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Argyle sun setting in pink and purple
The closure of the famous Kimberley
diamond mine is expected to create a
boom in prices, writes Hamish Hastie.

ColouredArgyle diamonds are

famed theworld over for their

stunning purple, pink and red hues

thatmirror the cotton-candyEast

Kimberley skies surrounding the

mine at dusk.

With theArgyle diamondmine

ore body depleting and closure

likely to occur by the end of 2020,

90 per cent of theworld’s coloured

diamond supplywill cease and the

industry is expecting their value to

explode as a result.

Mine ownerRioTinto yesterday

unveiled its 2019Argyle diamond

tender collection, potentially one of

the last tenders to ever beheld.The

64diamond,

56.28 carat

collection

includes the

most

spectacular

finds at themine

for the year and

will be on show

inPerth,Hong

KongandNewYorkbefore being

auctionedbyOctober.

RioTintoCopperandDiamonds

chief executiveArnaudSoirat said

typicallypinkdiamondsof thebest

quality suchasArgyle’swould fetch

severalmilliondollars per carat and

thecommodity,whilenotoriously

hard topindownonprice, had fared

better than the stockmarket.

‘‘If you look at the evolution of the

price over the past 20 years the

price has increased by 500per cent.

‘‘Every year theprice increases

by adouble-digit number, if you

compare that to the stockmarket

that’s significantly higher.’’

AnnaCisecki is the executive

director at diamond investment

firmAustralianDiamondPortfolio

and said coloureddiamondswere

theultimateneedles in thehaystack

yielding long-termreturns in

excess of 10 per cent a year.

‘‘As thehaystack shuts down, so

toowill the supply of newrare

coloureddiamonds to themarket;

specifically thepink, red, andviolet

diamonds,’’ she said.

‘‘The implications for investment

are significant.Our expectation is

that the closure of theArgyleMine

will addupside pressure to the

prices of existing rarepink

diamonds.

‘‘Nowhere else in theworld can

youfindpinkdiamondswith such

character, depth of colour, and

vibrance of tone as those from the

Argylemine.Even if a significant

newminewere to bediscovered in

thenear future,

itwould still

take aminimum

10 to 15 years

from the

discoveryphase

to reach the

commercial

stage of selling

diamonds to

consumers.’’

KimberleyFineDiamonds is

based inKununrra andhas

featuredArgyle diamonds in its

shops since opening in 1991.

OwnerFraukeBolten-

Boshammer said she saw the

potential in the pinkdiamonds from

thebeginning andhas a ring

featuring two small specimens

valued at $10,000 10 years ago that

recently hit $50,000.

‘‘[After themine closes] the value

maybewon’t skyrocket but they

will go up andup,’’ she said.

Thepossibility of a newArgyle in

Australia is unlikely.

MrSoirat said therewas lots of

activity inCanada, but theywere

not exploring inAustralia andhad

not foundanyacquisition

opportunities.

‘‘No exploration inAustralia, not

for diamonds.Our teamdoesn’t

think it’s the highest priority,’’ he

said. ‘‘Weare always looking

actively all over theworld, but

ultimately the rationale in

diamonds is exactly the sameas any

other commodity: it’s value over

volume so if you’re thinking in

termsof potentialmergers and

acquisitions, ultimatelyRioTinto

[will explore that] if itwill create

value for the shareholders.’’

RioTinto isn’t afraid of

divestment, as it demonstrated last

year by offloading its coal arm, but

diamonds look to have some staying

power.

MrSoirat saidwhile diamonds

werenot a big part of the

company’s portfolio itwas very

profitable andmining techniques

were similar to copper,which

allowed themto experiment.

‘‘If you think value over volume

it’s a big tick,’’ he said.

The future of themine site is still

up in the airwith a closure

feasibility study currently under

way, butMrSoirat has revealed

people are interested andhe

suggested the campandairport

facilitieswere attractive prospects
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in such a beautiful part of the

country.

‘‘Look at this pristine

environment, it’s an incredibly

beautiful environment, there is an

airport and there is a good campso

maybe somepeoplewant to do

somethingwith this,’’ he said.

‘‘We’re looking at different

options.Thewhole process of

dismantling the equipment and

cleaning itwill take time.

‘‘It’s years before that can

happen, but already somepeople

have expressed interest in using the

site for other purposes.’’

MrSoirat said rehabilitation

could take fromfive to 10 years and

while theydid not have adollar

figure yet, itwould bepaid for out of

RioTinto’s $10billion rehabilitation

fund.

RioTintoAustraliamanaging

director JoanneFarrell said there

were twobig stakeholders at the

table in the closurediscussions,

traditional owners and regulators.

‘‘Traditional owners arefirmly at

the table in terms ofwhat someof

thedecisions to beput forward to

the regulator are in termsof final

land formandfinal landuse,’’ she

said.

‘‘They’ve got some ideas ofwhat

theymight do in termsof the

pastoral lease or the like.’’

Many employees ofRioTinto’s

450-strongArgyleworkforcewill

likely find theirway intoRioTinto’s

iron orebusiness, but the company

is also offering to pay for training

for career changes and is offering

redundancies.

Top: Rio Tinto copper and
diamonds chief Arnaud
Soirat. Above: Diamonds
from the 2019 Argyle tender.
Left: Argyle’s underground
operation began in 2013.

Pink diamonds of the
best quality would

fetch several million
dollars per carat.
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