[bookmark: _qpf918j6decs]The Real Cost of Bringing a Copper Mine Back Into Production
Building a new copper mine from scratch in 2025 typically costs hundreds of millions and takes a decade or more. Bringing an old one back online? That's a completely different story.
The numbers tell you why mining companies are suddenly interested in brownfields projects—sites with previous mining activity where infrastructure already exists. While greenfields exploration gets the headlines, brownfields development is where the actual copper production is coming from.
[bookmark: _mvzbk58g446]Brownfields Versus Greenfields: The Capital Reality
Here's the fundamental difference: greenfields means starting from absolute zero in unexplored territory. Brownfields means working where miners have already proven mineralization exists and likely left infrastructure behind.
Greenfields projects face discovery risk, permitting risk, infrastructure risk, and development risk—all stacked on top of each other. The time from first drill hole to first copper can stretch 10-15 years. Capital requirements routinely hit hundreds of millions even for modest operations.
Research on copper projects globally shows average cost overruns of 37-40%, with some blowing out by over 250%. That's not incompetence—it's the reality of building complex industrial operations in locations that often lack basic services. Roads need building. Power needs connecting. Processing plants need designing from scratch. Each step carries risk that translates to capital burn.
Brownfields projects flip that equation. Geological data already exists from previous operators. Environmental baselines are established. In many cases, physical infrastructure remains—roads, power connections, even processing facilities sitting on care and maintenance.
The capital savings are dramatic. Where a greenfield copper project might require $200-500 million in development capital, a brownfields restart can happen for single-digit millions if existing infrastructure is intact.
[bookmark: _wux9n78xn851]The Tartana Case Study: $1.4 Million Versus $50 Million
Tartana Minerals' restart of their Far North Queensland copper sulphate operation provides a real-world comparison.
The plant had been on care and maintenance since 2014. Equipment remained functional. The heap leach pads were still there. Solvent extraction tanks needed inspection but were operational. The crystallization plant required electrical upgrades to current safety standards but the fundamental process equipment was sound.
Refurbishment capital: $1.21 million. Working capital: $205,000. Pre-production timeline: 6 months.
Compare that to building a new processing facility from scratch, which would easily cost $50 million or more for equivalent capacity. The timeline would stretch years just for permitting and construction.
That's the brownfields advantage in hard numbers. Existing infrastructure that previous operators spent millions building can be reactivated for a fraction of replacement cost.
[bookmark: _o1590flgn7yj]Queensland's Permitting: Established But Not Fast
Queensland's regulatory environment for mining is stable and transparent—major advantages over jurisdictions where rules change mid-project. But "stable" doesn't mean "quick."
Environmental authority applications require public notification periods of at least 20 business days. If your project doesn't fit standard conditions, you're filing site-specific applications that get published and opened for community submissions. Land Court objections can extend timelines significantly.
For brownfields projects on existing mining leases, the process streamlines considerably. The environmental risks have already been assessed. If you're not changing the fundamental nature of operations, you may qualify for variation approvals rather than full site-specific assessments.
Existing mining leases provide another advantage: land access is already established. You're not negotiating native title requirements from scratch or dealing with Regional Planning Interests Act approvals for previously cleared areas.
Greenfields projects face all these hurdles simultaneously while also proving up resources and completing feasibility studies. Brownfields projects often have historical resource data, previous feasibility work, and approved land access—removing years from development timelines.
[bookmark: _2eonp4268uex]Processing Options That Change The Economics
Here's where brownfields projects get genuinely interesting from a capital perspective: you don't necessarily need your own processing plant.
[bookmark: _2qrufnburkmu]Utilizing Existing Regional Infrastructure
Tartana's current arrangement with Kanins International for copper sulphate production uses their refurbished on-site plant. But they're also advancing plans to access the Mungana processing facility—a 600,000 tonnes per year plant that's already built.
The Mungana plant represents over $100 million in previous capital investment. If Tartana can process ore through that facility instead of building their own concentrator, they've just eliminated the single largest capital requirement for moving to conventional copper concentrate production.
[bookmark: _rj66kcbd463]Toll Processing Versus Own Plant
True North Copper in Queensland locked in toll-milling agreements to process up to 1 million tonnes per year through existing plants rather than firing up their own concentrator. Even with haulage costs, the fixed tolling charge makes more sense economically than the capital and operating costs of running their own facility.
This flexibility doesn't exist for greenfields projects in remote locations. If there's no existing infrastructure within economic trucking distance, you're building everything yourself.
[bookmark: _5eb2xxdysfvm]Why Current Copper Prices Make Restarts Viable
At US$4.00+ per pound copper, projects that were marginal at $2.50 suddenly work. The math shifts dramatically.
Old mines often closed not because ore ran out, but because economics didn't justify continued operations at prevailing prices. Tartana's plant shut down in 2014 when copper averaged around $3.00 per pound. At $4.50, the same oxide resource economics look completely different.
Brownfields projects also benefit from known metallurgy. Previous operators already figured out how to process the ore. You're not discovering halfway through development that your metallurgy assumptions were wrong and recovery rates are 20% lower than modeled.
[bookmark: _riv716ae90ur]Infrastructure That Can't Be Replaced Cheaply
Visit Chillagoe today and you'll find roads connecting the region to Cairns. Power infrastructure exists. Communities understand mining. The Mungana plant sits there with 600,000tpa capacity already installed.
Building equivalent infrastructure from scratch in a greenfield location would cost tens of millions for roads alone. Power connection to remote sites can run into eight figures. Community relationships take years to establish.
These advantages don't show up cleanly in NPV calculations, but they're very real. Lower capital requirements mean less dilution for shareholders. Faster timelines to production mean cashflow starts sooner. Reduced construction risk means fewer nasty surprises that blow out budgets.
[bookmark: _n4i4fohdp1pl]The Decade Ahead: Brownfields Wins
Global exploration spending now splits 72% brownfields versus 28% greenfields. That's not accidental. Mining companies figured out that finding new giants is increasingly difficult, while bringing brownfields assets back into production delivers returns faster with lower risk.
For copper specifically, as Australia's production declines from aging operations, brownfields restart projects represent the realistic pathway to replacing tonnage. Major operators like BHP recognized this when they spent $9.6 billion acquiring OZ Minerals rather than trying to discover equivalent resources organically.
The message is clear: in 2025's capital environment, spending $1-10 million restarting a brownfields project beats spending $200-500 million building greenfields operations, particularly when the brownfields restart can begin generating revenue in under a year.
That's not theory. That's Tartana producing copper sulphate shipments right now from a plant restarted for $1.4 million that would cost $50 million+ to replace. The economics aren't subtle.

