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Since the first Mining Business Outlook 

Report was launched in 2010, we have 
spent eight years mapping the latest 
trends, challenges and opportunities 
impacting Australia’s mining sector, 
with a direct call to Canberra from 
industry leaders.  

Each year, we have canvassed the 
views of leading mining executives 
and stakeholders to gather first-hand 
insights on the peaks and troughs of 
the sector. From capturing the tail-end 
of the biggest mining construction 
boom in Australia’s history, to reporting 
on the sector’s dark ages in 2014, the 
Mining Business Outlook Report has 
continued to provide comprehensive 
insights in uncertain times. 

In 2015, we documented the first green 
shoots of hope for the sector’s revival. 
In 2016, we identified a huge surge in 
sentiment, with miners planning for 
growth, not just survival. 

This 2017-18 report further illuminates 
signs of revival for Australia’s mining 
sector. The report findings indicate a 
renewed optimism for the future, with 
a focus on technology and automation 
as the way forward for the sector.

In a digitally disrupted industry, 
companies are aiming to implement 
more innovative operational models 
and smarter ways of working. With 
commodity prices on the rise and 
industry spend looking promising, it 
seems these new methods are paying 
off. In fact, according to analysis by 
KPMG, profits for Australia’s ASX 50 
mining companies almost doubled 
from $61.3 billion in June 2016 to $120 
billion in June 2017 1.

As indicated in our exclusive interviews 
with the Hon. Bill Johnston MLA, 
Minister for Mines and Petroleum, 
WA, and Zane Prickett, Director of 
Unearthed Solutions – the biggest 
growth area for mining investment in 
Australia is WA.

Price growth is clearly on the horizon 
for 2018. However, the future is far 
from clear, with the world’s second-
biggest mining company, Rio Tinto, 
selling its coal assets in Australia; and 
Indian energy giant Adani facing huge 
opposition for its Carmichael coal mine 
in northern Queensland.

The pressure of international 
competition for commodity sales and 
investment in new projects is keeping 
miners focused on costs – particularly 
input costs such as energy and wages. 
Costs continue to put Australian mines 
at an international disadvantage, and 
it is no surprise that miners are asking 
the government to help control these 
issues.

At the same time, the growing 
influence of the environmental lobby is 
clear within the thermal coal sector, as 
Rio Tinto exits and the construction of 
Adani remains uncertain.

Despite lingering challenges and 
hurdles yet to come, all signs point to 
the steady comeback of the mining 
sector. The sector has finally hit a 
turning point and the Australian 
government has a golden opportunity 
to help miners prosper.

David Hand 
Managing Director, 
Newport Consulting

INTRODUCTION
BRINGING YOU THE EIGHTH 
MINING BUSINESS OUTLOOK REPORT
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KEY INSIGHTS

1.   Renewed hope for the future. 
Over the past two years, there has been a distinct rise in 

optimism among miners. The outlook is no longer bleak, 

with leaders expressing renewed confidence in the sector’s 

revival.

2.  Commodity prices on the rise. 
The rise in commodity prices has stirred further positivity 

in the sector. Miners are experiencing a good outlook for 

future orders and reduced operational costs. 

3. Market consolidation continues. 
Leaders are concerned over the risks of market 

consolidation. The tide is turning towards global 

partnerships, with governments investing in international 

markets. 

4. Spending looks promising. 
Capital investment and spending have moderately 

increased, further indicating a pendulum swing towards 

the sector’s comeback. Slight price growth is on the 

horizon. 

5.  Companies are hiring again. 
After three years of job cuts, companies are hiring again, 

creating new opportunities for the next wave of talent. 

However, the rise of automation threatens job security. 
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EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW

What do you see as the biggest challenges and 
opportunities facing miners in WA?

The biggest challenge is market conditions, which is so hard 
for any miner to have significant impact on, with demands 
for metals always shifting. So that’s always going to be the 
biggest challenge to the continuing development of the sector 
here in WA. 

Of course, the biggest opportunity is that WA is a fabulous 
place to invest in because we have a stable investment 
environment. We have an effective regulatory framework that 
balances the needs of investors and the community. We also 
have a community that understands the needs of the resource 
sector and is happy to work with the sector to exploit the 
natural resource of our state. We have probably the world’s 
best natural resources available for exploitation.

After the recent mining decline, what would resurgence 
mean for the WA economy?  

I don’t think there has been a decline so much as an end to 
the investment boom. An enormous expansion of capacity is 
now being utilised, but it’s been tough in many sectors, such 
as nickel.  

We’ve got an excellent opportunity to build on the enormous 
investment that’s come in to continue providing minerals 
to the world. If you think about it, just in the iron ore sector 
as an example, there’s more than 500 million tonnes a year 
being exported. We now have this long pipeline of new mines 
required to feed the enormous infrastructure that’s been 
constructed during the investment boom. 

Overall, there are many good signs and potential investment 
positions in gold and lithium and other specialist metals – so 
we’re on the brink of further growth for the WA economy. 

What impact do you feel the next wave of automation will 
have on the industry? 

One certainty we have is that we’re discovering a lot more 
mineralisation at a greater depth. Automation and innovation 
will allow us to exploit these new, more complicated minerals 
that could not be extracted through conventional means. 

Currently, WA is a world leader in automation and 
autonomous vehicles. With the use of autonomous 
vehicles around the world in other sectors, we now have an 
opportunity to automate and innovate to help grow Australia’s 
mining sector and boost the Australian economy.

WA is a world leader in mining innovation and automation, 
says Minister for Mines and Petroleum

The Hon. Bill Johnston MLA, Minister for Mines and Petroleum; 
Commerce and Industrial Relations; Electoral Affairs; and Asian 
Engagement Member for Cannington shares his insights on the sector’s 
state of play, with a focus on WA as Australia’s key growth area.
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“With the use of autonomous 
vehicles around the world in 
other sectors, we now have an 
opportunity to automate and 
innovate to help grow Australia’s 
mining sector and boost the 
Australian economy.” 
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As a high-risk sector, do you feel that innovation and 
technology can reduce hazards?

Yes, absolutely. Technology and innovation can help reduce 
the exposure of workers to hazardous situations. The remote 
operation of boggers in underground mines is an example. At 
the moment, the boggers are used remotely with the operator 
underground. 

However, the bogger does not have protection in the rock face. 
In the future, we might have the operators on the surface, so 
they are not exposed to any underground risks. This would 
allow operations at even greater depths where ground stability 
is reduced. 

There is a lot of opportunity for innovation and technology to 
provide more opportunities for the extraction of metals where 
it would otherwise be too risky. Geologists tell me that the 
capacities now are much enhanced compared to 10 years ago. 

Overall, mine planning is a much more a precise art form now 
than it was even a short time ago. So the rise of operational 
efficiencies is reducing risks and providing opportunities to 
recover all that otherwise would be left in the ground. 

In the face of disruption, what do you feel is the future 
outlook for the sector?

One of the factors is that WA’s tech sector is a world leader. 
One of the great opportunities for WA is the export of our 
technologies and capacities to the world. In the oil and gas 
sector, the use by Woodside of Watson, IBM’s AI platform, is 
an example of incredible innovation. Woodside are now using 
a platform from another sector to apply to their expiration 
activities, so cross-industry collaboration is also key.

Another example is Boeing, which has a technology 
partnership with Toyota, so they are looking beyond their own 
sector. There is enormous potential for the resource sector 
to look at other companies and the technologies applied 
elsewhere, to see how they can make mines safer and more 
efficient.   

Collaboration within the industry is also important. For 
example, with MRIWA: a Government-funded organisation 
that’s leveraging private sector investment in innovation, 
research and development. 

“One of the great opportunities 
for WA is the export of our 
technologies and capacities to the 
world. In the oil and gas sector, 
the use by Woodside of Watson, 
IBM’s AI platform, is an example of 
incredible innovation.”
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Over the past two years, there has 
been a steady rise in optimism among 
miners. The outlook is no longer as dire 
and uncertain as it was three years ago, 
and the stirrings of renewal are starting 
to take root. 

Since 2015, the number of miners 
showing cautious optimism has 
increased by 55 per cent, with almost 
three-quarters of leaders now cautiously 
optimistic about the future [see Figure 
1]. There has been a sharp spike in 
leaders feeling very optimistic about the 
future, with 17 per cent of leaders now 
indicating this. 

Another promising finding is the steady 
decline of leaders not feeling optimistic 
about the future; down from 55 per 

cent in 2016 to just 12 per cent in 2017-
2018 [see Figure 1]. 

These findings indicate that the 
pendulum has most definitely swung 
towards industry revival. After a 
three-year drop in confidence, market 
conditions have improved, with a 
return to profitability for mines and 
advancements in technology and 
automation set to reduce operational 
costs.
 
Technology and automation present 
new opportunities for Australian 
miners to enhance productivity and 
operational efficiencies. However, with 
automation and the Gig Economy 
disrupting traditional ways of working, 
tasks that once required manual labour 

are being replaced, threatening job 
security (read more in the Technology 

& automation section). 

Going forward, miners will continue 
to be challenged by the disruptive 
impacts of technology and automation. 
However, with optimism on the rise, 
the industry is experiencing a revival 
fuelled by increased commodity prices, 
productivity growth and innovation.

RENEWED HOPE FOR THE FUTURE
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Figure 1. Year-on-year comparison: How optimistic are you about future growth and business?
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When we asked leaders why they felt 
cautiously optimistic about the future, 
over half (56 per cent) indicated that 
improved commodity prices have 
stirred renewed confidence in the 
sector’s growth [see Figure 2]. Other 
key reasons included a good outlook 
for future orders (13 per cent); an 
increasing demand for rail services 
and infrastructure (13 per cent); and 
reduced costs (12 per cent).

Of those leaders who indicated a very 
optimistic outlook, 1 in 4 also felt that 
improved commodity prices are an 
important factor². An equal number 
of leaders (25 per cent respectively) 
indicated that significant production 
increases, record high results last year 
and Chinese interest in the Australian 
market, are key reasons to be 
optimistic about the future.

A slight reduction in demand for 
metallurgical coal is expected from 
China – but this decline will be partially 
offset by rising demand from India3. 

Figure 2. Positive level of optimism 

COMMODITY PRICES ON THE RISE 
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The report’s findings indicate that over 
one-third of leaders (34 per cent) are 
concerned over the impacts of market 
consolidation, mergers and acquisitions 
on their future prospects [see Figure 
3]. In uncertain times, miners are 
reluctant to form new partnerships, due 
to the financial and reputational risks 
involved.

To keep Australia’s mining industry 
moving forward, there is increased 
pressure at a local and international 
level to form deals and agreements, 
with global giants like Adani. Yet 
leaders are concerned over the 
implications of these partnerships for 
local companies, jobs and communities. 

1 in 3 miners also indicated that the 
market is looking for high quality 
resource projects, of which Australia 
is providing fewer [see Figure 3]. 
Australia is not lacking high quality 
resources. However, legal, regulatory 
and environmental constraints are 
making new projects less attractive in 
the global industry.

In our 2014 Mining Business Outlook 

Report, we saw a similar loss of faith in 
Australia as a top mining destination, 
with investors turning their attentions 
elsewhere4. In 2017, we have once again 
reached a turning point, where changes 
at the macro-level will propel the sector 
into a new era of growth.

With global giants turning to the free-
flowing markets of South America 
and Africa as key areas of investment, 
Australia’s mining sector faces a 
tipping point. As market consolidation 
continues across geographical borders, 
Australian miners will need to embrace 
strategic partnerships and innovative 
practices to remain competitive.

MARKET CONSOLIDATION CONTINUES  

Figure 3. Negative level of optimism

Global consolidation opportunities
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Over the last three years, capital 
spending and investment has 
moderately increased. After a significant 
reduction in spending in 2014-2015 
during the collapse in commodity prices 
and the end of the construction boom, 
2016 began to look more hopeful, 
with 19 per cent of leaders starting to 
increase spending [see Figure 4].

In 2017-2018, the rise in spending has 
continued, with almost half of leaders 
(42 per cent) moderately increasing 
spending; up by 23 per cent in 2016 
[see Figure 4]. It appears that industry 

spending has stabilised and looks 
promising, with over half of leaders 
(54 per cent) indicating no change in 
spending patterns over the next year.

Just 4 per cent of miners are reducing 
costs this year; down by 26 per cent [see 
Figure 4]. Since 2014, there has been a 
sharp 74 per cent drop in the amount of 
companies reducing spending, further 
suggesting a pendulum swing towards 
a sector revival. However, with demand 
for thermal coal on the downward slope, 
miners are cautious about spending in 
this area. 

The increase in exploration expenditure 
further demonstrates that the decline of 
the last 5 years is turning around, with 
investment in new assets predicted to 
occur.

INDUSTRY SPENDING LOOKS PROMISING  

Figure 4. Will you increase spending and investment?
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After a huge reduction in hiring during 
the mining bust in 2014-2015, the 
number of companies hiring has risen 
by 25 per cent in 2017-2018 [see Figure 
5], creating new opportunities for the 
next wave of talent. 

This year’s report findings indicate 
a positive long-term outlook for 
employment growth. Over half of 
leaders (54 per cent) indicated that 
employment is set to stabilise over the 
next 12 months [see Figure 5].

In this report’s Technology & automation 
section, we look at the impact of 
technology and automation on job 
opportunities in the mining sector. 
With the rise of the Gig Economy, 
short-term ‘gig’ work is set to replace 
traditional working models. Going 
forward, both the Gig Economy and 
automation will redefine roles and 
disrupt job security for miners.  
 
 

In the face of uncertainty, there is an 
increased focus on job security among 
miners. Despite the ongoing challenges 
of disruption and the Gig Economy, the 
solid increase in hires and job openings 
highlights that labour market conditions 
are improving.

Figure 5. What is your outlook on employment for the next 12 months? 

COMPANIES ARE HIRING AGAIN 
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Since 2014, there has been a 37 per cent 
increase in the number of companies 
expecting price growth [see Figure 
6]. There has also been a 19 per cent 
decrease in the number of companies 
expecting a decline in commodity 
prices, indicating a more positive 
outlook for future exports.

Over half of leaders (58 per cent) 
predict an increase in pricing over the 
next 12 months [see Figure 6]. A further 

38 per cent of leaders expect prices to 
stabilise, with the potential to increase 
in the right market conditions.

It is likely that thermal coal will face 
more challenges than metallurgical 
coal, with the Commonwealth Bank of 
Australia (CBA) announcing that they 
will cease investment in thermal coal 
and pull funding for Adani’s Carmichael 
mine, alongside Australia’s other ‘Big 4’
banks5. 

Both metallurgical and thermal coal 
commodities continue to play a 
major role in powering the Australian 
economy; particularly with investment 
from China, India and South-East Asia. 

However, the outlook for thermal coal 
remains uncertain. Domestic political 
pressures are offsetting the continual 
demand from Asian markets, as Green 
groups exert influence on governments 
to limit thermal coal investment.

Figure 6. What is your outlook on prices for the next 12 months?

PRICE GROWTH ON THE HORIZON 
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Over the past 12 months, there has 
been a shift in priorities among 
miners, with 1 in 4 leaders indicating 
safety as their top priority for the year 
ahead [see Figure 7]. In 2016, cost 
management was top of the priority 
list, but in 2017-2018, cost has fallen to 
second place. 

Miners are continuing to focus on 
safety measures to reduce the risk 
of workplace accidents, injuries and 
fatalities6. Other key focus areas for 
the next 12 months include people and 
culture change, as well as increasing 
production volume to respond to rising 
demand (14 per cent respectively) [see 
Figure 7].

The report’s findings indicate that 
strategies for reducing risk, and 
embracing people and culture, are 
at the heart of industry growth. To 

maximise growth opportunities, miners 
are clearly looking to improve working 
conditions and build a more positive 
and innovative culture. 

This is exemplified by the following 
survey response: “Our business case 

is currently focused on what we can 

achieve with technology to make the 

workplace safer. We want to implement 

strategies that assist with safer 

practices, such as driver awareness, 

operator training and computer 

simulations.” – WA mining and metals 
company executive.

While productivity was a key priority 
for 19 per cent of leaders in 2016, 
just 3 per cent of leaders now see 
productivity as important for the year 
ahead [see Figure 7]. The sustained 
increase in commodity prices has 
given miners the opportunity to focus 

on technology and automation to 
enable operations to become more 
streamlined and efficient. 

“We will introduce technology 

wherever we can to reduce the more 

onerous and dangerous aspects of 

the business. We see technology as 

a platform for providing better care 

for our employees; particularly within 

our explosives production areas.” – 
Australian chemical manufacturing 
company leader.

Bouncing back from the dark years 
of 2014 and 2015, miners have moved 
beyond survival mode and are looking 
at broader strategies to spark the 
recovery of the sector. The focus has 
shifted away from internal operations, 
and towards broader growth issues, 
such as meeting the increased demand 
for commodities in cost-effective ways. 

PEOPLE AND SAFETY TOP OF MIND
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Figure 7. Top business priorities over the next 12 months
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Over the next 12 months, 1 in 4 miners 
see the biggest opportunity to enhance 
growth in increasing margins and 
reducing costs [see Figure 8]. This was 
also the biggest area of opportunity for 
leaders in 2016. 

Since last year, opportunities for 
growth have shifted away from 
mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
and local and international growth. 
Rather, this year’s report findings 
indicate that an equal number of 
leaders (22 per cent respectively) 
perceive a customer-focused culture 
and increasing production operations 
as key investment opportunities [see 
Figure 8].

“Our top business priority is to maintain 

our supply agreements with customers 

and improve customer relationships 

so as not to lose contracts. As market 

conditions improve, we want to 

increase our margins where practical 

and respond proactively to customer 

demand.” – Australian mineral 
manufacturing company executive. 

Companies are once again considering 
opening new mines as part of their 
investment plans. With interest in 
expansion reignited, miners are clearly 
optimistic about Australia’s future 
prospects. 

A noteworthy area of mining 
investment in Australia is tech-metals: 
rare metals and earths such as lithium, 
cobalt and neodymium, which are 
commonly used for mobile phones 
and satellites, as well as batteries and 
magnets for renewable energy. Going 
forward, tech-metals are predicted to 

stir new interest in Australian mining 
operations from global investors7.

“Long-term policy planning for energy 

stability and water conservation policy 

is needed on a national level. The 

energy debate is very one-sided and 

does not reflect the strength of the 

resources Australia has in abundance.” 

– Australian rail transport company 
leader.

Overall, the report respondents say the 
way forward for the industry is a cost-
efficient energy mix – a combination of 
new coal technology, hydro, wind and 
solar – that improves reliability while 
reducing carbon emissions.

MINERS DRIVING COST REDUCTION AND GROWTH 
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Figure 8. Key opportunities over the next 12 months
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TECHNOLOGY 
& AUTOMATION 



What do you see as the biggest challenges and opportunities 
facing Australian miners? 

One key theme is that we’re going from a digital non-natives 
market to a digital natives market. I don’t want to downplay 
the past and the impressive human skill that has been involved 
in mining and highly technical engineering. However, the reality 
is that we’re now in a fully connected and digitally enabled 
world, which means our approach to work flows and how we 
build the mines of the future is fundamentally different.

In Australia, we need to be faster about adopting that new and 
forward-thinking approach. There is an untapped opportunity 
for Australia to be the leader in innovation-driven mining. As 
we move into the age of automation, we will see computers 
doing the majority of the work. If Australia can push hard 
and train the next generation of engineers, miners and 
technologists, that’s a real global advantage.

The age of technology and automation is both the biggest 
challenge and opportunity for miners. Currently, we have a 
substantial amount of people in the industry that understand 
core operations, but haven’t been trained and supported 
in new ways of working with technology. An industry-wide 
willingness to embrace these start-ups is key, and I hope this 
becomes core to how miners work.

What impact do you feel automation and technology is 
having on the industry?  

We need to stop skirting around concerns about automation. 
Instead, we need to embrace the change. Miners should put 
together a plan on how to upskill, support and develop the 
miners of the future. 

As I previously mentioned, we have a gap in the number 
of technical people trained up for future autonomous 
roles. Training and developing talent is a key way to stay ahead 
of disruptive automation and technology.  

We’re just at the tip of the iceberg regarding automation. 
Autonomous vehicles are only present at a small percentage 
of sites, so there’s a lot more disruption to come. There’s so much 
potential for new players to come in and for equipment to be 
upgraded across all mining sites.  

Overall, we’re going from a service mindset to a 
product mindset in mining. Services are highly people 
intensive, are difficult to scale and require a substantial 
amount of training. Products, though, are much easier to 
scale. Australia has a vast opportunity to take the lead 
in the next generation product space and help us transition 
from a services economy to a product economy. As the 
frontrunners, we can then make that product available to be 
deployed globally to other mine sites.  

Start-ups can create scalable solutions for Australia’s 
mining sector, says leading WA entrepreneur 
Zane Prickett, Director of Unearthed Solutions, discusses WA’s 
thriving start-up ecosystem, and the opportunity to upskill the
next generation of miners

FEATURED INTERVIEW 

“Velocity of change is driving a 
fundamental shift for miners. 
If you’re slow on keeping up in 
today’s world, you’re going to 
have a real challenge. You have to 
build the engine of your company 
to keep up with the velocity of 
change and innovation.”
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What do you feel is the role of collaboration and innovation in 
progressing the industry? 

When it comes to collaboration and innovation, I take a 
different approach. I think the world is changing faster than
ever and going through any tech change is disruptive for
a time. The only difference is that today, we have a much 
greater velocity of change than ever before. The only way to 
survive is to keep up with it.  

The question for leaders is how fast can you adapt. The 
answer is that velocity is what matters. Other issues 
start to mean less. Collaboration and being more open 
and transparent will increase your velocity. You’ll gain 
expertise you don’t have internally. For me, the reason why 
you collaborate is because you want to go faster. Going faster 
is the only way to not get disrupted.

Velocity of change is driving a fundamental shift for miners.
If you’re slow on keeping up in today’s world, you’re going to
have a real challenge. You have to build the engine of your
company to keep up with the velocity of change and 
innovation.

What are the implications of a mining resurgence for the WA 
economy?   

WA and mining generally has not experienced a decline so 
much as a return to normal. The last stage was a super-cycle. 
We do see more activity coming through in WA, but not 
a major change. The industry, to really evolve, needs local 
entrepreneurs and innovators who want to make change. An 
industry-wide willingness to embrace these start-ups is key, and 
I hope this becomes core to how miners work.  

What strategies can miners use to prepare for the future? 

Miners should get involved in open data standards. Velocity 
matters, so simple tasks slow you down. The future of the 
industry depends upon putting in and supporting open 
standards, and ensuring they are widely adopted. That will 

drive and enable a substantial amount of change.  

For most mining companies, ‘the app’ itself doesn’t matter so 
much, but rather, the person who configures the enabling layer 
regarding how future innovators should be built. Innovation as 
a skillset and mindset is more important than that specific app 
or platform you’re trying to deliver. For example, at our Perth 
headquarters, we have a co-working space called Core and it’s 
a great platform for introducing new technologies and training 
people in the technical skills needed for the future.  
 
Overall, we are seeing a distinct culture shift going on in the 
industry. The future will involve computers doing 90 per cent 
of the work and humans looking at design and processes. We 
haven’t reached a point yet where we are designing from a 
computer-first perspective.  

There’s still a lot of cultural change that will go on in the 
industry, and a huge opportunity to paint an exciting future. 
For miners, Australia can be THE leading space to develop 
the scalable products and processes of the future. I want to 
see that opportunity and narrative represented in our mining 
sector, right here, right now.  

“For miners, Australia can be 
THE leading space to develop 
the scalable products and 
processes of the future. I want 
to see that opportunity and 
narrative represented in our mining 
sector, right here, right now.”
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The recent mining downturn has 
accelerated mining sector investment 
into technology and automation. To 
remain competitive and enhance 
productivity, many miners have begun to 
adopt new technologies and innovations, 
such as drones and Big Data.

Interestingly, a legacy mindset remains 
prevalent across the sector, with 2 in 3 
leaders indicating that they have not 
invested in new technologies over the 
past year8. However, of the leaders 
who are investing in new technology, 
over two-thirds (67 per cent) are 
focusing on drones and automation 
to enhance inspections, planning and 
scheduling [see Figure 9].

The top technology influences 
impacting the market over the next 12 
months are predicted to be automated 
haulage vehicles (21 per cent), Big Data 
(17 per cent) and drones (16 per cent)9.

Drones are increasingly being used 
to map, survey and explore mines 
in Australia. Over the last 5 years, 
both miners and the government 
have increased investment in drone 
technology to safely collect data 
and explore Australia’s open-pit and 
underground mines – including areas 
that would otherwise be inaccessible.

“We will introduce technology in 

areas that will enhance train safety 

and the reliability of services. 

Interval levels between services 

will be more automated, as will the 

effectiveness of existing equipment. 

We are implementing greater use of 

drones for track checking, trouble 

spot identification and stock pile 

monitoring.” – QLD rail transport 
company executive.

Meanwhile, Big Data offers powerful
tools for streamlining data management,
collecting valuable data, and better 
tracking costs and profitability. 

In today’s digital world, real-time reporting 
can enable miners to control costs more 
efficiently, connect with stakeholders and 
ensure the overall viability of the business.

“Big Data will drive the sharing of 

information that has historically not 

been shared across the organisation. 

It will enable people in the field – 

especially maintenance schedulers 

of track and rolling stock – to have 

valuable, real-time information 

available to better manage 

operations.” – QLD rail transport 
company executive.

Figure 9: Areas of technology investment 

RISE OF THE MACHINES: 
AUTOMATION, DRONES AND BIG DATA 
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With disruptive technologies set to 
transform the Australian mining industry 
into the ‘digital mine’, many companies 
are concerned that Australia will not be 
able to fill a growing skills gap in the 
workforce.

Currently, we have a growing gap in 
the number of technical employees 
trained up to manage future 
autonomous roles. Training and 
developing talent is a key way to stay 
ahead of disruptive automation and 
technology, and leverage these trends for 
competitive advantage. 

To ensure employees can effectively 
manage automated systems, forward-

thinking companies are looking at 
strategies for equipping the future 
workforce with digital and IT skills.

For example, Rio Tinto has partnered 
with the WA government and TAFE to 
provide vocational training in robotics 
for mining workers. The mining giant has 
pledged to spend $2 million developing 
courses that will upskill potential and 
existing workers with the ability to 
manage data analytics, robotics and 
complex IT systems10.

“As we move into the age 

of automation, we will see computers 

doing all the work. If Australia can 

push hard and train the next 

generation of engineers, miners and 

technologists, that’s a real global 

advantage.” – Zane Prickett, Director of 
Unearthed Solutions. 

For miners to truly succeed in the 
long-term, innovation as a skillset and 
mindset are becoming embedded within 
company cultures.

Overall, Australia’s mining sector is seeing 
a distinct culture shift, with a focus on 
ensuring the future workforce can adapt 
effectively to digital and technology 
disruption. 

UPSKILLING THE FUTURE WORKFORCE
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CALL TO GOVERNMENT

In 2017-2018, almost three-quarters of 
miners are calling for the Australian 
government to focus on power costs 
and water supply (27 per cent); 
implement promised IR law changes 
(23 per cent) and maintain control of 
unions (23 per cent) [see Figure 10].

“The IR legislation promised has 

become rethoric, not action. The 

mining industry continues to be wary 

of any government promises as we 

remain sceptical they will trim their 

costs (as we have had to).” – Global 
mining company executive. 

Global mining market conditions 
have coped with the steep decline 
in prices over the past three years. 
Miners have looked to their workforce 
to share some of the challenges just 
as they shared in the benefits of 
high commodity prices. The miners 
are now looking to governments to 
help constrain demands from unions 
and to increase flexibility of working 
conditions. Overall, miners want 
to become responsive to rapidly 
changing market conditions.

“Electricity costs are increasing 

disproportionately to other costs. The 

order of these increases is anywhere 

between 30-50 per cent and is placing 

substantial pressure on all other 

cost areas as we have to maintain 

our standing in the stock market.” – 
Queensland rail transport company 
leader. 

Power costs and water supply have 
emerged as a key action point for 
the government. These are key areas 
where government environmental 
and pricing regulations have a direct 
impact on key input costs to the 
industry. Miners are concerned that 
governments will compromise the 
viability of the industry in favour of 
environmental lobby groups.

“We find the approval process 

too cumbersome in this state. The 

continuous focus on coal being ‘bad’ 

is dispiriting for the workforce and just 

so wrong and inappropriate. The other 

issue is the escalation in power prices.” 

– NSW coal miner.

Since 2014, there has been a 19 per 
cent rise in industry concern over 
unions, with unions continuing to 
lobby for better pay and working 
conditions [see Figure 10]. While 
there has been a significant 38 per 
cent drop in concern over IR laws, it 
remains a key concern for the industry 
due to the ongoing militancy of some 
union campaigns.

“The mining industry is no longer 

making the profits and margins 

they have in the past. The unions 

are growing again in boldness 

following the slight recovery in market 

conditions.”  – Australian mineral 
resources company executive. 
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Figure 10: Advice to Canberra?
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Research, design and analysis for the Mining Business Outlook Report 2017-18 was conducted by Manning & Co., with field 
work conducted by Newport Consulting.

Our research is based on one-on-one interviews with over 50 mining executives and industry influencers, predominately from 
large public, private and government organisations operating in the mining industry. More than three-quarters of participants 
(88 per cent) were from public companies, and more than half of the companies (54 per cent) were worth $1 – 5 billion. 

Participants included thermal coal, metallurgical coal, iron ore, copper, gold and bauxite exporters, as well as mining 
technologists and entrepreneurs. Almost half of participants (42 per cent) worked in thermal coal mining. 

The majority of interviewees were CEOs, COOs, General Managers and Vice Presidents. Exclusive interviews with the Hon. Bill 
Johnston MLA, WA Minister for Mines and Petroleum, and Zane Prickett, Director of Unearthed Solutions were transcribed in 
full to be included in the report.

General survey responses were coded* by Manning & Co. into three key categories: Challenges & opportunities, Technology & 

automation, and Advice to Canberra.

We asked the following questions: 
•  How optimistic are you about your future growth prospects over the next 12 months?  
•  Will you increase capital spending and investment in the 2017-18 financial year?  
•  What is your employment outlook for the next 12 months?
•  What is your outlook on prices for the next 12 months?
•  What are your 3 key business priorities over the next 12 months?
•  What are the 3 key opportunities for your business over the next 12 months?
•  Are you utilising more technology today, compared to 12 months ago?
•  Are you planning to introduce more technology and innovation into the business in the next 12 months?
•  What will be the 3 biggest technology influences on the industry in the next 12 months?
•  What is your advice to Canberra?

Any reproduction of this material must credit Newport Consulting. This report may be cited as: Mining Business Outlook 

Report 2017-18, Newport Consulting, Sydney. 

 
For more information regarding the research, please contact Prue Roberts at Manning & Co. on (02) 9555 5233 or prue@
manningandco.com.au. If you are a mining executive and wish to register your interest in participating in future interviews and 
reports, please contact David Hand at dhand@newportconsulting.com.au.

* Please note that due to the detailed and open-ended nature of the responses, some graphs do not add up to 100 per cent. 

METHODOLOGY
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