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Introduction
THE NAVIDAD silver deposits were discovered in December
2002 by IMA Exploration Inc. and have since collectively be-
come one of the world’s largest known silver resources at
23,351 metric tons (t; 751 Moz) of combined measured, indi-
cated, and inferred resources grading 117 g/t Ag and 0.79 per-
cent Pb in 201.1Mt (Table 1; Aquiline, 2009). The Navidad
area is located in the north-central part of the province of
Chubut in the Patagonian region of southern Argentina (Fig.
1). It lies in the western part of the Somuncura Massif, a ter-
rane (Zappettini, 1998) of mainly Jurassic volcanic rocks
known to host precious metal mineralization since at least
1933 (Marquez, 1999). Zappettini (1998) defined two metal-
logenic provinces associated with rifting of Jurassic-aged vol-
canism (Fig. 1). However, at the time of the discovery, there
were no recorded metallic mineral occurrences within 50 km
of the deposits. Navidad is geologically unusual in several re-
spects, commonly containing silver values from tens to thou-
sands of ppm but with gold values generally less than 0.05
ppm and only rarely reaching 0.20 ppm. Lead is common to
abundant, but zinc generally much less so, with Pb/Zn ratios
ranging from 3/1 to 7/1 (Burns, 2005). The status of the eight
mineral deposits arranged in three mineralized trends com-
prising the Navidad project is shown in Figure 2, including
data available to drill hole 920 (completed in February 2009;

Aquiline, pers. commun., 2009). The deposits have yet to
reach production.

Given the outcropping nature of the mineralization and the
inhabitance of the area, the discovery could have easily been
made decades or even centuries earlier than it was. A provin-
cial highway providing easy access was constructed within
1,000 m of an outcropping deposit (Galena Hill), where abun-
dant galena is present on surface.

The current paper explores all aspects of the discovery his-
tory, including social and cultural factors that delayed and in-
fluenced the eventual discovery. Thus, the discovery offers an
unusual opportunity to examine the questions of how, why,
and when discoveries are made and why they sometimes take
long periods of time. 
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Abstract
The Navidad silver deposits in the Somuncura Massif of Patagonia in the province of Chubut, Argentina,

were discovered in 2002 by following up results of a geochemical stream-sediment survey. The multisample
Ag-Pb-Zn anomaly was recognized by the company that undertook and interpreted the survey, but it recom-
mended that the anomaly not be staked. The anomaly was rediscovered in data passed to another company on
November 28, 2002, and this led to a field examination on December 10, 2002. This quickly confirmed the
source of the anomaly in outcropping and subcropping mineralization hosted in Jurassic volcanic and sedi-
mentary rocks. Unlike most other silver occurrences in the region, the Navidad deposits contain no significant
gold values and are not vein deposits.

Once the initial discovery was made, Navidad was quickly shown to host one of the world’s largest silver re-
sources. It is now recognized to contain 23,359 metric tons (t; 751 Moz) Ag and 1.59 Mt Pb in 201.1Mt of min-
eralized rock at a grade of 117 g/t Ag and 0.79 percent Pb.

Navidad should easily have been found at an earlier date using only simple technology because it is easily ac-
cessible and outcropping. However, over the last 1,000 years different groups including indigenous peoples,
European settlers, government mineral exploration programs, and finally modern exploration companies,
failed to make the discovery due to cultural, not technological, factors. The cultural factors that impeded dis-
covery are varied ranging from the general lack of interest in metallic minerals by early European settlers of
Patagonia to the incomplete investigations of the government exploration programs and relatively inaccessible
nature of the data they generated. Later corporate explorers emphasized gold, and ignored silver, or focused
on remote sensing alteration mineral anomalies which are not well developed at Navidad. Finally, corporate
culture including dogmatic model-, and/or commodity specific-, driven exploration instead of a more pragmatic
react-to-the-data approach, may have also been a factor.
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TABLE 1.  Navidad Mineral Resource, April 2009

Classification Tons Ag Pb Ag Ag Pb
(Mt) (g/t) (%) (Moz) (t) (Kt)

Measured 15.4 137 1.44 67 2,084 222
Indicated 139.8 126 0.79 565 17,573 1,100
Meas. + Ind. 155.2 127 0.85 632 19,657 1,322
Inferred 45.9 81 0.57 119 3,701 263
Totals 201.1 117 0.79 751 23,351 1,585

Notes: Calculated at a 50 g/t AgEQ cut-off grade using US$12.52/oz Ag
and US$0.50/lb Pb and 100% recovery of both metals; source Aquiline Re-
sources Press release of April 16, 2009


