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T
he openpit mine was in terminal 
decline. At current operating costs, 
the mine had less than 12 months to 
run, annual employee turnover had 

reached 44%, no one could remember 
when production targets had last been 
met and mined grade was falling. Closure 
seemed inevitable. 

However, the newly appointed company 
general manager was doggedly optimistic. 
The mine had previously been operating 
profitably for many years and in its heyday, it 
had been the jewel in the company’s crown.

The initial mandate the general manager 
described was to validate the existing cost 
management plan, assist with generation of 
new ideas and review roster options as a 
potential staff retention strategy. 

Deriving from a process of harvesting 
ideas from the workforce, the fundamental 
issues at the mine were broken down into 
four key areas:
• Employee turnover of 44%. 

Benchmarked against their peers, this 
represented the highest turnover in 
their category. It was interpreted as a 
symptom of poor morale and lack of an 
attractive fly-in fly-out (FIFO) roster. The 
annual direct cost of this turnover was 
conservatively estimated at $6 million.

• Unit costs were 25% above budget. The 
senior management team had developed 

a cost management plan with a total 
annual benefit of $14.5 million.

• Digging productivities were 80% of 
target. By implementing a drill and blast 
quality program, an annual increase 
in profit of $5 million was expected to 
derive from the benefits of reducing 
re-drills and sub-drill, increased shovel 
productivity, increased truck fill factors 
and reduced crusher down time. 

• Broken ore inventory was excessive. 
The adoption of a just-in-time (JIT) ore 
delivery strategy was expected to save 
$4 million.

Processes were put in place to track 
the implementation of these projects and 
identify and report on savings achieved back 
to those who championed the project.

So what became of all this? 
“We’re having a terrific final quarter 

and in the last six months have completely 
turned [our mine] around through our 
measured approach to cost cutting and 
recruitment, a very successful drill and 
blast QA/QC program and the just-in-time 
ore delivery strategy,” the company said. 

That was 2005 and the mine is still 
operating.

As it turned out, the roster change could 
not be justified on a purely economic 
basis as sufficient savings in turnover were 
not anticipated to justify the cost of the 
preferred roster implementation. Guess 
what? – Everyone wanted to work less 
without change in take-home pay! 

What management less expected was 
that morale improved regardless, even after 
building expectation of improved rosters, 
no change in pay and even some lay-offs 
to capitalise on the JIT ore deliver strategy. 
Turnover dropped to less than 20%.

So what caused the improvement in 
morale and the drop in turnover?

With all this interest in the difficulty in 
attracting and retaining people into the 
mining industry, I will have a go at developing 
a conjecture: if you empower your people, 
measure their success and thank them for it, 
people will enjoy their job – and chances are 
they will want to stay around.

speakmanagement

Momentum Partners director David Noort.

Back from 
the brink
An openpit mine facing closure is given a second 
life through the empowerment of its workforce and 
an appreciation of their labours. By David Noort

M
a

n
a

g
e

m
e

n
t S

p
e

a
k

15RESOURCESTOCKS| august 2007

Register Today! FREE independent information
 on Super, Investments, life and living…

living wellness invest super retirement

.com.au Live and Invest with Attitude 

ll i


