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Agricola, De Re Metallica, 1556

“Nay, if I understand anything, 
greater wealth now lies hidden 
beneath the ground in the 
mountainous parts of your territory 
than is visible and apparent above 
ground.”

This still applies even after 
significant time spent exploring… but 
the question is, how do we know 
where to look?

But first, some exploration context
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Global and US exploration trends
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Global and US exploration trends
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Drilling for base and precious metals in Nevada is dropping
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Global and US exploration trends

▪ S&P Global reports that global nonferrous exploration budgets continue 
to decrease; $12.48 billion in 2024 down from $12.9 billion in 2023 and $13 
billion in 2022; reflects funding challenges in the junior and mid-tier sector

▪ Gold exploration budgets fell significantly to $5.5 billion, down 7% from 
$5.92 billion in 2023 and $7 billion in 2022, with junior gold explorer 
expenditure falling to $1.8 billion 

▪ US exploration expenditure was $1.65 billion in 2024, up from $1.62 billion in 
2023; however, US gold exploration expenditure decreased to $844 
million from $881.6 million in 2023

▪ Copper saw a 2% increase in exploration spending in 2024 to $3.2 billion, 
with $455.6 billion spent in the US

▪ Lithium exploration expenditure increased by 30% in 2024, passing the $1 
billion mark with $131 million of exploration expenditure in the US but drilling 
programs are dropping in NV; 30 in 2023, 8 in 2024

▪ Challenging times despite predicted and actual increases in metal demand; 
how do we ensure continued exploration success?
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Precompetitive data; what is it and why is it important?

▪ Main example of precompetitive data acquisition in the US is the USGS Earth MRI program; 
started 2019 with an annual budget of $11 million, enhanced Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 
funding of an additional $64.0 million each year from FY 2022 to FY 2026, fiscal cliff 
approaching

▪ Stated aims (as on the Earth MRI website; my emphasis added):

▪ “The goal of Earth MRI is to improve our knowledge of the geologic framework in the United 
States and to identify areas that may have the potential to contain undiscovered 
critical mineral resources. Enhancement of our domestic mineral supply will decrease 
the Nation’s reliance on foreign sources of minerals that are fundamental to our security and 
economy.”

▪ However, need to target key areas where research is likely to be impactful; if we want 
to identify resources and enhance supply, we need to focus on areas and mineral systems 
where this is likely to happen

▪ Identifying undiscovered metal resources does not always equal potential supply and 
enhanced domestic production; technical successes are good learning exercises but do 
not provide supply

▪ This is the crux of the problem; are we making the best of the opportunity?

▪ However before we get into that, what do we mean by precompetitive data?



8 28th October 2025NMEC 2025 Annual Mineral Exploration Summit 

Precompetitive data; the foundation of mineral supply chains

Poor foundations 
usually mean that 
structures collapse… 
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Precompetitive data; what is it and why is it important?
▪ Precompetitive data; the collection, collation and integration of basic geoscientific 

data by government agencies – i.e. what we at the NBMG, USGS etc. are doing

▪ Strategic regional geoscientific research that upgrades historic datasets and fills 
gaps by acquiring modern geoscientific data typically at geologic province scale; 
vital for stimulating, supporting, and derisking exploration

▪ Governments generate or upgrade datasets over areas considered to be 
prospective but under-explored (if they think about these data)

▪ Serious mineral exploration in the US for perhaps 200 years, so where is under-
explored?

▪ Probably most of the country; e.g. 50% of Nevada’s surface geology consists of 
Quaternary alluvial deposits, with more barren cover units over prospective 
geology – what lies beneath? Have we systematically explored everywhere else?

▪ Lack of precompetitive geological, geophysical and geochemical data to “see 
through” barren cover means 50% of the Silver State (and the wider US) is semi-
unattractive for exploration; just one example of many indicating the value of 
precompetitive data
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Precompetitive data; what is it and why is it important?

▪ What types of data?

▪ Geological – mapping, structure

▪ Geochemical – surface, lithogeochemical, geochronological, isotopes

▪ Geophysical – key requirement to understand the subsurface

▪ Key role for sample acquisition, storage and curation

▪ Need all of these, but also MUST recognize that each dataset has multiple values 
– way beyond mineral exploration into environmental, geothermal, water 
resources, and much more (good for politicians and other stakeholders)

▪ Need to identify best approaches for different regions with multiple mineral 
systems (and other resource) outcomes

▪ Strong case for expansion of US and Nevada precompetitive data programs 
(especially given we are years behind already vs numerous other countries) but 
will this happen?

▪ Return on investment (ROI) of precompetitive data demonstrably high – if you 
want exploration success, precompetitive data is a crucial investment
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Geoscience Australia, 2024 – notice lack of USA
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Discoveries in Canada 1970-2010 (excludes e.g. Kidd Creek)
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Geoscience Australia, 2024 – already building on an advanced baseline



14 28th October 2025NMEC 2025 Annual Mineral Exploration Summit 

Impact of precompetitive data in Australia (Deloitte, 2023)
▪ Economic contribution of precompetitive geoscience data and analysis in Australia in 2021–22; 

supported $76 billion of value add to the Australian economy, equivalent to 3.5 per cent of GDP, 
including:

▪ Precompetitive geoscience data and analysis production (i.e. government spend): $71 million in 
value added and 432 FTE jobs supported

▪ Precompetitive geoscience data and analysis for resource exploration: $5.5 billion in value added 
and 24,361 FTE jobs supported

▪ Precompetitive geoscience data and analysis for resource extraction (including non-ferrous metal 
ores and oil and gas extraction): $70.5 billion value added and 55,549 FTE jobs supported

▪ Estimates are conservative, only considers minerals, oil and gas, but also doesn’t
consider national and economic security issues
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The impact of precompetitive data; 2016-2023 in Australia



16 28th October 2025NMEC 2025 Annual Mineral Exploration Summit 

Not just new data but legacy data and samples

▪ Economic study and modelling by ACIL Allen into just South Australian 
precompetitive geoscience data in 2024

▪ South Australian Geological Survey has public data with a replacement 
value of more than $7.5 billion

▪ Repository of information is not just data but physical samples and other 
tangible assets

▪ Survey data integral to some of the most significant discoveries in South 
Australia’s mining history, with discoveries at Oak Dam, Carrapateena and 
Olympic Dam all supported by these data

▪ Need to consider long-term benefits; ROI may not appear for ~10 years, but 
how often do we use legacy data generated decades ago – long term 
investment, long term returns (Earth MRI, STATEMAP, NGGDPP)

▪ Australia, Canada, Finland, and many other countries reaping the rewards of 
decades of investment, and we are 20 years behind the best
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Why Australian and other government investment?

▪ Simply put, they know they will get 
a good return!

▪ Common knowledge, not just in 
Australia; see case studies from 
Canada, Chile, Spain, north of 
Ireland and many more

▪ Not just a case of throwing money 
at a problem; needs strategic, 
collaborative, multidisciplinary 
thinking

▪ Strategic thinking; prospective 
areas, key datasets, what do we 
need to know?

▪ Does the US have a strategy? Do 
we have one in NV?
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Precompetitive data; things to think about

▪ What key knowledge and data gaps we have on a state, regional and national 
basis, what should we be targeting?

▪ Piecemeal, non-strategic approaches with uncertain outcomes in terms of 
understanding critical and other resource potential in an area is not the most 
effective approach – but this is what the US is doing

▪ Better communication in this regard is needed; between federal 
government/USGS and states and between individual states

▪ Focus may need to remain on critical metals and minerals for strategic 
reasons (to sell to the Feds…), but we also need to consider that most 
mineral systems will contain one critical mineral or another

▪ Need to listen to and engage with industry better – outline opportunities

▪ Less opacity and siloing on decision making and ranking, more collaboration; 
rising tide floats all boats
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We need something like this perhaps…
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The value proposition of US precompetitive data?

▪ Why should the US federal and state governments support 
precompetitive data acquisitions?

▪ Outlined multiple good reasons in this presentation, but we need to 
make this case more effectively at numerous levels

▪ Requires assessment of impact, ROI and more; speak the language 
that policymakers understand

▪ Need to have clear arguments against the typical “industry should pay 
for this” response – could argue the same for far greater DoE 
spending for example

▪ Without this demonstration of the impact of precompetitive data, 
increased funding in the future may be harder to secure

▪ Never any guarantees with policymakers…
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Need to have a clear value proposition (Schodde, 2018)
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Public-private partnerships?

▪ Significant opportunities in this area in addition to typical public 

precompetitive data acquisition

▪ Already seen some work in this area but would be good to formalize 

approaches e.g., for USGS Earth MRI – happy to talk about 

opportunities

▪ Need to look for best practice and most impactful approaches

▪ Sample curation and retention key to some of these opportunities but 

sometimes a difficult selling point in the US

▪ Need to think creatively, understand the cutting edge, apply what 

demonstrably works elsewhere here
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The US needs to support exploration success and derisking

▪ Extremely successful schemes in Australia like co-
funded exploration drilling, geophysical acquisitions 
and energy analysis for geothermal and other 
commodities

▪ What schemes might be effective in the US? Is 
anyone even discussing this?

▪ Need to emphasize the value-add to policymakers 
and how these schemes work



24 28th October 2025NMEC 2025 Annual Mineral Exploration Summit 



25 28th October 2025NMEC 2025 Annual Mineral Exploration Summit 

One example; drilling of a conceptual target
▪ Co-funding of $210k for two diamond drillholes for a total depth of 1.5 km targeting a magnetic anomaly that 

actually reflected magmatic processes in the pluton; “no further exploration for copper, base metals or precious 
metals is warranted” – quick turnaround of project
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The US needs curate data and samples better
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Data dissemination and knowledge of data availability

▪ Need to get word out there; added questions to Nevada Exploration 
Survey in 2024 relating to precompetitive data.

▪ “How aware are you of the precompetitive geological, geophysical and 
geochemical data coverage for Nevada from the USGS, NBMG, and 
other sources, with 1 being unaware and 5 being completely familiar”

▪ “Please rate how easy is it to access the precompetitive geological, 
geophysical and geochemical data coverage for Nevada from the 
USGS, NBMG and other sources, with 1 being challenging and 5 
being very easy.”

▪ >50% answered 1-3 for both questions, which suggests we need to do 
a better job of information dissemination and education on use of data 
– and this is just the minerals industry
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We are getting some new data…

▪ NBMG continuing to advocate for federal funding for precompetitive data acquisitions 
in Nevada; best place in the country for this investment…

▪ From L to R, Hyperspectral, Electromagnetic, Aeromag-aerorad; represents tens of 
millions of federal dollars already with more to come (will be announced very shortly)

▪ State already covered by high precision LiDAR; all increasing discovery potential but 
much more to do – will keep pushing for $$$ to come here
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…but what precompetitive data do we need?

▪ USGS Earth MRI program driven by USGS and state input; the 

latter has been sidelined at times

▪ Need to recognize that some funding has perhaps gone to pet 

projects with perhaps more limited impact for industry

▪ These data are designed to support industry and mineral 

exploration… so we asked industry for input rather than second 

guessing what we think is needed

▪ Report will be released shortly; good range of responses received 

from companies active in Nevada and the wider Great Basin

▪ Preview here… watch this space for more and pick up a report 

copy at AEMA – will likely also do follow up surveys
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So what precompetitive data do we need?
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So what precompetitive data do we need?
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Asked respondents to rank data types (1 = most important)
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So what precompetitive data do we need? (1 = highest)
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So what precompetitive data do we need?
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What areas do you believe should be the focus of 
precompetitive data collection?
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So what precompetitive data do we need?

▪ Anonymous quotes; emphasis is mine:

▪ “Geophysics - higher res mag and gravity in parts of the state not 
covered by Geodawn/Earth MRI” 

▪ “Legacy data - any and all data available from old drill holes”

▪ “The lack of an exploration mineral data repository is holding Nevada 
back in discoveries compared with its neighbors…instead, explorers are 
spending money on work that has already been done previously due to 
the lack of a data repository.”

▪ “Statewide 1 km gravity grid with 200 m line spacing mag, 10 m or less 
true hyperspectral imagery, comprehensive U-Pb dating of volcanic 
and plutonic rocks starting with known mineral districts, expanded 
stream sediment data (including Hg) at 3-5x the density of NURE.” 

▪ “Gravity, both ground stations and air-borne gradiometry, mag+EM, 
LiDAR”

▪ “Gravity and magnetotellurics”
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So what precompetitive data do we need?

▪ EM, aeromag and aerorad are already being acquired, albeit slowly. 

▪ LiDAR now covers the state, no plans for gravity, magnetotellurics, regional 
geochemistry… need to strategically think what we need to effectively target 
different mineral systems

▪ Most acquired through USGS Earth MRI – need to compete with other states 
for funding (would rather it comes to NV than say Tennessee)

▪ Earth MRI funding about to fall off a cliff; $74 million/yr to $10 million/yr, so 
what then?

▪ Earth MRI data also slow to be released; perhaps lack of workforce, perhaps 
USGS holding on to data to do their own research – not the point of the 
program!

▪ We are still 20 years behind Australia, Canada, Finland… perhaps even the 
north of Ireland (TELLUS)

▪ This all adds to the unrealized potential of Nevada, and beyond… but we 
need the data to help realize this potential
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Watch this space
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Final thoughts…

▪ Precompetitive data acquisition has a definite, positive ROI; demonstrated 
multiple times

▪ Need to make policymakers and other stakeholders aware of the value, 
importance,, and multiple uses of these data

▪ Mineral exploration and discovery is vital for national and economic security, 
supply chain development, manufacturing… precompetitive data is a proven 
way to support this industry

▪ We need to better highlight the results and talk about how the data we 
generate are being used

▪ Learn what is working well, what is not, and identify region- and mineral 
system-specific approaches

▪ If we don’t do this, we fall further behind, and discovery success will likely 
drop
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Few more final things

▪ NBMG has a huge role to play relating to precompetitive geoscience data for 
the state; acquisition, curation, dissemination, and interpretation

▪ My door (and email) are usually open; if you want information on a 
specific area or deposit, just ask – it’s part of our mission

▪ Ralph J. Roberts Center for Research in Economic Geology (aka CREG) 
also crucial on the research and workforce sides, and much more

▪ Some recent good news for CREG; thanks to a generous donation from their 
respective families the CREG Director is now the Donald J. Decker & Alan 
Branham Endowed Director

▪ $200k for new Director startup research, and a $5.5 million endowment 
specifically for CREG; will pay out $220-250k a year for CREG student 
support and research

▪ Funds specifically for CREG and not for other uses elsewhere at UNR; 
SMJ was part of agreement process
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Any questions?

▪ Email me at sjowitt@unr.edu

▪ Nevada Mineral Industry 2024 and Nevada Precompetitive Data 
Survey 2025 reports available soon (pick up copies at AEMA!)

▪ Happy to pass on this powerpoint and continue this discussion

▪ Remember, we are your state geological survey; if you have 
questions, want data, want maps, want to know how we are pushing 
for more support for industry of all types – ask your friendly local state 
geologist

mailto:sjowitt@unr.edu
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