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FAST TRACKS 

BACKGROUND

This operation in Western Australia is the 
world’s third largest sea-borne supplier of 
iron ore. It includes six open cut mines, 
a processing facility, two ports and two 
railways.

A closed-loop supply chain transports 
material from the mines by rail to the 
processing facility where it is crushed and 
sized, then loaded onto ships. In total, the 
operation employs around 2000 people 
plus 1900 contractors.

Due to a major upswing in the demand for 
iron ore, the company planned a significant 
ramp-up, with a targeted increase in ton-
nage of 12.5%.

OBJECTIVES

Senior management were aware that the 
current transportation cycle times could 
not deliver the increased number of tons. 
These had to improve by approximately 
10% to meet the targets; assuming no 
maintenance shutdowns.

GPR Dehler was invited to  help the com-
pany to:

--   Improve the efficiency and shorten 
cycle times.

 --   Ensure that there are clearly defined 
roles and responsibilities to support the 
system.

--    Further the development of business 
improvement skills within the com-
pany.

 --   Ensure that any changes incorporate a 
robust approach to safety, consistent 
with the company’s values.

KEY RESULTS

--   A record safety performance was 
achieved.

--     A 12.5% increase in tonnes of ore railed 
to the port was achieved (this beat the 
highest record in the previous quarter 
by 8%).

Experience. Performance.
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DIG IT BETTER THAN  
MOVING IT

Mining, processing and port operations 
were sophisticated and reasonably ef-
ficient. The low-hanging fruit had been 
picked a long time ago. In addition, a range 
of improvement initiatives across the com-
pany were underway to bring production 
figures up to targeted levels.

The one problem that wasn’t easily 
resolved was the time taken to load and 
transport iron ore. Cycle times – from 
the time the train is loaded and leaves the 
mine until it is back, reloaded and ready 
to go again – were not fast enough to 
meet the required tonnage. Instead of the 
required 13 trains per day, the company 
was achieving 11 or, at best, 12. Improving 
productivity required involvement from 
multiple departments and any changes had 
to integrate with, and leverage off, other 
initiatives.

FIND THE PROBLEM

A team comprising GPR Dehler consult-
ants and seven members of the company’s 
Business Improvement unit set about 
identifying the issues, determining how to 
fix them, and assessing the resources that 
are needed to do so.

This involved reviewing train turna-
rounds, loading times, dumping times, 
travelling times, yard and train planning 
processes; all with the aim of promoting 
shorter cycle times and delivering more 
tonnes to the port.

OUT OF SYNCH

The underlying problem was that of syn-
chronisation. The mines, the processing 

facility, the port and the rail services were 
operating in relative isolation.

There were different measurable and 
quantifiable indicators between depart-
ments, KPI conflicts between different 
areas, divergent views on what projects 
should be given priority, and the primary 
issue – insufficient communication. The 
flow of information across the whole sup-
ply chain was not always effective and not 
always timely. Below are a few examples of 
the problems and the resolutions.

WHAT TIME’S THE TRAIN?

Each mine needed to undertake significant 
preparations to load a train. Not infre-
quently, staff at a mine would check the 
system for the expected arrival time and 
prepare accordingly. Although changes 
had occurred, controllers hadn’t updated 
the system. The train would arrive early 
and the iron ore wouldn’t be ready to load. 
Or vice versa. Typically, this would cause 
half a day of lost time. In some instances, a 
locomotive had broken down and the staff 
at the mines didn’t find out about it for a 
day or more. The flow-on effects impacted 
right across the operations.

UNIDENTIFIED TRAINS

In a similar vein, another issue that 
detracted from efficient planning was an 
inability to keep track of trains. Each train-
load was allocated an identity number. 
Once it reached the port and dumped the 
iron ore, that number would cease to ap-
ply. Until the train was reassembled ready 
for despatch back to the mines, it had no 
identity and was no longer in the system 
– no one knew how long it was in the port 
for. This caused predictable difficulties 
with planning and scheduling timetables, 

The company had an experienced 

Business Improvement unit that 

utilised Six Sigma methodology 

to improve performance. Several 

initiatives were already under-

way. However, they had difficulty 

viewing and improving the whole 

supply chain process and managing 

the interdepartmental behavioural 

changes needed to achieve results.
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and a range of maintenance activities.

The key to solving this was in tracking the 
utilisation of main line locomotives, by 
monitoring the time of arrival to the time 
of dispatch. Processes for locomotive use, 
servicing and crewing were also changed 
and enhanced in order to minimise time  
in port. 

TURNAROUND AT THE PORT

Once a train had dumped the ore, the 
locomotive would push the train through 
the port and through to the service areas. 
The locomotive would undergo servicing 
– refuelling, cleaning, water, oil – and be 
released back to the main line.

By changing this process, it was possible 
to use older yard-locomotives to push 
the empty trains through, enabling the 
newer locomotives to be released back into 
service quicker. This shaved around 30 
minutes off the turnaround cycle, which 
had positive flow-ons including reducing 
the amount of time that car dumpers stand 
idle.

CALLING ALL CARS

The train cars take a substantial batter-
ing and, at the end of every run, some 
are temporarily lost to the repair shop. 
However, issues with both communica-
tion (including those unidentified trains) 
and sequencing meant that the repair shop 
did not always have enough replacement 
cars to ensure that the train left with the 
full quota. A shorter train means less 
capacity on the next run, leaving behind a 
host of stockpile and planning issues, and a 
shortfall in delivery.

This was resolved through new daily fore-

casting procedures that ensure that enough 
cars are always available for a full length 
train. The required number of cars are now 
made available on the siding ready to be 
added to a train once the damaged cars  
are removed.

REACHING THAT OPTIMUM 
WEIGHT

Ore is loaded at one of the mines into the 
cars as the train moves slowly beneath a 
series of dumping bins. At times the load is 
biased towards the front of the car, at times 
towards the back. Rarely is a car uniformly 
filled to the optimum height and weight.

In order to resolve this, it was decided to 
build a pad, just beyond the last dumping  
bin, place a stockpile of iron ore on it and 
use an excavator to top-up the cars. This 
lifted the average weight by a few extra 
percent which further contributed to 
reaching the target.

RESPONSIBLE  
COMMUNICATION

A new train control system is being 
designed to resolve many of the com-
munication issues. In the interim, 
manual processes connected to Service 
Level Agreements have been designed 
and implemented to clearly define who 
is accountable and responsible for what 
information communication, who must 
be consulted in making key decisions, and 
who must be informed of those decision.

BETTER PRIMED, MORE 
SKILLED

Before being seconded to this project, 
Members of the Business Improvement 
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unit were all trained and practised in 
identifying and implementing operational 
improvements. Most were Six Sigma 
experts. This project provided them with 
an opportunity to acquire the additional 
scope to manage the behavioural changes 
that support technical changes. This has 
helped both in developing their leadership 
abilities and in preparing them for creating 
ongoing improvements in performance 
and reliability.

EASY ON PAPER

This project, like many of our engage-
ments, looks straightforward on paper. 
The reality is far from it. Our skill is not 
just in identifying problems and designing 
solutions, but in making those solutions 
work – often in a tough business and cul-
tural environment.

GPR Dehler has an excellent record of 
implementing change programs in Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Asia, Europe, North 
America and Southern Africa. Every-
thing we do is geared towards achieving 
results – not writing reports. We have the 
management and planning skills as well 
as hands on consultants with experience 
to overcome obstacles and transform 
good ideas into effective and successful 
programs. Significantly, we do this with 
minimum disruption to our clients’ busi-
ness operations.


