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be around 16,000t contained nickel, 1,700t contained 
cobalt and 4,000t HPA. The TECH Project will be a 
leader in sustainability with low GHG emissions, zero 
process liquid discharge and no requirement for any 
tailings dam. 

Benchmark: The TECH project will be using the 

Altilium Group’s DNi Process to extract metals from 

laterite ores. How does this process work and how 

does it differ from existing processes such as high 

Benchmark: What is your background in the 

industry?

Dr Stephen Grocott: I have approximately 40 years 
in the minerals processing industry across multiple 
commodities – nickel, cobalt, alumina, bauxite, copper, 
titania, scandium, iron ore, uranium, rare earths, lithium, 
boron, etc. Most of my career has involved process 
development, project development, commissioning, 
operations troubleshooting, M&A, DD. I also have 
significant experience in environment and risk 
management.

Previously I was Chief Technical Development Officer 
(Clean TeQ), GM – Processing (Rio Tinto), GM – Mineral 
Processing & Hydrometallurgy (BHP) and was Chair of 
the Board of AMIRA International.

Benchmark: Can you provide us with an overview of 

Queensland Pacific Metals (QPM) and the Townsville 

Energy Chemicals Hub (TECH) project you are 

developing? 

SG: QPM is a public company listed on the Australian 
Securities Exchange (ASX) with a market capitalisation 
of approximately $200m. QPM is the 100% owner of 
the TECH Project, a battery materials project which will 
produce nickel sulphate, cobalt sulphate, high purity 
alumina (HPA) and other valuable co-products.

The TECH Project will import 1.5m wet tpa nickel laterite 
ore from New Caledonia and process it in a modern 
processing facility. Annual production is expected to 

Benchmark spoke to Dr Stephen 
Grocott, MD & CEO, Queensland 
Pacific Metals about the company’s 
TECH project, nickel sulphate 
processing routes, and its recent 
offtake agreement with South 
korea’s lG Energy Solution and 
POSCO

‘To have lGES and POSCO as shareholders  
and offtakers is a great vote of confidence’ 



‘To have lGES and POSCO as shareholders  
and offtakers is a great vote of confidence’ 

Q2 review 2021 | 47

Queensland Pacific Metals Interview

pressure acid leaching (HPAl)?

SG: The DNi Process uses a nitric acid leach under 
atmospheric conditions. All metals are dissolved 
in solution, leaving an inert residue (silicate) which 
does not require any tailings dam for storage and has 
potential for commercial application as a cement 
additive or engineered landfill. Once in solution, all 
valuable metals are precipitated and the nitric acid is 
recycled. The advantages over HPAL include:

n  Lower capital intensity on a nickel equivalent basis
n  Ability to recover all valuable metals from the laterite 

ore, rather than just nickel and cobalt
n  No requirement for tailings dam for storage of residue 

(<0.2 t leach residue per dry tonne of ore vs HPAL’s 1.2 
– 1.4 t of tailings/t ore) 

n  Recycle of the leaching acid
n  Simple construction – plant is largely atmospheric 

pressure processing using commercial unit operations
n  Easier to maintain (no long plant shutdown/startup 

associated with high pressure autoclaves)

Benchmark: Where will feedstock for the TECH project 

come from?

SG: QPM will initially source ore from its ore supply 
partners in New Caledonia. Although the DNi Process 
can equally well process limonite and saprolite nickel 
ores, QPM is targeting limonite ore, which is the top 
layer in a nickel laterite ore profile and has little use 
apart from the problematic HPAL process. The bottom 
layer of the ore is saprolite, which is used in ferronickel 
and nickel pig iron processing plants. 

Supplying QPM with limonite ore will allow our ore 

“The TECH Project will import 
1.5mtpa nickel laterite ore from 

New Caledonia and process it 
in a modern processing facility. 
Annual production is expected 

to be around 16,000t contained 
nickel, 1,700t contained cobalt 

and 4,000t HPA”

Stephen Grocott, MD & CEO, 
Queensland Pacific Metals

u

Hermann Scriba (Consultant), 
John Downie (Executive Director), 

Dr Stephen Grocott (MD & CEO), 
Dr Chad Czerny (Manager – 

Metallurgy) at the QPM pilot plant 
located at the ALS Global Centre 

of Excellence for Hydrometallurgy  
Credit: Queensland Pacific Metals
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SG: The commercial transaction between QPM, LGES 
and POSCO was confirmation of our development 
strategy and the merits of the TECH project. To have 
LGES and POSCO as shareholders and offtakers of QPM 
is a great vote of confidence. As part of the transaction, 
LGES and POSCO have invested US$15m in QPM, giving 
them a combined ownership interest of approximately 
10%. QPM will also sell LGES and POSCO a combined 
10,000t of contained nickel and 1,000t of contained 
cobalt per annum for 7 years, representing ~65% of our 
annual nameplate production capacity.

The deal was struck 9 months after entering an initial 
memorandum of understanding with LG Chem. During 

partners to maximise the value of their ore body, give 
greater flexibility in their mine planning and utilise high 
grade stockpiled limonite.

Benchmark: What stage of development are you at 

and what is your timeline to production?

SG: QPM is currently undertaking a Definitive Feasibility 
Study (DFS) for the TECH Project, which commenced in 
March 2021. The lead engineer appointed to undertake 
the DFS is Hatch. Target completion for the DFS is 
the first quarter of 2022. Assuming funding can be 
arranged, QPM is targeting construction in 2022 and 
first production late 2023.

Benchmark: Earlier this year Tsingshan announced 

plans to produce nickel matte from nickel pig iron 

for nickel sulphate production. How do you see this 

impacting the nickel supply chain and the battery 

sector? 

SG: Like Benchmark and other experts, we believe 
the NPI route to nickel sulphate (via matte and matte 
refining) will at best be a swing producer that puts a 
welcome cap on wild nickel price swings. We estimate 
that sulphate produced from NPI will requires an 
incentive price of >US$10/lb nickel.

However, that does not solve some of the other inherent 
problems of the NPI to sulphate pathway. Apart from 
all the sustainability problems of mining in Indonesia, 
the underlying issue with producing nickel matte 
from nickel pig iron (NPI) is there no way (even with 
hydroelectricity) in getting in getting around the high 
greenhouse gas intensity associated with producing 
NPI. The level of carbon emissions for nickel sulphate 
produced from NPI would likely be too high for  
battery manufacturers who are supplying to end users 
which have strict sustainability criteria to be met. 
Published estimates put the GHG intensity at >50 – 
100 kg CO2/kg Ni (in nickel sulphate). And the lower 
estimates are still more than double average HPAL (~25 
kg/kg) and more than three times QPM’s modelled 
emissions (~15 kg/kg).

With that being said, the forecast demand for nickel is 
so strong that many different production streams must 
come online for there to be enough supply. Chinese 
EV and battery producers might be prepared to use 
sulphate from such a dirty process but it is unlikely to 
meet EU, North Asian, or North American regulations or 
customer expectations.

Benchmark: In June QPM announced investment and 

offtake agreements with South korea’s lG Energy 

Solution (lGES) and POSCO. Can you talk us through 

the background of the deal and what led them to 

make the investment?

Dr Stephen Grocott, MD & CEO, 
Queensland Pacific Metals 

Credit: Queensland Pacific Metals
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this time, extensive due diligence was undertaken by 
both LGES and POSCO, engaging technical experts such 
as RPM Global. This deal is LGES’ first investment in their 
nickel supply chain and we are delighted that LGES 
and POSCO saw the merits of investing in QPM and our 
TECH Project.

Benchmark: You are looking to supply nickel sulphate 

and cobalt sulphate to the lithium ion battery supply 

chain. Are you just focused on the battery sector?

SG: Our principal focus is the battery sector, but the 
beauty of the TECH Project are the other co-products 
which are generated from our processing and refining. 
These diversify and de-risk our markets and revenue 
streams.

The DNi Process also precipitates aluminium in the 
form of aluminium hydroxide. We plan to further refine 
this into HPA. A major use and main driver of demand 
growth, for HPA is LED lighting (in addition to lithium 

ion batteries. This is a sector we are targeting for our 
HPA product.

Furthermore, the TECH Project will also produce a high-
grade, low impurity hematite (iron) product. The target 
industry for this is the steel industry.

Benchmark: Thank you very much. Do you have any 

closing comments?

SG: One of the main prerequisites for a successful 
project is the quality of the management and delivery 
team. Obviously, Hatch is a Tier 1 engineering partner, 
and you cannot do better than partnering with LGES 
and POSCO.

But even more importantly, QPM has assembled a 
stellar project team. We could only do this by having 
a very attractive project that gives the team the 
opportunity to get in on the ground floor of the future 
for nickel production.

John Downie and Stephen Grocott 
with pilot plant mixed hydroxide 

precipitate (MHP) production
Credit: Queensland Pacific Metals




