
 

Investors turn to tin as energy use booms and supply tightens 
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In late October, tin hit a two-year high. Then, in the second week of November, the price soared as 

high as $US22,000/tonne. Sure, it pulled back and more price gains are needed by the industry (in 

January the metal had been at a seven-year low), but Reuters has reported that, after years of hard 

times, tin companies in Australia are seeing growing investor interest, including from private equity, 

funds and trade houses. 

 

The reasons are threefold: one, there is growing concern about adequate supplies in the coming years 

(with news reports even talking about “peak tin”). For another, tin is being seen increasingly as an 

emerging technology metal with industry experts predicting energy storage, generation and 

conservation being a major driver of tin demand over the next 30 years. And, thirdly, tin was the only 

base metal not to be affected by the great commodities boom of the previous decade; it alone in that 

complex went through the 2006-2011 frenzy with no major new mines being developed. Now it is 

catch-up time. 

 

The metal has come a long way since 25 August 1810 when Peter Durand was granted British patent 

No. 3372 for coming up with tinplate containers as a means of preserving animal and vegetable food 

products.  

 

Today solder (for a range of electronic products) accounts for 43.5 per cent consumption, with 

chemicals being the second largest use with a 15.5 per cent of demand (although tinplate still takes 

nearly 15 per cent of all the metal produced each year −− and that demand is tipped to grow as 

people in developing countries get to afford canned food and beverages).  

 

But it’s energy that will propel the tin industry over the next few years. 

 



We have seen what effect the energy story, particularly the lithium-ion battery, has had on market 

interest in graphite and lithium. It may be tin’s turn next. 

Batteries are a market sector for tin that is just beginning to stir. ITRI, formerly the International Tin 

Research Institute, this year estimated that 26,000 tonnes (or about seven per cent of refined tin 

production) now goes into lead-acid batteries (it increases their energy efficiency). Chinese 

consumption of tin for this technology has trebled over the past three years. ITRI argues that the lead-

acid battery is still the cheapest and best way to store energy for electric vehicles, renewable energy 

and cloud storage back-up. 

 

But it also sees tin playing a part in lithium-ion batteries (being added into the carbon electrode) and 

the metal continues to be featured prominently in research on materials for next generation 

magnesium-ion and sodium-ion batteries. Tin has potential to be used in new generation, low cost, 

solar cell materials. 

 

As ITRI argues, new applications will require new sources of the metal, given that production at most 

operating mines is now in decline.  

 

In the short-term outlook, exchange stocks have remained low (in late November they were holding 

just above 3,000 tonnes in LME warehouses). The market has been dislocated by a surge of 

production in Myanmar but there are indications this has passed its peak: thus the “peak tin” concept 

has gained some ground, the argument being that it had been due only to the surge in Burmese 

output −− from almost nothing in 2012 to 173,000 tonnes of tin-in-concentrate in 2014 −− that that had 

staved off the global supply crunch. Had it not been for this new supply, the global consumers would 

have been scrabbling to get enough tin. 

 

The problem now is that, according to reports, Burmese mines are seeing dramatically falling grades 

as the best ore is mined out. Meanwhile, older mines around the world, mainly in South America, are 

struggling to maintain production levels.  Then there is Indonesia, the world’s largest tin exporter. 

Exports have fluctuated in line with spasmodic government efforts to clamp down on illegal mining, 

so that country’s output has become largely unpredictable from year to year. 



What is needed most of all are mine projects that can be developed in the near term. And Aus Tin 

Mining (ASX:ANW) has just such a project in Taronga, located in northern NSW.  Subject to 

regulatory approvals, it could be up and running within 12 months with financing expected to come 

from revenues from the company’s Granville tin project in Tasmania. 

 

Why the urgency? A few years ago a global count showed only about seventy potential mines to meet 

future world demand −− most at an early stage of progress or dormant. And experience in past 

decades has demonstrated that it can take between 10 and 12 years to progress from the publication 

of a maiden compliant resource through to initial production. 

Of course, it can take several years even to get to the maiden resource stage. Taronga has passed that 

milestone (57,200 tonnes of contained tin, 26,000 tonnes of copper and 4.4 million ounces of silver). 

 

During the September quarter, the company progressed the documentation required for the Taronga 

Stage 1 project, notably the Environmental Impact Statement, and engineering works including the 

tailings storage facility. The Taronga Stage 1 project is intended to demonstrate areas of potential 

upside, including resource grade, tin recovery and the recovery of by‐product credits.  

 

But the company is also excited about the exploration portfolio, with proven targets that could 

provide extra feedstock for the Taronga processing plant. For example, McDonalds just 6km away, 

has returned assays of up to 0.64% tin. A geological team is working on small high-grade targets such 

as those 16km from the plant. 

 

Back in 2014, Aus Tin adopted a tin price of just over A$27,700/t for the Pre-Feasibility Study, so it’s 

interesting to note that prices are back to these levels now. Coupled with a number of areas of 

possible upside identified by the company, including head grade and tin recovery, the NPV of the 

project could be as much as $225 million.   


