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% he story went like this:
Albert Ellis, a Waikato
dairy farmer and
prospector, tripped over
a sturdy doorstop in the Sydney
office of his family’s company
that was said to be made of
petrified wood.

Ellis had it tested and
discovered it was made of
phosphate. It led him on a quest
to the Pacific to find where the
rock came from, which took him
to Nauru, a small island annexed
by Germany.

Predicting political
complications, he went to the
next best place, Banaba (or
Ocean Island), an even smaller
island around 200km away. After
landing on the island, Ellis was
struck by its potential: “Tf Ocean
Island is what I think it is, there
is a fortune in it, if not several,”
he wrote in his diary.

Shortly after arriving, Ellis
thrust a contract at a Banaban
man he assumed to be a
representative (he wasn’t), who
signed away the rights to the
island’s phosphate for 999 years
through a contract written ina
language the Banabans couldn’t
understand.

Through a deal negotiated
with Germany, phosphate was
extracted from Nauru, too.

For many decades, much of
the phosphate from Banaba and
Nauru was shipped to New
Zealand and Australia, well
below the market rate, and
spread on farms by planes
piloted by war veterans. New
Zealand enjoyed decades of
cheap phosphate, which became
lucrative meat and wool. Few
things are as responsible for the
country’s economic successes as
the exploitation of its Pacific
neighbours.

Although it made New
Zealand wealthy, its imperialism
in the Pacific, driven by a thirst
for cheap phosphate, is an ugly
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chapter in the country’s history.

Banaba today is largely
uninhabitable, with most of its
former residents displaced to
Fiji. The island is littered with
old machinery left by miners,
and most of the island’s land
mass has been hollowed out.
When Nauru became
independent, it became briefly
and notoriously rich on its
remaining phosphate before the
economy crashed.

After exhausting its sources
of phosphate rock, New Zealand
had to look elsewhere.

Because phosphate rock isa
precious resource, and one that
is widely used, those who have it
are keen to use it for themselves.
New Zealand’s usual trading
partners, like the US and China,
use much of their own phosphate
internally. ;

The remaining options for
New Zealand weren't great.
Nearly all of the world’s useable
phosphate is in North Africa, in
countries prone to instability.

Tt decided upon the mine in
Western Sahara, run by
Morocco. The relationship has
since entered its third decade.

Exploring the

options

The answer to the fundamental
gquestion — is there any viable
alternative to buying phosphate
rock from Western Sahara—is
yes. Sort of.

While many other countries
have stopped buying Western
Saharan phosphate, in part due
to pressure on corporations to
exercise social responsibility,
New Zealand is in a bind.

Phosphate from Western Sahara, spread widely on New Zealand farms, is low

in the heavy metal cadmium and in fluoride.

New Zealand is rare among
agricultural nations for its high
rate of pastoral farming.
Between 80 and 90 per cent of
New Zealand’s agricultural land
is dedicated to animals, which
has been largely consistent for a
century. Other major farming
nations, like Canada, have more
diverse land uses, such as large
tracts of horticulture.

Tt means New Zealand needs
to grow a lot of grass, which is
eaten by animals, requiring
more grass (as well as other
crops used for animal feed).
Pasture-based farming is
lucrative for New Zealand. Tt
resulted in $23b in export
revenue last year, meaning it's
the country’s most valuable
export by far. But it’s heavily
reliant on fertiliser, particularly
phosphorus, to grow that
pasture.

The recipe for Superphos-
phate in New Zealand is specific,
and all the infrastructure
built to process phosphate rock

KELLY HODEL/STUFF

centres around it.

It involves a blend of
phosphate rocks from different
sources, much like coffee.

‘For both of the major
importers of phosphate, farmer
co-operatives Ballance and
Ravensdown, about 70 per cent of
that rock is from Western
Sahara. The rest is from
countries that include Vietnam,
South Africa, and Christmas
Island in the Indian Ocean.

The major appeal of those
sources is that the rock is
sedimentary, not igneous. That
means it’s finer and easier to
process.

The blend results in a product
that has some ideal gualities. It
can be dropped with precision,
doesn’t smell, and has a high
concentration of phosphorus.
The suppliers are likely close to
a port, which keeps costs down.

Because there is no viable
alternative to Superphosphate in

a pastoral economy, it needs to
be found somewhere, and the
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recipe. o
For the co-ops, the

geopolitical drama is a major

concern, hut the alternatives are

no better. “Unfortunately, where
most of the phosphate is in the
world, there are political issues,”
says Mark Wynne, Ballance
chief executive.

Because much of the world’s
phosphate is in North Africa,
other potential suppliers would
include countries such as Libya,
Jordan, or Algeria.

The company has recently
been weighing up Togo, in West
Africa, as a potential supplier.

The conflict in Western
Sahara is a “huge issue”, Wynne
says, but one far beyond the
remit of a New Zealand co-
operative. “It’s way above any
issue we’d get involved in in our
station in life,” he says.

“It’s certainly well-known
and debated at the United
Nations Security Council, and, to
be honest, that’s the only place
where a solution can come.”

Critics, however, argue that
the company is inserting itself
into the issue by continuing to
trade there. Wynne disagrees:

“From my point of view, what
prolongs the dispute is that both
sides have failed to get into a
room to negotiate a settlement.”

Its competitor, Ravensdown,
has much the same view. Both
source similar quantities of
phosphate from Western Sahara,
from the same mine.

“When you look around,
every source has some chal-
lenges,” Ravensdown supply
chain manager Mike Whitty
says. “The reality is, with many
of them, some are not options
because the product is all
consumed internally and further
processed, but clearly there’s a
number of challenges as you go
through where phosphate comes
from — political issues, unrest,
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