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EXPATRIATE 
GAMES

BACKGROUND

Our client owns and operates gold mines in 
China. It is an Australian company listed 
on the Australian Stock Exchange. The 
mine is the client’s flagship project; it will 
be the second largest gold mine in China 
– producing 180,000 ounces per annum – 
and potentially the largest when expansion 
increases capacity to 300,000 ounces per 
annum. The company holds 82% equity in 
a joint venture with a Chinese partner.

In order to comply with funding require-
ments, an international construction con-
tractor was hired and several key positions 
within the company’s management team 
were held by expatriates. This was, to an 
extent, at loggerheads with the company’s 
stated aim of developing local manage-
ment skills. 

OBJECTIVES

The company’s CEO believed that the task 
of overseeing construction and transition 
to a commissioned mine could be managed 
better. This would reduce “key person” re-
liance and improve contractor and project 
management. 

GPR Dehler was engaged to provide: 

--    An assessment of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the present management 
structure and technical support – how 
effectively these underpin current 
activities and business needs.

--    Plans for the transition of the company’s 
personnel from the mine, and the need 
for external recruitment.

--    Short term (six months) and medium 
term (one to two years) organisational 
design considerations of the project to 
enable the mine to reach the initial goal 
of 180,000 ounces of gold per annum.

KEY RESULTS

--    The issues that were standing in the 
way of good management – including 
key-person issues – have been identified 
and fixed.

--     Processes are in place to ensure that the 
plant pours gold on schedule. 

 --     Commissioning is no longer viewed 
as a problem – the focus has shifted to 
ramping-up production and to evolving 
the organisation and business priorities.

Experience. Performance.
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WHAT’S CAUSING THE 
NOISE? 

Several background issues were impeding 
the effectiveness of the company’s man-
agement, draining their time and causing 
frustration and friction. Just what those 
issues were was not clear.

In order to assess the problems, their 
impact and the tasks required to fix them, 
a better understanding of current perspec-
tives was needed.

Individual and group discussions were 
held with the management team; com-
prised mainly of Chinese nationals plus 
a handful of expatriates. The discussions 
provided key insights into the individual 
journeys of each of the managers – how 
they reached their current positions and 
the experiences that influence their think-
ing. Information was gathered on how 
they perceive their personal objectives and 
how they perceive the company’s objec-
tives in the move to commissioning the 
plant. 

WE KNOW BUT WE DON’T 
KNOW

None of the Chinese nationals had been 
through a plant construction or commis-
sioning before. However, they were pas-
sionate about the mine and wanted every 
aspect of it to succeed. 

One complaint in particular was voiced 
bitterly, loudly and often. They were clear 
on what their position (management title) 
was and the text book meaning within 
the organisation. However, they were not 
given a clear understanding of their roles 
and responsibilities across the construc-
tion and commissioning process. 

The expatriate managers had been through 
this type of project before and were hired 
for their knowledge and expertise. How-
ever, due to the communication difficul-
ties, and problems in knowing what was 
important to divulge and what was not, 
the Chinese nationals were issued ad-hoc 
instructions without fully understanding 
the context or the consequences.

IT LOOKS LIKE THIS

Once this was understood, the background 
noise receded and the real issue – the 
unnecessary smoke and mystique – was 
addressed. 

The entire process – design, construction 
and commissioning – was laid out in key 
tasks. From there the important activi-
ties were first identified, then stepped out 
and, where feasible and worthwhile, were 
mapped in detail. A matrix was used to 
align the process and activities to the 
organisation, and these were linked to 
individual roles and accountabilities. This 
covered the key construction activities, 
expected both of the company and of the 
contractor, across mining, the processing 
plant, human resources, engineering and 
environmental issues. 

This had a number of benefits. It put defi-
nition behind the activities – clearly setting 
out the roles and responsibilities allocated 
to the company and the contractor. And 
the Chinese managers were provided, 
for the first time, with a full picture of 
the process – much of which was one-off 
tasks – and their individual part in it. This 
removed the expatriate key-person issues, 
provided the local managers with the sense 
of order and control that had been previ-
ously lacking, and forced open discussions 
on the required organisational structure 
and related recruiting needs.

The Chinese nationals were good 

managers in their own right, but 

lacked specific experience and 

didn’t have the structure to gain 

clarity about their roles. Uncover-

ing and understanding the issues 

enabled the management problems 

to be resolved.
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AROUND THE CLOCK

The knowledge of what to address first – 
rather than only the ability to do it – was 
where interventions from GPR Dehler 
consultants provided the client with sub-
stantial value.

With clarity all round, it was possible to 
develop monthly reporting disciplines that 
highlighted what needed to be accom-
plished next in order to ensure that the 
mining project becomes operational and 
that gold is poured on time. As a result, the 
organisational culture started to gel and 
the focus shifted towards the management 
routines needed to operate the soon-to-
be-commissioned plant.

The key issue that emerged was the need 
for 24 hour availability of equipment and 
the tasks that crews had to undertake in 
order to keep the plant running day and 
night. As a result of this project, the com-
pany’s management team now have an ap-
proach to doing this internally – calling on 
external resources only where necessary.

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.


