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Detecting portable expansion
From innovative start-up with a handful of 

employees and grand ambitions, Port-
able PPB now stands at the inflection point 
its founders always hoped it could reach.

When Portable PPB founder and man-
aging director Simon Bolster acquired the 
global rights for the CSIRO-developed 
detectORE™ geochemistry technology in 
2018, he told Paydirt’s sister publication 
GMJ it had the potential to be “the holy grail 
for gold explorers”, a system which could 
identify gold of less than 10 ppb in the field 
using portable XRF analysers, upending 
the traditional sampling-assaying-interpre-
tation model and speeding up the entire ex-
ploration process.

Portable PPB brought detectORE™ 
to market in 2022 and after four years of 
steady adoption, the company now stands 
at the cusp of fulfilling Bolster’s initial plans. 
Not only is detectORE™ being used across 
the gold industry but the company itself is 
adding further elements to both the technol-
ogy and its own capabilities.

“When I joined 18 months ago, Simon 
was almost everything in the company – 
CEO, CFO, sales manager, everything,” 
Portable PPB’s director global sales Todd 
Houlahan told Paydirt “Since then, we 
have put in place a CFO, a product man-
ager, brought in Wes Rowe as APAC sales 
leader and grown the software team. We 
have gone from about 18 employees to 
more than 35 now.”

Part of that growth came through the Oc-
tober 2025 acquisition of Melbourne-based 
group Block 10 which boasts a range of 
sample preparation equipment and exper-
tise in automation which Houlahan said 
complemented Portable PPB’s own tech-
nology to allow it to offer end-to-end sample 
collection and analysis solutions. 

At the heart of the Block 10 deal and 
all Portable PPB’s advances is the same 
core rationale – detectORE™ is capable 
of compressing the time it takes to collect, 
analyse and interpret samples from weeks 
into hours, opening up new possibilities for 
early-stage exploration.

“Time is money in exploration and by 
speeding up the exploration process, ex-
plorers are saving on general costs, but 
more importantly, it gives exploration teams 
the ability to be reactive,” Houlahan said. 
“Instead of waiting weeks or even months 
for sample results, they can have them 
within 24 hours. It means geologists can 
make decisions on the fly in the field. You 
could do a soil sampling exercise over mul-
tiple targets in a matter of days rather than 
weeks, which then means you can get to 

drilling much quicker.”
Everything Portable PPB has since intro-

duced into the detectORE™ ecosystem has 
been with this principle in mind. 

The technology the company inherited 
from CSIRO uses a patented reagent to 
prepare a sample capable of being tested 
for gold values using commercially avail-
able portable XRF machines.

It has since taken that concept and added 
elements of software, automation and other 
operational solutions to provide a reliable, 
user-friendly, end-to-end, in-field sampling 
solution.

“Everything is controlled by the software, 
with each element reporting into our port-
able lab management system,” Houlahan 
said. “That ensures everything is working 
correctly, removing the opportunity for hu-
man error.”

Having attracted several of the gold 
world’s major miners to support its trailblaz-
ing, Portable PPB enjoyed immediate in-
dustry take-up on commercialisation. Hou-
lahan has now been tasked with expanding 
this and also the notion of where and when 
detectORE™ is most effective.

“There is a perception that detectORE™ 
is only really good in remote locations where 
you are far away from the lab, but that is not 
the case,” he explained. “Whether you’re in 
West Africa or Kalgoorlie, if you can reduce 

a 4-5 week sample turnaround time to 24 
hours, isn’t that adding value?

“We are also fielding inquiries from cus-
tomers who want to see if we can improve 
the economics of their mine site labs by of-
fering less acid, less reagents, fewer peo-
ple, and from smaller gold producers who 
don’t want to build their own wet lab.”

Even the technology’s own limitations are 
providing opportunity. 

“Refractory ore is still a challenge we 
haven’t cracked yet,” Houlahan admitted. 
“We won’t miss it, but refractory gold will 
measure very low. But even that is helpful 
in itself. If you get low samples from detec-
tORE™ but higher total gold from a fire as-
say, you know something is going on and 
the early detection of refractory gold can 
only be beneficial to the explorer.”

Similarly, because detectORE™ relies on 
a partial leach, comparing results to subse-
quent fire assays can give early indications 
of leachability and variability across a wider 
scale than traditional metallurgical testing. 

“We can help domain orebody based on 
leachability really early in the exploration 
phase,” Houlahan said. “We are also fulfill-
ing requests from a number of large copper 
companies. The technology isn’t effective 
for copper, yet, but the automation of the 
mobile sample prep element makes it at-
tractive for those big programmes.”

For Houlahan, volume and diversity of 
customer interest reminds him of the trajec-
tory of XRF technology a generation ago.

“I was in the XRF industry 25 years ago 
when we were only selling a few units a 
year,” he recalled, “Then from 2003/04 on-
wards, there was a rapid uptake of the ma-
chines and now almost every exploration 
team has an XRF portable analyser.

“We’d hope that in 3-4 years that detec-
tORE™ has changed the exploration para-
digm in a similar way.”


