
5 ways to optimize your operating costs 
 
It’s wonderful to have a run of growth when the sky is the limit. But if events of 
the past decade have taught us anything, it’s that what goes up must come 
down. In the mining industry, the last few years have been the wonder years. 
High prices meant that everything was ok. In the quest for output, which has 
been the core of the recent ‘discovery trumps all’ model, absorbing inflation, 
supporting inordinately high wages in efforts to tempt talent to the table, and 
paying for costly mistakes was easy. 
 
This is not a trend that’s continuing, however. Prices will and have been falling; 
with that comes a need to conserve and make smart decisions that will bring 
operational improvement and significant cost savings. In the long term this is 
what will keep your competitiveness intact.  
 
The first question then is are you looking for quick fixes or long-term, sustainable 
solutions? The ideal answer would be a mix of the two. First fix the glaring 
issues, cut duplicates and outsource so you can bring in some talent and 
services as needed. Then evaluate changes to the way you do business: creating 
structure, refining processes and investing in technologies that pay dividends in 
the long run. 
 
Here are some thoughts from people in the industry who have done it. 
 

1. Invest in innovative technologies 
“With rapid advances in the technology market, drilling and blasting operations 
have undergone unique transformations when it comes to software applications. 
We have implemented specialized software to optimize operations and harness 
the advantage of various data. The software (has) enabled us to analyze the 
difference between the designs versus the as-drilled data.  
 
(It) has enabled an extension of charge designs to support deck loading off a 
surface for through-seam blasting. Hole-by-hole load plans were also amended 
via direct influence of multiple decks within a single hole and across multiple 
holes. As a result, we experienced better reconciliation for the design.” Matthew 
Lawless, Independent Senior Drill and Blast Engineer, Saraji Mine 
 

2. Automation 



“Most of the equipment used in mining was designed two centuries ago. For 
example loaders, fans, design principles and concepts, have remained the same 
over the last twenty years. As a result, the industry needs to look at the next best 
step forward when it comes to (things like) ventilation. Automated ventilation 
has two major benefits for mining operations. The first is the reduction of total 
costs and the second is the reduction of downtime.” Allison Golsby, CEO, 
ConsultMine 
 

3. Moving to a shift work model 
“We're seeing the mining industry less pre-occupied with the demands of 
recruiting and retaining employees. Both owners and contract operators are 
lowering their controllable cost base. Achieving a balanced design is a big 
consideration in our experience because it helps the rosters to stand the test of 
time. The business will have priorities for the rosters, employees will certainly 
have interests around their shiftwork, and there are also health, fatigue and 
alertness considerations. Striking the right balance, even when costs and 
productivity are paramount, is still the best approach.” Ian Tanner, Project 
Manager, Shiftwork Solutions  
 

4. Adopt business improvement practices l ike LEAN 
“In underground coal mining, the mining machine moves through the product 
as opposed to the product moving through the machine in manufacturing, but 
it’s still a factory for producing coal. It still has repetitive work cycles for 
operators, supplies that need to be available when they’re required, 
changeovers and most importantly a manual operation. A lot of people work on 
the process, it’s very hands on. LEAN manufacturing can transform businesses 
from underperforming to best in class. It applies equally to the mining industry 
as to manufacturing. The benefits include outcomes for the business as well as 
for individual team members. 
  
We’ve got to a point now where production has almost tripled, making this 
bord-and-pillar operation more competitive than many longwall mines.” Bridget 
McCall, Program Manager - Business Optimization, Yancoal 
 

5. Fleet management  
“(We went through a) large-scale optimization process, addressing rebuilds, 
turnarounds and how maintenance is managed. The approach (has) a series of 
component life spreadsheets, which indicate when changes were last made (to 
the fleet). Decisions can subsequently be made around magnetic plug data, oil 



sample data, and lifecycle comparison data due to random change-outs over 
time. For example, you might have an engine at 10, 000 hours coupled to a 
torque converter with 1,200 hours, coupled to a transmission with 6,000 hours. 
(You get the) best bang for your buck if you quantify the component variables 
and make clever decisions regarding component change-outs and monitoring to 
maximize lifespan. 
 
Many of the site staff are ex-fitters who have focused on ‘getting the job done’. 
If you’re too busy with the day-to-day maintenance, you risk losing perspective. 
Maintenance personnel need to step back and see the larger contextual issues, 
and make decisions based on what is best for the business.” Dean Jarvis, 
Supervisor – Contracts & Maintenance Strategy, Glencore 
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