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INDUSTRY REPORT 2017 — IND IA
India’s mining leaders share their insights into innovation, 
regulation, communities and foreign investment impacting 
the revitalisation of the country’s mining industry.

How can India unleash its 
potential to become a world 
mining superpower?
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This report was compiled from interviews with past 
and present C Suite executives from a number of key 
organisations.  However the contents of this report do 
not represent the views of any individual organisation.  
There may be statements in the report with which 
these organisations do not agree. 
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The Innovation: State of PlayTM surveys, with their 
strategic level approach to innovation, enable us to 
uncover the impediments and success factors driving 
innovation across the industry supply chain. Our 
surveys provide business executives with a health 
check of how their companies benchmark against their 
peers. More broadly, it has the potential to position the 
industry for a strategic shift.

The Innovation: State of Play platform was initiated 
by VCI in partnership with The University of Western 
Australia. The ambition was to create a platform 
to support industry discussion of innovation and 
performance at a strategic level, macro-level insights 
into the industry ecosystem, and more effective 
strategy execution and business design for competitive 
advantage.

www.innovationstateofplay.com

ABOUT INNOVATION: STATE OF PLAY 

VCI is a global management consulting company 
focused on the resources industry. Our core areas 
are strategy, innovation and organisation. We work 
with senior leaders to overcome their most difficult 
and pressing challenges with a collaborative and open 
approach. VCI has built its reputation on the basis of 
a deep curiosity and applying creative methods to 
difficult problems.

www.govci.com

ABOUT VCI 

The University of Western Australia

The University of Western Australia (UWA) was 
established in 1911 and is committed to providing world 
class education, research and community engagement 
for the prosperity and welfare of the communities it 
serves. UWA is a research-intensive university and 
aspires to be recognised as one of the world’s top 50 
global universities by 2050.

www.uwa.edu.au

METS Ignited

METS Ignited is an industry-led, Australian 
government-funded, Industry Growth Centre for the 
mining equipment, technology and services (METS) 
sector. METS Ignited’s role is to strengthen Australia’s 
position as a global hub for mining innovation, and 
enhance the global competitive advantage of the 
Australian METS industry.

www.metsignited.org
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The Bandra Worli Sea Link, officially called the Rajiv Gandhi Sea Link, links 

Bandra in the western suburbs of Mumbai with Worli in South Mumbai.
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To many globally, this declaration from the Indian 
Government will seem far-fetched. However, having 
spent much of the start of 2017 talking with Indian 
mining and services CEOs, it is not impossible for us 
to imagine this ambitious vision eventuating. 

For as long as China has been the mining industries 
key source of growth, there has been consensus 
that India will drive the next wave – albeit, some 
distance into the future. Its main obstacles have been 
generally accepted as a lack of transparency, a difficult 
bureaucracy (underpinned by multiple agencies), 
restrictive foreign investment regulations and intense 
local complexities. 

Under leadership of reform-minded Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, the government has been clear that 
they want to see private investment in the industry 
– but they have also been clear ‘that this needs to 
be transparent’. All of the CEOs interviewed were in 

alignment on this point, with one noting directly that 
the government ‘wants a clean and safe industry. This 
is something that is great about this government.’

In the last two years, the Indian government has wiped 
a clean slate for the industry. Almost all pending mining 
and exploration concessions were made open to re-
application and all undeveloped blocks were taken back 
by the government and consolidated from previous 
disparate (less economic) blocks. The government 
is now embarking on a process of auctions open ‘to 
everyone’ in the local and global industry. The process 
has been lauded as being ‘free of blackmailing and 
corruption’. One CEO commented that ‘the steps they 
took were right – to inject transparency. There were 
some mistakes, but they were well intentioned.’ 

However, like any change, there are many suggesting 
that the government’s approach ‘has killed necessary 
exploration investment’, but the government counters 

IND IA’S INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

‘India will be self-sufficient in its demand for minerals – there will be no need to import.’
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that it has and will ‘rapidly tweak its process until the 
necessary investment is achieved’. Rapidly refining 
regulations is not something ‘traditional miners’ 
are comfortable with. However, if this framework 
is successful, it could revolutionise global mining 
through copycat regulation in other jurisdictions 
– a point not widely recognised outside India.This 
focus on transparency has limited the government’s 

attention on innovation, as it ‘focuses all of its current 
reforms on cleaning up the mining industry before it 
looks to facilitate further investment in technology or 
innovation in the industry.’ In this sense, the burden of 
innovation has fallen squarely on the shoulders of the 
private companies. It appears that these companies 
are accepting the responsibility with relish. 

WE ASKED:   

Which of the following macro trends will have the biggest impact 
on mining over the next 15 years?

Technological 
change and 
disruption

Environmental 
pressures

Technically 
aware 
generation 
entering the 
workforce

Asian (inc. India)  
economic 
development

Global 
integration

Transparency 
and 
regulation

Geopolitical 
tensions

Ageing 
population

Income 
inequality

Urbanisation

HIGHEST IMPACT MACRO TRENDS TO 2030

India Rest of the World

IND IA IN THE GLOBAL MIN ING INDUSTRY

India’s current GDP per capita is at roughly the same 
level as China’s was in 2006. It is also roughly at the 
same level today as the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Bolivia and Uzbekistan, but it is only one of four 
countries to successfully put a satellite in orbit around 
Mars (also only costing US$68m). Like China, the 
impact of a country with a 1.3 billion population coupled 
with decades of high (5-10% growth) can be immense 
once the cumulative effect is realised. 

Late in 2016, the Indian economy’s growth rate eclipsed 
the Chinese economy’s growth rate for the first time 
since 1999 and only the second time since the early 
1980s.  The difference this time is that it is seen as a 
permanent reversal. For the global mining industry, the 
importance of this is clear as it also seems that India is 

‘about to hit the sweet spot in its commodity intensity 
inflection point’. Who supplies the commodities for this 
upswing in systemic consumption is a question of three 
scenarios. The prediction of which will happen will differ 
depending on who you ask:

1  Supplied locally by Indian mining and services 
companies - the Government’s ambition

2  Supplied by international companies –  
‘This is the most likely to happen’ one CEO noted

3  Growth will be constrained by a lack of supply 
(probably arising from lack of confidence in investment 
climate and slow pace of infrastructure delivery)
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To achieve the government’s vision of self-sufficiency, 
it cannot just catch up to the rest – it must disrupt the 
whole industry. ‘India has to leapfrog’ one CEO stated, 
‘that fifty years of evolution has to happen in five. 

Everyone in India talks about disruption, not innovation. 
It spills off the lips of the PM, the Ministers…no one talks 
about job creation.’ 

There is recognition that more jobs will be the ultimate 
product of greater innovation and disruption, which 
India needs to become the best in the world. This is in 
marked contrast to ‘Australia and the US’ another CEO 
noted, ‘where people get antsy whenever disruption 
is being talked about.’ Several other developing 
countries are also facing this question with a degree of 
trepidation, most notably South Africa, so in this sense 
India is quite unique.

In our conversations it became clear that Indian 
companies are making decisive moves and establishing 
creative partnerships to match their ambition. One 
company is partnering with a US nanotechnology 
provider to create a clean coal process (the provider 
had not previously had any exposure to the mining 
industry) through applying this technology to the waste 
from power generation. The goal being ‘to create a 
zero waste system.’ 

Another example concerns the creative use of fly ash 
which is a big problem in India and China because they 
have a high level of ash from their coal. This ash has 
30 percent alumina and ‘lots of other exotic things in 
it. No one in the US or Australia would care.’ In China, 
there are technologies ‘that can take fly ash straight to 

alumina without bauxite – can you imagine if you took 
bauxite out of the value chain?’ one CEO said ‘How 
disruptive that could be? This creates a waste stream 
that can be disruptive throughout the whole industry.’

This is not to say that Indian companies are overlooking 
the value of experienced skills from the established 
mining regions. Their value is appreciated by many, 
particularly in terms of senior executives - ‘Our new 
CTO will be an expert from either South Africa or 
Australia. We want to bring in someone different with 
a different perspective and experience set.’ Another 
CEO talked of his organisations “reverse mentoring” 
scheme whereby his C Suite are mentored by Indian 
millennials on digitisation.

Learning from, and leapfrogging, mature mining regions

I N N O VAT I O N  S TAT E  O F  P L AY I N D U S T R Y  R E P O R T  2 0 1 7   –   I N D I A

DIFFERENT REGIONS HAVE D IFFERENT NEEDS

EXTRACTION

PROCESSING

EXTRACTION

ENVIRONMENT

EXPLORATION

WE ASKED:   

Where in the value chain do you see the greatest value over the next 15 years? 

END-TO-END OPTIMISATION
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SOCIAL INNOVATION IN THE MIN ING INDUSTRY – IND IA’S POTENTIAL 
COMPETIT IVE ADVANTAGE?

India seems to be eroding the negative perception 
‘city peoples’ have toward its mining industry with 
respect to impacts on both the environment and local 
communities. While this is a problem shared by global 
mining companies, for India it’s ‘a much bigger problem 
because there are so many more people!’ Any time 
a company develops or expands a mine, ‘we have to 
throw out people from their communities. Therefore, 
people don’t see us in the most positive light.’  
Contextually India has about one million young people 
enter the workforce every month, so ‘full automation is 
not in sync with society needs’ said one CEO.

Added to this, the industry has also generally been 
perceived negatively at policy levels. When the 
commodity prices ‘skyrocketed’, it created ‘a lot of 
inefficiencies, illegalities and a lot of other problems 
because the governance wasn’t there.’ Need drives 
innovation – for Indian mining companies, the need to 
improve social licence has driven a diverse range of 
innovative approaches to managing its relationship with 
the community. ‘In India’, remarked one CEO, ‘it is about 
dealing with the details of people’s lives. You have to do 
this with your heart to do it well.’

The potential for a highly mutually beneficial approach 
is clear. Western companies can learn a lot from India 
and China in terms of urgency and speed. On the other 
hand, these emerging markets can learn a lot in terms 
of focus and discipline. The Japanese have shown 
a perfect example for how this can happen – it ‘will 
happen by osmosis rather than by revolution.’ 

China provides an interesting partnership pathway 
for Indian companies. Their innovation needs are very 
similar, with low operating costs (due primarily to a large 
source of cheaper labour) in contrast to Australia and 
North America. These ‘will have big implications for the 
technologies we will each focus on.’ One CEO noted 
the example of aluminium smelters where ‘China are 

the lead innovators, with the best technology, achieving 
20-30% higher efficiency than western companies.’ 

Very few western companies are spending money 
on improving this technology, which has resulted 
in Chinese smelters being built at half the cost. 
The Chinese ‘are not standing still and they are not 
just copying – they are actually creating whole new 
technology breakthroughs.’ If you accept the definition 
of disruption as a step change improvement in the 
utilisation of resources, then the ‘ability to build 
something at less than half the cost is a huge source 
of disruption. And it is being done by Chinese service 
companies.’

Co-development with China
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The great challenge of resettling communities has 
fostered a deeply considered approach – we ‘are quite 
skilled and methodical in the way in which we go about 
this, for example through re-training, services, welfare 
and re-housing.’ To achieve this, social innovation is 
central. ‘We need to show our good intentions with 
our actions. We are trying to educate the kids of our 
workers to give them a better life and make them more 
employable.’ 

Some examples of the different social initiatives 
include:

Rehabilitation of uneducated and unemployed youth 
through ‘military disciplined training’, provision of low 
level jobs and clear pathways to management for the 
engaged

Set up a ‘local community corporate trust which is then 
chosen to do the logistics and support services’ for 
the mine. ‘We create a profit sharing arrangement with 
the trust so that the community receives an ongoing 
benefit of our operations.’

Eradication is better than the cure – ‘We set up a 
pathology lab locally and help them to improve their 
health standards in the local communities’

For all training provided by the mine for core, ancillary 
and unrelated skills – ‘We ensure that everyone we train 
has certificates that are recognised across the country 
so they are employable by others.’

The contrast between how these companies 
communicate with local communities and how it is 
undertaken by companies in the west is instructive. 
The Indian companies we spoke with did not see the 
use of social media as anything special – ‘How else 
would we communicate with our local communities?’ 
This is a very different attitude to Australian companies 
in particular, who are reluctant to do too much on 
social media for fear of saying the wrong thing, or 
over exposure. The only constraint is those mines in 
very poorly developed parts of India where ‘the local 
communities aren’t as connected as they are in the 
urban communities.’ However, even here their use of 
social media will implicitly increase ‘as their connectivity 
increases.’ As one CEO said, ‘local innovation is our key 
concern – not at a national level.’

While the miners appear to be quite active, the Indian 
government is pushing them harder still. The federal 
government is drafting legislation to levy an ‘additional 
30% tax (akin to an increase of the royalties) for local 
community investment’ which will be administered by 
district government bodies. This tax will be supported 
by the ‘introduction of a simple five-star rating system 
for mining company performance with respect to 
social development objectives.’ Receiving a rating 
below four stars will place the company on a three-year 
remediation program.

I N N O VAT I O N  S TAT E  O F  P L AY I N D U S T R Y  R E P O R T  2 0 1 7   –   I N D I A

WE ASKED:   

Why is mining perceived negatively in society?

Economic 
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impact
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advanced
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Influence with 
government

Association 
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industry 

PERCEPTION OF MIN ING

India Rest of the World
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IND IA’S MINERS, THE ENVIRONMENT AND THE NECESSITY TO INNOVATE

The deterioration of the air quality in New Delhi has 
become famous globally, forcing a national debate 
that has led to a change in tone from India’s mining 
industry regarding their impact on the environment. 
In the words of one interviewee, this has created a 
‘greater urgency to minimise environmental impacts 
than anywhere else.’ Continuing the leapfrog theme, 
one CEO expect ‘drones to be very important in the 
next five years; not just for governments to ensure 
environmental compliance, but to demonstrate real 
time impact of people, jobs and their community’ to 
distant city stakeholders. 

A primary innovation focus for Indian mining companies 
is on minimising air and environmental impacts – ‘we 
are trying to show the country that we are not going 
to destroy the environment. If we cut 5,000 trees, we 
will plant 20,000 trees somewhere else.’ Illustrating 
how seriously India’s miners take this risk, and how 
deep seated the lack of trust is within India for miners, 
another CEO stated that ‘we have taken six years to 
establish our reputation as not going to destroy the 
environment.’ Another company is aiming for ‘Zero 
discharge of water. Zero impact on water.’ 

Many of the CEOs we spoke to seeded the idea ‘India 
has a big competitive advantage over Chinese and 
western companies when they look to operate in Africa 
given their skill and experience with social development 
and mining in highly populated areas.’ Given the 
extreme prospectivity of the African continent, this 
may herald the beginning of a structural shift in the 

industry away from the historical mining powerhouses. 
An interesting case study was provided by the CEO 
of one business who cited their ability to get an 
operation in Indonesia going that had stalled under 
western management – ‘we came in and were able to 
get it started very quickly because we had a greater 
understanding of their needs.’

ECOSYSTEM HEALTH DRIVES INNOVATION

Actions and relationships that drive innovation in the ecosystem. 

 
 
 
 
 

Smaller services 
companies

 

 

 

 

GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITY

RESEARCH SERVICE INDUSTRY MINERS

Applied 
research

Fundamental 
research

Tier 2/3

Tier 1

Ex
pl

or
er

s
FUNDING

EQUAL 3RD MOST  
IMPORTANT 

RELATIONSHIP

Larger service 
companies

INFLUENCING 
GOVERNMENT POLICY

 THE GREATEST WAY TO 
CATALYSE INNOVATION 

IN THE INDUSTRY

2ND MOST   
IMPORTANT 

RELATIONSHIP

EQUAL 3RD  
MOST   

IMPORTANT 
RELATIONSHIP

EQUAL 3RD MOST  
IMPORTANT 

RELATIONSHIP

MOST  
IMPORTANT 

RELATIONSHIP

I N N O VAT I O N  S TAT E  O F  P L AY I N D U S T R Y  R E P O R T  2 0 1 7   –   I N D I A



9

India

India is 3  x  more likely to select 
‘career promotions’ than South Africa 

One of the characteristics of the Indian economy, and 
by extension its mining industry, is its ability to hire 
relatively highly educated people to fill roles that in a 
developed country would be ‘non-degree supervisor 
roles.’ This is quite different to the experience of every 
other major mining region – China included. One of 
the most important implications of this workforce is its 
ability to understand, adapt to and implement change.

This will become increasingly significant as the pace of 
change of digital and energy technologies continues 
unabated. In the average company in the west, ‘most 
operators are very resistant to change, small changes 
have enormous institutional resistance. The only 
educated people on the shop floor are graduates and 
they only last six months.’ This puts Indian companies, 
as one CEO remarked, ‘at an enormous advantage.’

IND IA’S WORKFORCE EXPERIMENT - UNIVERSITY EDUCATED WORKERS IN 
BLUE COLLAR ROLES

For many in the broader community, the mining 
industry is inseparable from the coal industry. In time, 
this social licence may be recognised as a good thing. 
One of the most systemic innovation drivers is the 
goal of ‘zero waste management – beneficiating to the 
maximum.’ The objective of ‘using everything’ has led a 
vertically integrated coal mining and power business to 
develop a complete cycle process, partially through the 
use of fly ash.

Ultimately, however, many in the industry are shifting 
to the point of view that the only systemic and long 

term solution to creating a lower footprint is through 
underground mining – ‘about 20% of India’s coal 
resources are greater than 300m deep.’  The ‘pressure 
on the environment is becoming such that innovation 
is driving change in how the assets are designed’ and 
technology will play a big part in determining how this 
will happen. As one noted, ‘opportunities will continue 
to arise as we push further into this space.’

WE ASKED:   

How do you incentivise your workforce to innovate?

CAREER PROMOTIONS

COMMUNICATION AND LEADERSHIP ARE CRIT ICAL INCENTIVES
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India is 4  x more likely to select 
‘career promotions’ than the USA 

India is 5 x more likely to select 
‘career promotions’ than Australia

WE DON’T INCENTIVISE

India United StatesSouth Africa Australia

South Africa is 5  x more likely to say ‘we don’t’ than India 

USA is 4  x more likely to say ‘we don’t’ than India 

Australia is 3  x more likely to say ‘we don’t’ than India 

AustraliaUnited StatesSouth Africa
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IND IA’S IMPLICATIONS FOR GLOBAL METS

Perhaps the most commonly discussed industry in 
India is its information technology industry. A common 
assumption is that this will emerge as a defining 
competitive advantage for Indian miners and through 
the export of Indian information technology services 
to the global mining industry. So we were surprised to 
learn that ‘in some ways it is a disadvantage.’ 

Large Indian services companies ‘prefer to go for 
offshore companies because of the rate charge 
differentials’ - they get their ‘hook in’ by being cheaper 
than their competitors and then expand with other 
services. To date, they ‘haven’t focused on local 
companies like (us).’

An as yet underdeveloped source of potential 
innovation is Coal India, and as one seasoned leader 
noted there is a ‘lack of compulsion for innovation … 
today unfortunately business as usual is too easy.’ 

This oversight has created opportunities for large 
western companies to push into the Indian mining 
industry through strategic partnerships. For example, 
for the design and implementation of capabilities like 
remote operating and command centres, several 
Indian mining companies are talking to ‘global suppliers 
such as IBM to see if we can implement.’

So, the Indian advantage with information technology 
remains a case of ‘big resource, poorly exploited.’ 
This is unlikely to stay like this for long – ‘we will have 
a huge advantage in this space as we go forward. 
We will partner with small companies to do this…for 
technology, junior companies do R&D for the best value 
for money.’ Where implementation is required? ‘We go 
to the big guys.’

However globally, it is automation that is likely have the 
biggest transformative impact. The driving need for 
Australian and North American companies to reduce 
people related operating costs is not as critical to 
Indian companies, given ‘labour cost is not a serious 
concern for us.’ In India, the best possible person can 
be acquired for less than a tenth of the cost in the west. 
The ‘innovation incentive to automate and use robots 
isn’t as strong.’ The value of automation, rather, lies in 
‘safety, security, productivity and a lack of downtime.’ 

The consensus appeared to be that the Indian mining 
industry will not be making investment in automating 
‘processes that are currently done by humans as this 
is taking work from existing families.’ For example, this 
CEO continued, ‘if we automated trucks, two thousand 
families would be without an income.’

I N N O VAT I O N  S TAT E  O F  P L AY I N D U S T R Y  R E P O R T  2 0 1 7   –   I N D I A



11

WHERE COULD IND IA’S MIN ING INDUSTRY HAVE THE LARGEST  
GLOBAL IMPACT?

Exploration. If the Indian government does what it 
says it will do – enhancing exploration incentives and 
partnering with private companies to execute its aerial 
geophysical survey over much of the Indian landmass – 
the industry impact could be global. 

To date, innovation has been driven mainly by the 
private sector. However, exploration is the only 
technical area where the government will ‘push R&D 
and investment over the short to medium term’, 
making all historical and future resource data publicly 
available online.

With the full backing of the Indian government and 
open data for its enormous and capable information 
technology industry to analyse, we may see the 
realisation of the previously science fiction vision of a 
‘glass earth’ much sooner than anyone expects. 

When taken in conjunction with its social competitive 
advantage, burgeoning partnership with China, the 
power of its information technology industry and 
a broadly stated willingness to disrupt, India’s re-
emergence will have a huge impact on the global 
mining industry.

WE ASKED:   

As an industry, how can we best catalyse the innovation ecosystem?

Create an 
‘industry 
burning’ 
platform

Influence 
Government 
to alter policy 
settings

Well defined 
industry 
roadmap

Establish and 
participate 
in industry 
collaboration 
platforms

Pursue internal 
step change 
technology 
improvement

Fund applied 
research

Participate in 
‘moo shot’ - a 
collaborative 
attempt at 
developing next 
generation mine

CATALYSING THE INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

India Rest of the World
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BIENNIAL MINING SURVEY 2017 REPORT

The 3rd biennial survey of more than 800 global 
mining leaders reveals the impact of a rapidly 
changing international marketplace and its effect 
on innovation.

Download  $US280.00

Hard Copy  $US320.00
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INDUSTRY REPORT 2017 — SOUTH AFR ICA
Mining leaders in South Africa share their insights into innovation, 
regulation, workforce skills and foreign investment impacting the 
transformation of the country’s mining industry.

Can a needs-driven approach         
to innovation deliver South 
Africa’s mining renaissance?

OTHER VCI PUBLICATIONS

SOUTH AFRICA REPORT 2017

Supplemented by candid one-on-one interviews 
with past and present C-suite leaders of South 
Africa’s top mining companies – including Anglo 
Platinum, AngloGold Ashanti, General Electric, 
Impala Platinum and Sibanye Resources – this 
report is a companion to the 2017 Mining  
Survey Report.

The South Africa Report analyses the macro 
drivers of mining innovation, models of disruption 
and their implications, underlying technology 
focus, impact of innovation on society, and 
changing brand perception of mining in South 
Africa versus the rest of the world.

Download Free to subscribers
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