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Heap leaching is a process whereby precious metals such as gold and silver are 
extracted from rock by placing mineralized material on a lined pad (a base) in a 
heap and irrigating with a leaching solvent, such as cyanide or acid. As the solution 
percolates through the heap, the metals contained in the rock are dissolved into the 
solution and this solution is collected as it drains from the base of the pad into lined 
collection ponds. Further processing of this solution allows for the metal to be 
extracted and smelted.

To prevent any discharge of solution, the pad has a composite liner system 
consisting of polyethylene geo-membrane (plastic) underlain by compacted low-
permeability clay. In addition a leak detection system is constructed beneath the leach
pad liner which will intercept any solution in the unlikely event of a leak and drain it
to a plastic lined sump where it would be pumped back to the solution ponds.

It is generally accepted that Nevada in the United States of America was the birthplace
of modern gold heap leaching in the late 1960's.

Today heap leaching is used in several hundred mining operations in countries across
the world including the United States of America, Canada, Australia, Argentina, Chile,
etc. Heap leaching does not require fine grinding and large processing plants. 
Additionally as heap leaching does not require a tailings dam to contain spent ore from
the processing plant it is easier to rehabilitate post mining. Upon closure of the mine, 
the heap leach is rinsed with clean water until testing demonstrates that there are no 
residual chemicals and then it is capped with clay and topsoil allowing for complete 
rehabilitation and minimal lingering visual impact.

Where the metallurgical characteristics of the ore body are amenable to heap leaching,
the technology has been readily adopted across the world. Some of the operations 
currently utilising heap leaching are detailed below:
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Countries where heap leaching is used



Telfer Gold Mine heap leach site, Australia

Telfer Gold Mine in North West Australia is operated by Newcrest, one of the
largest gold producers in the world, listed on the Australian Stock Exchange. 
Newcrest operates mines inAsia, Australia and Africa. The Telfer operation employs
over 1000 people and has produced over 10 million ounces of gold since production
commenced in 1975.

Cripple Creek and Victor Gold Mine, USA – Aerial View and Open Pit Operations

Newmont Mining Corporation is an American listed company which employs over 
40,000 people worldwide in South America, USA, Australia, New Zealand. It operates
Cripple Creek and Victor Gold Mine in Colorado, USA. The mine is a low grade 
operation located adjacent to the town of the same name. Its annual gold production is
350, 000- 400,000 ounces annually. The mine has been in operation since 1995. 
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Eagle Gold Project - Canada

The Eagle Gold Project in Yukon, Canada is on track to be the largest gold mine in 
Yukon history. The mine will be a conventional open pit, heap leach operation. 
Employing 350 – 400 people, the project is well advanced and has received many of 
its environmental permits from the Canadian government.

                                      Aerial View - Pokrovskiy Mine Russia

Petropavlovsk is a Russian company listed on the London Stock Exchange. The 
Pokrovskiy Mine first produced gold from its heap leach operation in 1999 and as of
2014 had produced a total of 1.9 million ounces of gold. 

Aerial View – Kisladag Gold Mine, Turkey

Kisladag Gold Mine in Turkey is 100% owned by Eldorado Gold a Canadian listed 
gold company which has operations in Europe, China and South America. The mine is
a low grade (0.8 grams per tonne) deposit that has been operating since 2006. Average
annual gold production stands at 200, 000 ounces.
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