 
changes ~ administrative proceduree 

f) Western Australia. The system has in the past proved very 
effective. The present ''boom'' conditions have created some 
temporaxy diffioulties. 

An upper limit of size is desirable. The, granting of 
smaller areas for a larger period woUld produce better 
results. 

{j g) , Northem Territory. Some changes are proposed in the 'systemg " " 
i.e.' , . '. t, 

(i) To change the name to "Explorat ion Licence". 

,(ii) To set a maximum 'area of 1,000 square miles with' 
a total maximum area of 5,000 square miles held, 
by one person and a minimum area of one' square 
mile. 

(iii) To have a duration of not more than four years 
for an area of one square ~le or less and not 

c. more than seven years for an area greater than 
one square mile 0 

(iv):' To enforce a 50 percent reduction in area after 
the second year, or a reduction after the first 
year, or a greater reduction than 50 percent in' 
subsequent yearso 

27. After proposed changes are taken into ,consideration, it is apparent 
that there is a substantial concensus ~ong the Australian States and the 
Northern T~ritory on miner81 exploration policy" Common to all Australian 

,systems are the followings 

(1) Licences are for mineral exploration only and carry , , 
no right to win minerals" a 

(2)' The duration of the licence is .fa.irly short" 

(3) ~ees are light» and are not inte~ded. as a substantial 
source of revenue.. ' , , 

(4) The licence iJi commonly for all minerals or for' a 
large group of associated minerals. ' 

'. 

!I 

. :, 

., 
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(5) The licence is exclusive for the named minerals 
within the area for which it is granted • 

(6) 

(8) 

, 
A large area m83 be licensed at first but substant ial 
reductions in area are enforced ai't er a short period 
of time. 

A substantial amount of approved exploration work must 
be regularly performed under penalty of cancellation of 
the lic ence. 

Information gained by the licensee from his exploratory 
work is not his sole property but must be passed on to 
the State or Territory Admiriistration and, in most cases 9 
is available for public infQrma.tion after expiry of the 

, licence. ' . ' 

288 It is thought that these principles could well be used by devel-
oping oountries in forming their mineral;~xploration poliCies with some 
possible variations as set out below g 

(1) The area originally covered by the licence depends on 
what is already known about the subject area. It should 
not be assumed that results and conclusions drawn from . 
former work are necessarily correct ~ particularly if' it 
is fairly old worko .. 

(2) It is thought that the system of granting a licence for 
a very short period 9 followed by short term extensions p 

·is clumsy and that better results might be obtained by 
licensing for a. longer duration, say five years • 

. " 

(3) . A reduction in the area of th~ licenoe' after the recon-
, naissance stage is a sound principle but it is thought 
that there is an area, say 25' square miles, below which 
no reduction of area should be enforoed. However, at 
this point the scale of exploration commitments per unit 
area could be increased • 

.. 
A system of complete discretion by the relevant authority 
in approving an exploration licence requires competent 
technical staff to advise on the merits of applicants' 
proposals. The same applies to the cheoking of technical 
reports to see whether the terms of the licenoe are ful­
fillede 
An alternative is a nominated soale of expenditure on the 
lioensed area which oan be verified by administrative staff • 

,f 
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HOwever, in this case care should be taken that the 
expenditure is aotually on or conoerned with the licensed. 
area and not inflated by a share of head offioe costs or 
unrealistic hiring or contraot charges for work doen by 
associated companiese . 

(5) It would be desirable to make the right of the lioensee 
. to mining leases within the licensed area. more definite, 
. by a formal agreement if neoessarYe . 

} 
l 
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TABLm 1. AUSTRALIAN M:mERAL EXPLORATION TENURES CURRENTLY HELD 

J 

IState or Territory Area of 
- State 

(square miles) 

Queensland (1) 667,000 

_,.New South Wales (2) 309,433 

Victoria (2)_ 87,884 

Tasmania (2) 26,383 
, • 
South Austral~ (3) 380,070 

Western Australia-(4) 975,920 

,Northern Territory (5) 520,280 
. , I 

: 
TCYrALS 2,967,909* 

(1) Auth~ri ty to Prospect 0 

(2) Exploration- Licence. 

(3) Special Mining Lease. 

(4) Temporary Reserve. 

(5) Prq~pecting Authority. 

. 

-Number of 
exploration 

tenures 

172 

89 

44 

46 

127 

600** 

228 

1,306 

* Includes Australian Capital Territory_ 
** Approximate only. 

- . - --Area of Average size of 
exploration tenures 
(square miles) .. 

e~loration tenure 
square miles) 

51,226 298 I 

28,551 321 

12,549 285 

15,189 330 
I 

40,280 317 

246,000** 410 

99,452 436 

493,247 378 , 

. t 
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