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Recommendations 

1. Implement the Powering Australia commitments unchanged, including:  

a. Ensuring that trade-exposed industries are not disadvantaged against their 

international competitors.  

b. Retain the 100,000 tonnes threshold for the National Safeguard Mechanism. 

2. Prioritise Trade relationships and investment: 

a. Carefully manage the Government’s response to foreign investment into critical 

minerals projects to separate those going into commercial supply chains from 

those that have a defence or security purpose.  

b. Increase the funding and capacity of AusTrade; and 

c. Investigate the potential to widen the remit of Export Finance Australia to make 

equity investment in Australian critical minerals projects that contain a 

downstream processing or value adding component.  

3. Prioritise the Critical Minerals sector:  

a. Develop a new National Critical Minerals Strategy that directly connects with State 

and Territory Government efforts and support different critical minerals 

opportunities in different States.  

b. Develop incentives that offer a meaningful benefit for advancing Australian 

projects and downstream opportunities, including low interest loans, equity 

investments, reduced costs, fees and charges, and accelerated assessment and 

approvals processes.  

4. Accelerate food security minerals by developing a national strategic response for their 

development. 

5. Continue Australian mineral exploration leadership by: 

a. Continue the Exploring for the Future program. 

b. Re-imagine the UNCOVER initiative, and find a practical way forward for initiatives 

that will help Australia find and unlock undercover mineral assets; and 

c. Investigate options to support the State and Territory Geological Surveys to review 

the core and data libraries for critical minerals.  

6. Address national labour shortages by: 

a. Developing an agile skilled migration system for Australia, that can readily respond 

to shifts in the labour market. This should be based on up-to-date labour force 

data, subject to robust industry consultation, and resourced to fast-track the 

processing of visas. 

b. Reclassify Driller (ANZSCO 712211) as Skill Classification Level 3, and add to the 

PMSOL and STSOL for urgent access to skilled migrant workers. 

c. Develop a national STEM strategy, in collaboration with the State and Territory 

Governments, to target early high-school students, and support more diversity in 

the future industry workforce.  

d. Explore amending the Commonwealth pension scheme to incentivise returning to 

work. 
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7. Drive the nationalisation of digital environmental approvals by: 

a. Expanding the Digital Environmental Assessment Program; and 

b. Develop and enforce national environmental data standards, based off the WA 

data. 

8. Resolve issues with the Junior Minerals Exploration Incentive (JMEI) by ensuring that 

companies and investors affected by the 2020/21 reforms are able to realise their promised 

tax credits. 

9. Deliver necessary Commonwealth environmental reforms by: 

a. Consulting on the 2019 Graeme Samuel Review reforms and then moving forward 

with amendments. 

b. Passing and implementing the Commonwealth-State approvals bilateral reforms. 

c. Removing the mining and milling of ore provisions in the EPBC Act. 

d. Remove the water trigger from the EPBC Act; and 

e. Amend Section 487 of the EPBC Act to reduce vexatious appeals. 

10. Deliver needed validating legislation by the Commonwealth Government working with the 

WA Government to expeditiously resolve this issue, by passing an amendment to the 

Native Title Act, enabling the WA Government to pass legislation validating granted mining 

tenure.  

11. Government note AMEC’s support of the Voice to Parliament. 

12. Consider the finalisation and implementation of WA’s Aboriginal and Cultural Heritage 

Legislation, before contemplating a Federal Intervention into this area. 

13. Restart the reforms of the CATSI Act to deliver needed improvements to transparency and 

administration of 3,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander associations in Australia. 

14. The Commonwealth Government reaffirm its commitment to the Multi Land Use 

Framework, endorsed by the Council of Australian Governments in 2015. 

15. Continued Commonwealth Government support of the harmonisation of national Work 

Health Safety laws. 

16. The Commonwealth Government should recognise that the mining industry is already 

delivering above average wages and conditions and should exempt the industry from the 

proposed multi-employer bargaining changes.   

17. Department of Defence develop a strategy for the interface between mineral exploration, 

mining and Defence Land. 

18. The Australian Bureau of Statistics tighten the definitions of new and existing deposits. 

19. The Commonwealth Government support increased competition within the upstream 

domestic energy sector for the benefit of the nation to reduce Australia’s national 

Greenhouse Gas emissions profile, and to reduce the cost of energy in Australia. 

20. Commonwealth Government retain the current Diesel Tax Credit arrangements. 

21. Commonwealth Government commit to no additional cost recovery on Industry. 

The Association of Mining and Exploration Companies (AMEC) is a leading national industry 

body with over 530 member companies across Australia.   

More information is available at www.amec.org.au 

http://www.amec.org.au/
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MINERAL EXPLORATION UNDERPINS A GREEN FUTURE 

The mining and mineral exploration industry will drive the delivery of global ambitions to reach net 

zero by 2050, not just those of Australia.  The World Bank1 suggests that to meet the growing 

demand for clean energy technologies the production of minerals, such as graphite, lithium, and 

cobalt, could increase by nearly 500% by 2050. It estimates that over 3 billion tons of minerals and 

metals will be needed to enable the technologies to achieve the 2°C target. 

While it is broadly understood that more will be needed, it is unclear how many minerals will be 

needed.  The International Energy Agency estimates that, for example, future cobalt demand could 

range from 6 to 30 times higher than today’s levels2.  The amount of cobalt entirely depends on 

assumptions in the predicative modelling about the evolution of battery chemistry and climate policies.  

Likewise, the rare earths needed could triple in volume or grow by seven times as much, depending 

on the uptake of battery-heavy technologies such as wind turbines. 

To satisfy this rising demand, prioritising mineral exploration and mining is a key plank in delivering 

the net zero by 2050 platform.  These new minerals must first be found before they can be used in 

reducing carbon emissions.  If they are not discovered in Australia, they will have to be found 

elsewhere. 

Australia has a world leading Environment, Society, Governance profile (ESG) that is a competitive 

advantage.  Both State and Commonwealth regulations are ensuring Australian mining and mineral 

exploration reach the highest standards globally.  This is an advantage that could become a 

commercial benefit in the future as customers demand to know the provenance of minerals. 

Meeting the demand to lower emissions will require the discovery of new deposits of the minerals 

needed to enable the technologies that will make that possible. 

Without new discoveries Australia’s current production levels will begin to decrease, as existing mines 

exhaust their reserves and close. New mines are needed to sustain current production levels and 

Government revenue streams. New mine developments are needed to deliver increased employment 

and social dividends. Australia’s natural resources potential is still enormous. However, much of our 

known resource reserves are deeper, under thick cover and are not currently economic to exploit.  

This opportunity is also significantly constrained, because exploration in ‘greenfields’ areas relies 

heavily on speculative private investment in a globally competitive environment.  

Greenfields mineral exploration in Australia is mainly undertaken by small companies, which rely on 

raising investment capital to undertake this work, or in entering joint venture partnerships.   

 

1 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action 
2 https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/24d5dfbb-a77a-4647-abcc-
667867207f74/TheRoleofCriticalMineralsinCleanEnergyTransitions.pdf 
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Greenfields exploration can be unattractive for private investment because of the high-risk profile, with 

roughly only 1 in 100 ‘greenfields’ exploration projects leading to a discovery.  These odds aside, few 

private investors and banks seek such long-term returns, with the average mine taking 13 years to go 

from discovery to production in Australia. There can also be an additional long lead time during the 

initial land access, approval and exploration phases prior to any discovery. 

If a discovery is made, whether it is transformed into a mine is a question of the geology, corporate 

ability, commodity prices, financing, enabling infrastructure and the regulatory framework.  The 

Commonwealth Government can influence the last three factors: persuade financiers, facilitate the 

construction of infrastructure, and ensure the regulatory framework is not only effective, but efficient 

as well. 

As a leading national industry body for mining and mineral exploration companies, the Association of 

Mining and Exploration Companies (AMEC) is working with our members and Australian 

Governments to support the discovery of the minerals needed to facilitate a lower emission future. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. POWERING AUSTRALIA 

AMEC recognises that the Commonwealth Government was elected with a clear election platform, 

articulated through the Powering Australia plan.  

Particularly important to our industry were clear commitments around targets for emissions reductions 

by 2030, and Net Zero to be achieved by 2050. Equally important was the commitment that trade-

exposed industries would not be disadvantaged against international competitors. 

AMEC further appreciates that the Government has also committed to not reduce the National 

Safeguard Mechanism threshold from 100,000 tonnes. 

Industry fully expects that the Commonwealth Government will keep these commitments.  

AMEC supports a national bipartisan response lead by the Australian Government to emissions 

reduction and abatement through unified and consistent action to achieve net zero by 2050.  A 

statement identifying the Government’s commitment to achieve that outcome is necessary.  A 

commitment to net zero must be nested in the following policy commitments including: 

• Government policy that appropriately reflects Australia’s dependence on the jobs and combined 

revenues generated by the various sectors of the resources industry; 

• An integrated, orderly, phased transition to a low carbon Australian economy aligned to the 

national commitments made under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) that allows flexible solutions and continued and sustainable economic development 

in line with UNFCCC Article 3, Principle 43i; 

• Government policy that does not significantly disadvantage new entrants in comparison with 

established companies; 

• The equitable implementation of commitments across each sector of the economy and 

Government; 

• A Government policy that does not disadvantage trade-exposed industries and workers in trade-

exposed industries in comparison to international competitors or result in carbon leakage; 

• Any amendment of policy should: 

o Align with existing international obligations and commitments; 

o Be implemented transparently, gradually and in consultation with Industry. 

 

3 UNFCCC Art ic le 3; Principle 4: The Part ies have a right  to, and should, promote sustainable 
development. Pol ic ies and measures to protect the cl imate system against human -induced change should 
be appropriate for the specif ic condit ions of each Party and should be integrated with nat ional 
development programmes, taking into account that economic development is essential for a dopting 
measures to address cl imate change.  
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• The development and deployment of low emissions and abatement technologies with a focus on 

outcomes rather than fuel or technology type;  

• Prioritise the lowest cost abatement and avoid duplication of emission regulation and offsets 

between jurisdictions; 

• Companies should be accountable for Scope 1 emissions alone in line with the Federal Policy 

Framework;  

• Scope 2 and 3 emissions should not be included in the calculation of Greenhouse Gases that a 

regulator expects to be abated; 

• A policy that rewards innovation and Greenhouse Gas abatement that surpass regulated levels; 

• Reinvesting all revenues raised from emissions reduction regulation directly in reducing 

Australia’s national Greenhouse Gas emissions profile. 

 

Providing policy certainty and transparency on Australia’s climate change strategy and the related policy 

framework is needed.  There is tremendous opportunity for Australia as the work transitions toward 

decarbonisation. The mining and mineral exploration industry has a significant role to play as a provider 

of the minerals that will make that transition possible.  

 
Recommendations 

1. Implement the Powering Australia commitments unchanged, including:  

a. Ensuring that trade-exposed industries are not disadvantaged against their 

international competitors.  

b. Retain the 100,000 tonnes threshold for the National Safeguard Mechanism. 

 

2. PRIORITISE TRADE RELATIONSHIPS 

Australia is a trading nation that relies on access to customers and free markets to profit from our 

abundant resources and talents.  Ensuring that free and open commercial relationships are 

maintained with all trading partners must be a priority for the Commonwealth Government.  

Foreign Investment  

The vast majority of our full member companies, across all commodities, have in some way benefitted 

from overseas investment in their companies and projects.  

Over the last few years, AMEC has worked to promote the opportunity for Australia to secure our 

place as a significant provider of critical minerals into the globally emerging renewable energy and 

battery industries, as well as pursing opportunities for local processing and manufacturing. 

Australian industry has also identified significant commercial opportunities in this rapidly emerging 

industry and supply chains for lithium batteries, electric vehicles, renewable energy technologies and 

energy storage.  
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Over 100 Australian mining and exploration companies are currently working to find and develop 

critical minerals projects in Australia. Many of these companies are also pursuing potential value 

adding and downstream processing opportunities here in Australia.  

The reality is that most of these projects will require foreign investment and offtake agreements with 

overseas customers to be viable. For these projects to incorporate and develop downstream 

processing will also likely require international partners, bringing technical expertise and intellectual 

property, as well as further investment. 

Without this support, these local value adding opportunities could be lost to other countries.  

The ability of Australia to capitalise on this opportunity will to a large extent depend on the ability of 

Australian companies to access and attract foreign investment.  

Foreign Investment Review Board (FIRB) 

The Foreign Investment Review Board is at the centre of nearly all conversations amongst Industry 

regarding financing as a reflection of the perceived shifts in Australia’s stance on the international 

stage. 

The amendments to the Foreign Investment Review Board elevated consideration for Australian 

national security in foreign investment.  The new ‘national interest’ tests are understood to be 

designed to protect Australia against projects that are ultimately against the country’s best interests. 

AMEC asks that the transparency and clarity of the FIRB decisions is increased.  A greater distinction 

between commercial and security applications of a product is needed.  

Rare Earths is regularly referred to with an allusion to the F-35A fighter jet, the latest aircraft at the 

front line of the Royal Australian Air Force. The F-35 requires at least 420 kg of rare earths.  Australia 

currently plans to have 72 F-35 fighter jets operational by 2023, needing 30-tonnes of rare earths. 

A wind turbine demands a similar commitment of rare earths, with 408 kg4 needed per wind turbine in 

the many permanent magnets.  The Clean Energy Council estimated that at the end of 2020, 21 wind 

farms, composing many, many, turbines, with a combined capacity of more than 4 GW were under 

construction or financially committed nationally5. 

We appreciate that there are national security considerations the greater the guidance that can be 

provided to identify these minority of projects, more clearly defining what they are would be beneficial.   

 

4 https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/metals/093021-feature-miners-
scramble-to-develop-rare-earths-deposits-ex-china-as-demand-prices-
soar#:~:text=According%20to%20Vancouver-
based%20Fundamental%20Research%20Corp%2C%20each%20EV,estimated%20to%20use%20up
%20to%20408%20kg%20each. 
5 https://www.cleanenergycouncil.org.au/resources/technologies/wind 
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The Federal Government does bear some responsibility, if FIRB decides to exclude financing for a 

project that there is other funding accessible. Financing projects is extremely difficult.  Many projects 

that have faced a set back by FIRB struggle to get off the ground as a consequence. 

It seems to make little sense for Australia to reject investment from certain countries, when these 

countries are simply able to purchase the minerals through offtake agreements. 

AusTrade 

Increasing the funding and capacity of AusTrade would be beneficial for Industry.  AusTrade were the 

first movers on critical minerals amongst the Commonwealth Government agencies.  They also 

promise a pathway for companies developing critical mineral projects to make the connections that 

will underpin future investment.  If attention could also be given to ensure the State Government 

Trade Offices work in concert with AusTrade it would be to the benefit of future Australian industries. 

Emerging from COVID, where little international travel was possible, the importance of a well-

resourced and engaged AusTrade has been underlined. 

Export Finance Australia (EFA) 

Recent amendments to the mandate of Export Finance Australia that have allowed it to make an equity 

investment in infrastructure projects.  This is a step change in how the EFA has historically operated, 

previously only offering loans to projects that meet certain criteria.  While the current provisions are 

essentially targeted at foreign aid in the Pacific, they could be transformative. Broadening the 

applicability of EFA’s powers to invest equity in projects beyond infrastructure to critical minerals 

projects would allow the Commonwealth Government to change the economic model that currently 

underpins Australian critical minerals projects.   

Currently, it is unlikely that a recently discovered critical mineral deposit will have its ore processed 

downstream in Australia.  What consistently occurs is that as the company that has discovered the 

deposit, moves toward development they are offered equity and investment to develop the mine.  This 

often comes on the proviso that the processing will occur offshore when the investor has other facilities.  

On average by this time, a company, will have spent 13 years from discovery to the development of a 

mine. The company is faced by a dilemma: to take the offered money, develop the mine, ship the ore 

for processing overseas; or delay developing the mine, and take the riskier path of attempting domestic 

downstream processing. 

This is not an easy choice, but despite the challenges, many companies are keen to build a mine that 

does further downstream processing in Australia.  If the Government were to choose to invest in 

companies that were undertaking downstream processing that met appropriate criteria it would have a 

positive influence on their ability to find further financing.  An EFA equity investment would almost 

certainly crowd in other funding.  AMEC is frequently asked by foreign investors regarding whether the 
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Government’s enthusiasm is matched by a willingness to support certain projects, an equity investment 

would answer that question clearly. 

 
Recommendations 

2. Prioritise Trade relationships and investment: 

a. Carefully manage the Government’s response to foreign investment into critical 

minerals projects to separate those going into commercial supply chains from 

those that have a defence or security purpose;  

b. Increase the funding and capacity of AusTrade; and 

c. Investigate the potential to widen the remit of Export Finance Australia to make 

equity investment in Australian critical minerals projects that contain a 

downstream processing of value adding component.  

 

3. PRIORITISE THE CRITICAL MINERALS SECTOR 

The recent commitment by the Commonwealth Government develop a new National Critical Minerals 

Strategy is a welcome development, as it provides the opportunity to align and better connect with a 

host of State and Territory Government strategies and initiatives. The lack of a cohesive national 

approach has been a barrier to more success in realising greater downstream investment and 

development in Australia.  

With the exception of nickel and copper, critical minerals projects are likely to be small to medium sized 

mines, found and developed by small to medium sized companies.  These companies will have a 

greater challenge raising the capital to develop these projects. As critical minerals projects are emerging 

projects (and generally do not have a long-term transparent or commoditised price) investors are often 

wary of emerging minerals, because the return on investment is far less predictable. Equally, many 

emerging commodities also find challenges with Government regulators that are unfamiliar with the new 

complexities that can accompany these projects.  

Globally, there is an anticipated shortage of critical and battery minerals that Australia is uniquely placed 

to meet. Australia produces 60% of the world’s lithium, mines nearly all of the minerals necessary for 

batteries as well as those classed as ‘critical minerals’.  This is an enormous economic and employment 

opportunity. 

However, Australia must recognise that there is strong competition for these investments and that we 

are competing against countries that have strong and united efforts from their Governments and 

industries, that involve significant industry concessions and incentives.  

Independent research undertaken for AMEC suggests that the lithium value chain alone will grow from 

a baseline of $165 million in 2017 to $2 trillion by 2025. 
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There are hurdles, with the technology, the intellectual property and the patents further down the value 

chain closely held by a small number of international conglomerates.  These organisations have also 

captured the market and provide the commercially viable batteries that manufacturers use. This means 

that Australian companies can either develop the technology necessary to progress down the value 

chain domestically or partner with a company which has already developed the required level of 

expertise.    

The Australian, Western Australian, Northern Territory, Queensland and New South Wales 

Governments have launched strategies to attract foreign investment into further development and 

processing of battery and critical minerals.  The associated opportunities should continue to be 

prioritised by all Governments. 

The Federal Government should continue the research and development (R&D) tax offset. This 

incentive for eligible R&D activities encourages companies to invest in Australian technology.  The 

Australian critical minerals story is largely a technology story.  Critical minerals are more than mining, 

they demand careful processing and the application of technology to the unique geologies of each 

critical minerals deposit to extract the minerals. 

One of the most effective levers the Commonwealth Government has to incentivise critical minerals is 

to craft the application of tax policy to encourage the development Australia needs. 

Tax Ruling 2017/1, paragraph 256 (noting paragraphs 264 and 271-272) is quite supportive of the 

treatment of pilot plants as research facilities.  However, Industry has provided regular feedback that 

the ATO is taking a narrow and punitive interpretation that is ruling out much of the intended benefit of 

the original ruling. An update to Practical Compliance Guidance 2016/17 which details the ATO 

compliance approach for exploration expenditure deductions could benefit Industry. 

As this industry develops, other countries are beginning to develop incentive schemes to attract battery 

mineral processing operations to their countries.  These are essentially efforts by nations to buy a piece 

of a new emerging industry that will deliver thousands of new highly skilled jobs, along with significant 

commercial and economic opportunities. The Australian Government should closely monitor incentives 

and subsidies being offered by other countries and consider whether similar measures are needed to 

support the development of this industry in Australia. 
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Recommendations 

3. Prioritise the Critical Minerals sector by: 

a. Developing a new National Critical Minerals Strategy that directly connects with 

State and Territory Government efforts and support different critical minerals 

opportunities in different States.  

b. Developing incentives that offer a meaningful benefit for advancing Australian 

projects and downstream opportunities, including low interest loans, equity 

investments, reduced costs, fees and charges, and accelerated assessment and 

approvals processes.  

 

4. ACCELERATE FOOD SECURITY MINERALS 

While critical minerals opportunities have received much of the attention, garnered by the desire to 

value add to our minerals, and to secure greater domestic processing, a similar opportunity exists for 

minerals needed for domestic food security.  

Australia has an emerging Sulphate of Potash industry in Western Australia, and promising 

Phosphate projects in the Northern Territory and Queensland.  Australian sulphate of potash is 

chemically superior to the dominant product on the market, muriate of potash. Muriate of Potash has 

a high chlorine content which is less desirable for producing high yielding crops. 

Currently Australia, imports nearly all of it potash.  However, RaboBank research has indicated that 

the Russian-Ukraine conflict has removed 40% of the world’s potash supply from the market6.  Not 

only has it created a global supply chain issue for the agricultural sector, it has also underscored the 

opportunity present for Australia to become independent and nationally secure. 

 
Recommendation 

4. Accelerate food security minerals by developing a national strategic response for their 

development. 

 

5. CONTINUE AND EXPAND EXPLORING FOR THE FUTURE 

The $225 million Exploring for the Future program is the centrepiece of Australia’s commitment to 

geological precompetitive data.  Precompetitive data supplies the raw geological information and data 

that allows exploration companies to make decisions about how and where they will explore.  

The 2020–24 Exploring for the Future program7 is comprised of eight interrelated projects: 

▪ Three deep-dive projects in potentially resource-rich corridors; 

▪ Three continental-scale projects with a focus on southern Australia; and 

▪ Two program-support projects involving data management and program communication. 

 

6 https://research.rabobank.com/far/en/sectors/farm-inputs/the-russia-ukraine-war-impact-on-global-
fertilizer-markets.html 
7 https://www.ga.gov.au/eftf/about/impact-pathway 
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The Exploring for the Future program has had recent, notable success with the Julimar discovery in 

Western Australia near Toodyay.  A mere one hour by road outside the Perth metropolitan area, a 

once in twenty-year nickel and palladium metals discovery has been made.  This discovery has 

triggered a wave of exploration in the southwest of Western Australia and opened what will be a new 

mineral province for the nation.  

The discovery began with the company pursuing curious geological anomalies evident in the publicly 

released Exploring for the Future data.  This discovery will lead to a mine that will create hundreds of 

jobs, mining minerals that are used in batteries and hydrogen energy production.   

The discovery also triggered a cascade of investment by other companies to investigate other 

anomalies in the region in the hope of a similar find. This multiplier effect can be overstated, but is 

evident in the southwest of Western Australia with over 14,000 km2 of tenure pegged in the morning 

after the discovery was announced. 

The Exploring for the Future program de-risks exploration by making the initial decision of where to 

direct a company’s limited resources to explore. 

It is important that the Commonwealth Government continues to invest in delivering this geoscientific 

information around the nation.  The Exploring for the Future program, and its future iterations, are at 

the foundation of the Australian mineral exploration industry and must continue. 

Revitalising the UNCOVER Initiative.  

A fundamental problem facing mineral exploration in Australia and contributing to a slowing in the 

discovery of future mines, is the science of exploring under ever deepening cover.  Cover is the name 

of the substantial overburden, the rocks, gravel and soil that sit above ore bodies. 

Long term, deep, research is needed to be focussed on solving this problem.   

Australia needs a dedicated focus on fast tracking greenfield discovery.  Greenfield mineral 

exploration holds the promise for Australia to discover major new mines of critical minerals.   

Greenfield mineral exploration research is a pure public good in the sense that it is non-rival and non-

excludable. 

The UNCOVER initiative8, that was launched was never really implemented. Varying parts have been 

picked up through Exploring for the Future, and the MinEx CRC, but a large portion of the strategy 

has never been implemented. This is largely due to the significant cost.  

  

 

8 https://www.ga.gov.au/news-events/news/latest-news/uncover-unlocking-australias-hidden-mineral-potential 
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Gold (Average depth of cover above deposit in metres) 

 1950-59 1960-69 1970-79 1980-89 1990-99 2000-09 2010-19 

Australia 0 0 7 23 35 47 125 

World 11 10 15 212 25 34 67 

 

Base metals (Copper, Nickel, Zinc, Lead) (Average depth of cover above deposit in metres) 

 1950-59 1960-69 1970-79 1980-89 1990-99 2000-09 2010-19 

Australia 27 39 75 137 44 114 185 

World 45 53 50 96 84 87 178 

Reference: Graph courtesy of MinEx Consulting9 

As per the Minex Consulting data above discoveries are getting deeper, both in Australia and around 

the world.  This challenge10 is being seen with the unit cost per discovery tripling over the last decade.   

Since 2000, over 70% of economic mineral discoveries have been made by small ASX-listed mineral 

exploration companies11.  These companies generally have three to ten staff, and do not have the 

financial capacity, or sufficient organisational capacity, to do the research to discover new techniques 

to greenfield mineral exploration under deep cover.  However, they would use new techniques if 

available. 

Beyond the development of new techniques, significant work is required to analyse the massive 

amount of geological data already collected across Australia, through decades of mineral exploration. 

Much of this is not publicly available, or in a format that is easily digestible. Much of this exploration 

was looking for precious and base metals. Now, through the lens of the search for critical minerals, 

previous exploration holds not just clues, but actual data that has been overlooked. 

A nationally coordinated evaluation of existing core samples could generate substantial future 

opportunities.  

  

 

9 Slide, 31, https://minexconsulting.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/KEGS-Breakfast-talk-3-March-2020c.pdf 
10 https://minexconsulting.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/KEGS-Breakfast-talk-3-March-2020c.pdf 
11 Slide 6, Richard Schodde 
https://minexconsulting.com/the-current-state-of-play-for-exploration-in-australia/ 
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Recommendations 

5. Continue Australian mineral exploration leadership by: 

a. Continue the Exploring for the Future program; 

b. Re-imagine the UNCOVER initiative, and find a practical way forward for initiatives 

that will help Australia find and unlock undercover mineral assets; and 

c. Investigate options to support the State and Territory Geological Surveys to review 

the core and data libraries for critical minerals.  

 

6. ADDRESS LABOUR SHORTAGES 

The Australian mining and mineral exploration sector is faced by a severe shortage of employees. 

Unlike the boom of 2014 to 2017, industry is not only faced by a scarcity of specialists, now semi-

skilled and entry-level workers are also now in short supply.  In April 2021, Mineral Resources 

identified that its growth was constrained by a lack of truck drivers, with 10,000 tonnes of ore a day 

unable to moving to port12.  In October, Rio Tinto stated “tight labour conditions” as a reason behind 

their downgrade in meeting full-year target for shipments for iron ore. In 2022, a host of companies 

have identified labour and skills shortages as a major barrier to further growth, and the ability to meet 

production targets. 

These labour shortages have continued through out 2022, with AMEC member companies such as 

Fortescue Metals Group, and Mineral Resources reporting that they currently have around 1000 and 

800 vacancies respectively. Reports of mining and mineral exploration companies unable to find 

workers are extremely common.  

The labour shortage faced by the mining and mineral exploration industry is multifaceted, both a long-

term and short-term constraint on growth, and demands a broad strategic response from the 

Commonwealth Government. 

While border restrictions have been removed, interstate fly-in-fly-out has not substantially resumed.  

The post-COVID-19 recovery initiatives underway in every jurisdiction are retaining workers that 

otherwise may have engaged in fly-in-fly-out opportunities.  With each State boosting growth with big 

infrastructure spends, the skilled workers developing those projects are not available to the mining 

and mineral exploration sector.   

The tight labour market that is constraining growth demands a multi-faceted response, as identified 

below, the Commonwealth Government does have tools available to reduce this shortage. 

 

12 https://www.afr.com/companies/mining/hard-border-hits-truck-driver-shortage-iron-ore-exports-
20210416-p57jpr 
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Continue to provide the skilled migration scheme 

AMEC supports the continuation of the Government’s Skilled Migration Program, and its significant 

expansion and review following the Prime Minister’s Job and Skills Summit.  A fit-for-purpose migration 

system for Australia’s future can provide an agile mechanism to alleviate shortages where the standard 

Australian labour market is unable to meet demand for suitably skilled and experienced workers.   

There are long-term issues for certain occupations.  Over the past few years, AMEC’s drilling company 

members have regularly indicated they struggle to identify, attract and employ skilled and suitably 

experienced drillers to undertake mineral exploration activities. This is despite attractive full-time 

employment terms and conditions and career opportunities being available. The cyclical nature of the 

mining and mineral exploration sector and tenure of the work in harsh and remote locations appear to 

have been factors that may have inhibited the attraction and retention of a stable workforce. With 

declining local enrolments in Metallurgy, Geology and Geoscience courses at university level, our 

industry will also struggle to meet current and future demand, to extract the minerals of the future, and 

meet decarbonisation targets.  

Upgrade Drillers to ANZSCO Level 3 

A long-term point of advocacy for AMEC, has been the need to increase the skills classifications for 

Driller’s and Driller’s Assistants, to more appropriately recognise the skilled specialist nature of these 

roles, and the substantial training required to safely undertake and be appointed a Driller.  

Drill rigs are expensive, sophisticated and complex apparatus. Entry-level Driller’s Assistants undergo 

extensive on the job training, from Drillers, to operate machinery in a safe and heavily regulated 

environment. This work is critical to mineral exploration, and the discovery of future mines.  

Currently, Drillers have an ANZSCO skill classification of 4, and Driller’s Assistants of 5. This skills 

classification should be amended and updated to level 3, as it does not accurately consider the 

significant training, maturity of on-the-job learning, and upskilling provided to Driller’s Assistants, or 

required by Drillers, who are specialist workers.  

Drilling for mineral exploration is a trade, requiring skilled, experienced drillers to safely operate 

technical machinery and specialise in various drilling apparatus. The minimum training, qualification 

and experience for a Senior Mineral Exploration Driller and Drill Rig Supervisor includes: 

▪ Completion of Certificate III in Drilling Operations,  

▪ An ability to operate highly technical mechanical, electrical, hydraulic systems and associated 

rig equipment in a safety, Australian and International Standards and compliance focussed 

working environment, 

▪ 2 years plus on-the-job experience to operate complex and valuable drill rigs (valued at around 

$2-$3 million each), 
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▪ Possession of a heavy vehicle licence and other high-risk work related licences (such as forklift 

and dogging), and  

▪ Senior First Aid Certificate.   

The ANZSCO skills classification model does not take into consideration in-house training, nor the 

variety and maturity of company-based training that exists across Industry, and the practical necessity 

for on-the-job training for occupations such as Drillers. Many of the skills learned and developed are 

transferrable and can form multiple skillsets, however ANZSCO does not readily recognise 

transferability of skill mobility, which can be a barrier to career development and transition pathways, 

as a consequence of the terminology and rigid frameworks relied on, with a strong preference for 

formal training and qualifications. 

A senior mineral exploration driller or a drill rig supervisor is required on every drill rig in order to 

operate. This qualified position facilitates approximately eight other jobs. 

Vital mineral exploration efforts are being hindered across Australia because of difficulties in recruiting 

Driller’s offsiders who can be appropriately trained to operate expensive, sophisticated and complex 

drill rigs in a safety conscious and strictly controlled compliance environment, by experienced drillers. 

Despite the availability of attractive full-time employment, training, and career opportunities, the 

cyclical nature of the mining and mineral exploration sector and tenure of the work in remote locations 

appear to be factors that inhibit workforce attraction and retention strategies.  

Drilling companies continue to experience severe staffing shortages due to a number of reasons, 

including extremely remote and often isolated work, the physical nature of the work, and the need for 

staff to pass pre-employment screening. This results in delayed or foregone opportunities, for local 

and the broader Australian community. A recent survey conducted by AMEC found over 70% of 

respondents had staffing shortages, the majority of which were unable to operate at full capacity as a 

result. In a very short window for feedback, we received responses with over 500 driller vacancies 

and a limited pool of applicants.  

A recent advertising campaign for 23 drilling vacancies cost over $16,000 in direct advertising costs, 

with less than 5% of applicants found suitable. As a consequence of non-COVID-19 resourcing 

shortages, over $350,000 in foregone revenue was experienced due to staffing shortages on almost 

50 shifts. These conversion rates and high turnover rates within the first year of employment, are all 

too familiar across the sector.  

Appropriately skilled workers are required to support resourcing needs to meet safety expectations for 

workers and plant, meet heightened industry and global demand for Australian minerals, and more 

broadly, maintain the costs of operating in Australia, particularly given inflationary pressures. 

As of 26 September 2022, there are over 2,200 job advertisements for drillers on Seek. With this high 

level of vacancy, drilling companies are operating at approximately 80% of their capacity. An 

Australian Drilling Industry Association (ADIA) survey found in 2021 there were approximately 753 
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operating exploration rigs out of 890 in the market, with a rig utilisation rate of 85%. There was 

however a need for 313 Drillers and 529 Driller’s Offsiders to bring meet demand.  

AMEC was pleased to see our advocacy efforts recommending, Driller be acknowledged on the Skills 

Priority List, acknowledged in the Skills Priority List for 2022. This recognition should continue, and 

the Skill Classification be increased to Level 3, to allow the occupation to qualify for PMSOL and 

Short-Term Skilled Occupation List. 

Boost STEM (Science Technology Engineering and Maths) Qualifications 

As identified by the Chief Scientist, two million of the 11 million people working in the Australian 

labour force in 2016[1] had a qualification in a STEM field.  Boosting the number of Australians 

qualified in STEM is a multi-year prospect that will have outsized benefits, and attract diverse entrants 

to our workforce.  There are no easy answers, with the strategy having to begin in early High School. 

Lowering the barrier for returning workers 

Further attention is needed to lower the barriers for workers to return to the workforce is needed.  

Adjustments to the Commonwealth pension scheme will make it easier for retired workers to 

reconsider offers to return to employment.  Consideration of reframing the asset and income tests for 

the pension so that workers can encouraged to return to work without fear of losing their pension 

would be beneficial.  It would attract skilled workers back into the workforce. 

 
Recommendations 

6. Address national labour shortages by: 

a. Developing an agile skilled migration system for Australia, that can readily respond 

to shifts in the labour market. This should be based on up-to-date labour force 

data, subject to robust industry consultation, and resourced to fast-track the 

processing of visas. 

b. Reclassify Driller (ANZSCO 712211) as Skill Classification Level 3, and add to the 

PMSOL and STSOL for urgent access to skilled migrant workers. 

c. Develop a national STEM strategy, in collaboration with the State and Territory 

Governments, to target early high-school students, and support more diversity in 

the future industry workforce.  

d. Exploring amending the Commonwealth pension scheme to incentivise returning 

to work. 

 

 

[1] https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/australias_stem_workforce_-_final.pdf 
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7. NATIONALISATION OF THE DIGITAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
ASSESSMENT PROGRAM   

The DEAP (Digital Environmental Assessment Program), a Commonwealth-State of Western 

Australia collaboration project should be expanded to all States and Territories.  Building off the 

system developed with Western Australia, a standardised approach should be rolled out across each 

jurisdiction. 

Leveraging the digitalisation of environmental approvals was identified by the Graeme Samuel 

Review of the Environmental Protection Biodiversity and Conservation Act as a pathway for 

improvement.  The Review extolled the benefits of the implementation of a “national environmental 

information supply chain”.  While the larger legislative reforms of the Review did not pass the Senate, 

the benefits described in Recommendation 31 should not be lost. These include: 

▪ Setting a National Environmental Standard for data and information; 

▪ Appointing an interim supply chain Custodian to oversee the improvements to information and 

data; 

▪ Designating a set of national environment information assets; and 

▪ Overhauling of the Department’s information management systems to provide a modern 

interface for interactions on the EPBC Act. 

AMEC would include that the final subsection of Recommendation 31, should insist that the 

Commonwealth align with the Western Australian data system as it has data over the largest 

geographic area, and is the most expensive to replicate. 

The benefits of consolidation and digitalisation have been estimated by a Western Australian 

Government’s Western Australian Biodiversity Science Institute (WABSI) report13: 

▪ Reduced efforts at pre-referral stage, leading to an annual saving of around 750 days’ effort 

(at environmental specialist level), at a cost saving of around $1 million; 

▪ For strategic assessments, digitalisation of data could “halve the time for the data component 

alone could save $1 million per project”; and 

▪ Less field work will be required, allowing for more targeted surveys, leading to $1.5 million per 

year of savings across industry. 

The rollout of a standardised digital environmental approval process across Australia will not only 

create cost saving opportunities.  The pooling of national environmental data will present scientific 

opportunities.  The use of a standardised digital platform will also speed processes and allow for a 

focus on what matters. In many ways it is that latest iteration of the long strived for ‘one stop shop’ of 

Government approvals, and with the advances in digital technology now more possible than ever. 

 

 

13 https://wabsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Digitally-Transforming-Environmental-
Assessment_Working-Group-Report.pdf 
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Recommendations 

7. Drive the nationalisation of digital environmental approvals by: 

a. Expanding the Digital Environmental Assessment Program; and 

b. Develop and enforce national environmental data standards, based off the WA 

data. 

 

8. RESOLVE ISSUES WITH THE JUNIOR MINERALS 
EXPLORATION INCENTIVE (JMEI)  

In June 2021 the Commonwealth Government introduced new legislation to extend the operation of 

the JMEI in Division 418 of the Income Tax Assessment Act 1997.   

The junior minerals exploration incentive was originally introduced by the Government in 2018 and 

applied from the 2017-18 income year to the 2020-21 income year inclusive. As part of the program 

successful applicants were to have two years to distribute or issue the credits.  

However, the passage of the new Bill to extend the program, also repealed the previous Bill, and has 

removed the two-year window, for the final round of the initial four-year program. This occurred 

without consultation with industry.  

However, there have been unintended consequences as detailed in the explanatory memorandum14: 

2.11 Although credits can generally be carried forward for one income year (see section 418-

85(2)), unused credits in relation to the 2020-21 income year cannot be carried forward as the 

cap is reset for the 2021-22 income year. Schedule 2 also adds notes in relevant provisions 

to highlight the inability to carry forward unused credits from the 2020-21 income year. 

This has created an issue for the companies that have been issued a credit in the 2020-21 income 

year under the previous legislation.  All other years do not face this problem, a limitation has been 

retrospectively applied to the use of the credit. 

This was not known to applicants or industry, until after the legislation was passed through the 

Parliament. Consequently, many of these companies that have received allocation in the 2021/22 will 

not receive the two-year period in which to use them, and will be denied their allocation.  

Example 

A working example has been provided to AMEC that articulates the problem: 

▪ Company raised $5m in 2020/21 year with an attaching JMEI credit.   

▪ The company has 2 years to spend the $5m on Greenfields Exploration.   

 

14 Pg 17, https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/legislation/ems/r6720_ems_954f39b7-4d76-
441a-997d-707ac4bb040a/upload_pdf/JC002294.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf 
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▪ At 30 June 2021 they have spent $2.5m and will issue the first of two planned JMEI credit 

instalments to the investors once they have completed their 2020/21 tax return.   

▪ Company planning to spend $2.5m in 2021/22 and then issue the remaining credit to 

investors once their 2021/22 tax return is completed. 

This is no longer possible under the changes made. 

The Size of the Problem 

AMEC has attempted to contact all companies that received a JMEI allocation in the 2020/21 round, 

and received information from about half.  

These were the results.  

• 17 companies responded with details of their allocations to shareholders - worth $16,073,000 

of the Commissioner’s total allocation of $35,000,000.  

• 4 companies responded that they have not yet lodged their 2020-21 tax returns or finalised 

their allocations - worth $4,161,000 of the Commissioner’s total allocation of $35,000,000.  

• 23 companies did not respond.  

• Of the 17 companies that provided their allocation details, five have been able to issue their 

entire credit allocation in the 2020-21 income year, and five have been unable to issue any of 

their credit allocations in the 2020-21 income year.  

• Seven companies have issued part of their credit allocations in 2020-21.  

• In total, $8,195,214 (51%) of the $16,073,000 has been allocated in the 2020-21 income year, 

leaving $7,877,786 (49%) unallocated and unable to be carried forward to 2021-22. 

 

If extrapolated across the total $35m of allocations in the 2020/21 round, this likely means that only 

about half has already been allocated.  

This is an issue that affects a limited number of companies, however for these companies and their 

investors it is an important matter.  It is also an important matter for the integrity of the scheme. 

Without trust that JMEI allocations will be honoured, investors will lose faith in the scheme. As yet, 

investors have not been advised of this problem with the allocations.  

The Federal Government authored the scheme, and in accordance with the program and the 

assurances of the Commonwealth, commitments have been made to investors, which now must be 

broken. This is unfair and unacceptable. 

We seek the Minister’s support and intervention to resolve this matter, and to ensure that the 

Government’s original commitment under previous legislation for companies affected by the 2020/21 

limitation, is honoured and delivered. 
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Recommendation 

8. Resolve issues with the JMEI by ensuring that companies and investors affected by the 

2020/21 are able to realise the tax credits promised.  

 

9. ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION AND BIODIVERSITY 
CONSERVATION ACT REFORM 

It is disappointing to return following another Election to ask for reform to the Environmental Protection 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  The issues are known, the need for reform clear. The 

Government has now committed to review the EPBC Act. While this is welcome, industry is concerned 

that the focus on greater efficiency and a reduction of duplication between State and Federal 

assessment and approvals will be lost.  

AMEC does not advocate for a reduction in environmental protections, only reduced duplication and 

increased efficiency. Mining and exploration projects that are pulled into the EPBC Act experience 

significant additional delays, despite there being little if any improved environmental outcomes.  This is 

primarily because State and Territory environmental legislative protections and processes have become 

highly sophisticated and set a high bar for projects to clear, before approval is given.  

The 2019 Graeme Samuel Review was comprehensive with a substantial report was produced in 2020 

encompassing the views of many stakeholders.  Continued consultation with State and Territory 

Governments, and industry, led to legislative reforms that were supported by industry before entering 

and stalling in the Commonwealth Parliament.   

Much like previous attempts to reform this legislation the amendments have not been able to pass the 

Senate.  AMEC understands that the Government’s review will return to the starting point of the Samuel 

recommendations. This is of concern, as a number of these recommendations increased assessment 

and approval duplication in environmental processes, as well as recommended the specific inclusion of 

protections for Aboriginal cultural heritage.  

AMEC strongly recommends that the Government undertake detailed consultation with industry to 

understand these concerns, before developing legislative amendments.  

Commonwealth State Approvals Bilateral  

The EPBC Act is costly, lengthy, and duplicative of the pre-existing State environmental approvals.  A 

bilateral agreement between each State and the Commonwealth is the easiest path to cut through these 

costs and duplications of process.   

The reforms have been drafted to enable a single ‘one stop shop’ approach.  We simply ask that the 

Government does what is necessary to pass these reforms. 
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Remove ‘mining or milling uranium ore’  

Australian uranium projects have a track record of meeting the highest standards of environmental 

approval under mainstream project assessment and approval processes.  

However, an analysis by the then Western Australian Department of Mines and Petroleum (DMP) 

showed the range and large number of approval steps required (including EPBC Act assessment). The 

analysis indicated an estimated timeline for: 

• Mineral exploration approvals alone to be nearly 800 days, provided there are no objections or 

unforeseen delays in overcoming each of the approval related hurdles, and 

• Mining approvals can take an additional estimated 800 days, provided there are no objections 

or delays through the Native title, environmental, native vegetation clearing, EPBC Act, mine 

safety, and other approval processes. 

These time-consuming processes create significant ‘holding’ costs to companies that undertake 

extensive research and provide volumes of supporting data through the whole process. 

Further delays are created, and costs incurred as uranium projects ‘trigger’ the duplicative involvement 

of the Australian Government by virtue of the EPBC Act. This can add a minimum of additional 6-9 

months to the project timeline, particularly if the project is deemed to be a ‘controlled action’ under 

Section 67 of the Act. 

In order to overcome this, a redefinition of the ‘nuclear action’ provisions contained in Section 22(1)(d) 

of the EPBC Act is required. This should remove reference to “mining or milling uranium ore” from the 

requirement for assessment, unless the project itself impacts on ‘Matters of National Environmental 

Significance’. 

There is no scientific justification for the argument that uranium ‘mining or milling of uranium ore’ poses 

an inherent danger to the environment, and therefore there is no need for the provisions of the EPBC 

Act to be ‘triggered’. The regulatory framework for the uranium industry is ‘best practice’ without 

duplicative and, arguably, discriminatory treatment under the EPBC Act. 

Remove duplicative processes within the ‘water trigger’ legislation 

The independent review of the EPBC Act ‘water trigger’ tabled in Parliament in June 2017 found that 

the ‘water trigger’ is an appropriate measure to address the regulatory gap that was identified at the 

time of its enactment in 2013. 

In its submission to that review AMEC expressed strong opposition to the ‘water trigger’, as 

management of water resources has almost always been a matter for the States and Territories and 

not the Australian Government, or an independent expert Scientific Committee. 

AMEC is extremely concerned that retention of the current provisions for large coal and coal seam gas 

projects to be caught under the ‘water trigger’ has the potential for broader application through the 



 

24 
 

resources sector and should be removed.  The Senate Red Tape Committee Inquiry into Environmental 

Assessment and Approvals completed in October 2017 also recommended that the ‘water trigger’ be 

removed from the EPBC Act.  

In the event that the ‘water trigger’ is not removed from the EPBC Act, duplicative processes should be 

addressed through bi-lateral agreements with complying State and Territory Governments. 

Prevent anti-development appeals 

There are an increasing number of appeals by sophisticated groups looking to ‘game’ the EPBC Act. 

Australia already has a robust and extensive approvals framework in place to protect the environment 

for future generations. 

Section 487 of the EPBC Act should be amended to prevent vexatious and frivolous appeals by third 

parties seeking to delay and block mining development. Such appeals should only be available for those 

with a ‘direct’ interest in the project. 

 
Recommendations 

9. Deliver necessary Commonwealth environmental reform by: 

a. Consulting on the 2019 Graeme Samuel Review reforms and then moving forward 

with amendments. 

b. Passing and implementing the Commonwealth-State approvals bilateral reforms. 

c. Removing the mining and milling of ore provisions in the EPBC Act. 

d. Remove the water trigger from the EPBC Act. 

e. Amend Section 487 of the EPBC Act to reduce vexatious appeals. 

 

10. VALIDATING LEGISLATION NEEDED 

It is vitally important that a proposed amendment to validate Western Australian mining leases affected 

by the Forrest & Forrest Pty Ltd v Wilson case (Forrest & Forrest), is urgently progressed and de-

coupled from any other broader Native Title Act 1993 (Native Title Act) (Cth) reforms. 

The Western Australian Government introduced legislation on 28 October 201815 to confirm the validity 

of mining leases that have purported to be granted and whose validity might be affected by failure to 

have strictly complied with the requirements of the WA Mining Act 1978.  

 

15 
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/bills.nsf/BillProgressPopup?openForm&ParentUNID=7E35937E3EDD385F482583
53000E9C9A 

 

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/bills.nsf/BillProgressPopup?openForm&ParentUNID=7E35937E3EDD385F48258353000E9C9A
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/bills.nsf/BillProgressPopup?openForm&ParentUNID=7E35937E3EDD385F48258353000E9C9A
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In that context, AMEC understands that such validating legislation may be regarded as a new "future 

"act" under the Native Title Act, notwithstanding that the future act provisions of the Native Title Act 

were complied with at the time of the original purported grant.  

In order to remove any uncertainty and secure the validity of tenure granted in reliance upon that 

compliance, the Native Title Act, should be amended to allow for validating legislation by the State or 

Territories, where it is necessary to address technical compliance with State legislation, but where there 

has otherwise been compliance with the Native Title Act. 

It is critically important that relevant legislation is proclaimed in order to restore the assumption of validity 

in relation to the previous grant. In view of the prevailing uncertainty that has been created within 

industry by the Forrest & Forrest case and the associated validating legislation relating to the WA Mining 

Act, it is crucial that amendments to the Native Title Act are separately proclaimed. No commitment has 

yet been provided by the Australian Government to pursue appropriate amendments to the Native Title 

Act. 

 
Recommendation 

10. Deliver needed validating legislation by the Commonwealth Government working with the 

WA Government to expeditiously resolve this issue, by passing an amendment to the 

Native Title Act, enabling the WA Government to pass legislation validating granted mining 

tenure.  

 

11. VOICE TO PARLIAMENT 

The Federal Government has indicated it will hold a referendum in the 2023-24 financial year 

regarding the introduction of a ‘voice to Parliament’. 

AMEC can see no reason our industry should not support the implementation of an Aboriginal voice to 

Parliament. 

Our Association and industry see first nations people as a vital part of our community and nation. Our 

industry’s close engagement with traditional owners through partnerships created by Native Title and 

Aboriginal cultural heritage negotiations have strengthened our industry. Our industry is proud to be 

the leading employer of Aboriginal Australians, and we have benefitted from close relationships with 

the people and country on which we operate.  

A voice to Parliament will assist Aboriginal Australians to have a greater say in matters that affect 

their lives and communities, and it is hoped will assist in the many issues that need addressing to 

successfully close the gap.  

Recommendation 

11. Government note AMEC’s support of the Voice to Parliament. 
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12. ABORIGINAL CULTURAL HERITAGE 

AMEC has a long-standing objective for increased clarity, certainty, efficiency and effectiveness of 

native title and cultural heritage processes to: 

• ensure fair, equitable and quality negotiated outcomes and benefits for Aboriginal people, 

Governments, and industry;  

• reduce delays and costs for all stakeholders;  

• provide increased trust, integrity and confidence in decision making; and 

• ensure compliance. 

These objectives are intended to enhance, and not diminish native title or cultural heritage values. 

Our commentary in this submission, and previous submissions, in no ways seeks to diminish respect 

for Indigenous cultural heritage because places which are sacred, ritual, or ceremonial sites of 

importance to Aboriginal people should be valued and acts or processes that irreversibly damage or 

destroy these sites are to be avoided or resolved to the satisfaction of relevant parties. 

The new Commonwealth Government has yet to provide a response to the Juukan Inquiry, or 

indicated whether the Commonwealth Government will intervene in cultural heritage management.  

The destruction of the 40,000 year old caves at Juukan Gorge should never have occurred. The event 

demonstrated that the protections for cultural heritage in Western Australia were not sufficient.  

The Western Australian Government has now passed world-leading Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 

protection legislation, and is currently developing accompanying Regulations through a highly 

engaged co-design framework.  AMEC has been heavily involved in this process as a constructive 

participant, seeking to ensure stronger protections for cultural heritage, through efficient and improved 

processes that support mining and mineral exploration, and deliver social and economic benefits for 

first nations peoples. 

When completed and enacted (expected in early 2023), Western Australia will have highest level of 

protections of any State and Territory in Australia and will have returned the responsibility for 

protection of cultural heritage to traditional owners and first nations people.  

The development of this new framework has taken over 4 years so far, and has involved the direct 

engagement of Aboriginal people and their representative bodies.  

As a consequence, there is no need for further federal intervention in this area, to address the issues 

raised in the Juukan Inquiry. WA’s new framework will ensure that a Juukan-like tragedy will never 

reoccur in Western Australia.  

AMEC considers that any additional Federal intervention will only add duplication of process, and 

there is little reality of the Commonwealth Government being able to effectively manage cultural 

heritage processes knowledgeably across the entire country.  
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However, AMEC does support the strengthening of cultural legislative protections across the country 

through State and Territory legislation. We consider this the best way to achieve improved 

protections, without adding unnecessary duplication.  

 
Recommendation 

12. Consider the finalisation and implementation of WA’s Aboriginal and Cultural Heritage 

Legislation, before contemplating a Federal Intervention into this area. 

 

13. PROGRESS THE CORPORATIONS (ABORIGINAL AND 
TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER) ACT 2006 REFORMS 

The prorogue of Parliament curtailed the passage of amendments to the Corporations (Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander) Act 2006 (CATSI).  The CATSI reforms have been a thorough, multiple-year 

process led by the National Indigenous Australians Agency. 

The reforms will improve transparency and make needed administrative improvements for the 

approximately 3,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander associations in Australia.   

Improving the outcomes these organisations can achieve, a key stakeholder for the Australian mining 

and mineral exploration industry, will have broad economic and social benefits. 

 
Recommendation 

13. Restart the reforms of the CATSI Act to deliver needed improvements to transparency and 

administration of 3,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander associations in Australia. 

 

14. REAFFIRM THE MULTI LAND USE FRAMEWORK  

AMEC seeks that the Commonwealth Government affirm the 2013 Council of Australian 

Government’s Multiple Land Use Framework16 (MLUF) as a national response to the ever-increasing 

challenges arising from competing land use, land access and land use change. 

Conceptually, the MLUF establishes the policy intention seeking to maximise the net benefits to 

present and future generations from a combination of land uses which benefit the wider community, 

now and in the future.  This includes mining and mineral exploration and ensures that exclusivity is 

not granted to landholders to lock out wider community benefits. 

Mining and mineral exploration are not activities that will occur in perpetuity in any one location. This 

principal is accepted by environmental legislation which demands planning for remediation, following 

closure, leading to relinquishment of the title.  However, it must also be accepted in the broader 

 

16 https://energyministers.gov.au/publications/multiple-land-use-framework-december-2013 
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cadastral system and title system that granting exclusive use to a non-mining purpose potentially 

sterilises future jobs and growth.  For a community to benefit from the geological opportunities present 

there must be an ability for the exploration, identification and development of them. 

Coexistence is becoming much more contested as there a large number of new hydrogen and 

renewable energy projects that are likely to use large areas of land. AMEC supports these projects, 

that will ultimately help our industry to decarbonise. However, these projects can operate without 

preventing ongoing mineral exploration.  

The current multiple land use framework has served Australia well, and we should continue to 

recognise that there are many forms of land use that can peacefully co-exist for the benefit of all.  

 
Recommendation 

14. The Commonwealth Government reaffirm its commitment to the Multi Land Use 

Framework, endorsed by the Council of Australian Governments in 2015.  

 

15. HARMONISATION OF WORK HEALTH SAFETY 
LEGISLATION 

The model Work Health and Safety (WHS) laws, developed by Safe Work Australia in 2011, represent 

a single set of WHS laws for harmonisation across each Australian jurisdiction. The intent behind the 

introduction and implementation of these model laws, was to increase the safety of workers and 

workplaces in a comparable manner, using tried and tested, best practice methodologies, however, 

allowing the flexibility to apply a risk-based, outcome focused approach. The regulation and 

enforcement of safety is undertaken by Commonwealth and State / Territory regulators. This 

approach reduces the need for prescription, while continuously enhancing safety performance.  

The harmonisation of safety laws, undertaken in a considered and thoroughly consulted manner, was 

broadly supported by industry. The safety of our workforce and workplaces is the utmost priority of 

AMEC and our member companies. We are however concerned that the slow adoption of 

harmonisation, and the introduction of the Automatic Mutual Recognition (AMR) Framework, intended 

to reduce regulatory red tape and address critical staffing shortages, could reduce the high safety 

standards in some jurisdictions and sectors. For example, the licensing and training an individual 

would hold to operate in an underground coal mine, would be vastly different from the requirements to 

safely operate in a nickel operation. The potential ability of an operator to be able to transfer from one 

jurisdiction to another, without having to undergo any familiarisation or credential checking under 

AMR, with the new jurisdiction having limited-to-no oversight or knowledge of the credibility of the 

training organisation that has provided the training or the relevance (currency) of the qualifications, 

could create serious implications for the safety of our sector, due to the expected volume of 

applicants. 
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We acknowledge and support initiatives to address red tape and significant cost imposts regarding 

duplication and administrative processes that the AMR seeks to address as proactive policy 

measures. However, we recommend that the harmonisation of model WHS laws must be a priority of 

the Commonwealth Government, to ensure the benefits of the scheme can be experienced as 

intended, without unintended consequences.  

Each jurisdiction has adopted their own laws and supporting Regulations and codes that underpin the 

legal frameworks. Western Australia is now transitioning to the model WHS framework. Victoria is the 

only remaining jurisdiction yet to implement the model framework. 

 
Recommendation 

15. Continued Commonwealth Government support of the harmonisation of national Work 

Health Safety laws. 

 

16. SECURE JOBS, BETTER PAY – MULTI-EMPLOYER 
BARGAINING 

This significant proposed change to introduce multi-employer bargaining must be the subject of 

detailed consultation with industry.  

The average salary in the Australian mining industry is $144,000 per year, almost $50,000 more than 

the average salary across all other industries. There is simply no evidence that mining workers 

require changed bargaining arrangements to ensure they are paid fairly.  

The Commonwealth Government should recognise that the mining industry is already delivering 

above average wages and conditions and should exempt the industry from these changes.  The 

introduction of these changes invites industrial disruption at a time when the mining industry is 

expected to help support the national economy buffer the impacts of a global economic slowdown.  

 
Recommendation 

16. The Commonwealth Government should recognise that the mining industry is already 

delivering above average wages and conditions and should exempt the industry from the 

proposed multi-employer bargaining changes.   
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17. CERTAINTY ON DEFENCE LAND 

Commonwealth Defence land serves a multitude of roles in Australia’s national security, with areas 

such as the Townsville and Yampi training areas, the Jindalee Radar facilities, Mertondale station and 

the Woomera Prohibited Area all serving a variety of purposes that support Australia’s national 

security. 

The interface between Commonwealth Defence Land and mining tenure differs on a State-by-State 

basis.  However, in each State, Defence Land takes precedence, which creates access issues and 

conflicts with the regulation of tenure that overlaps.  How the tenure interacts varies in each 

jurisdiction.  

A key concern for members is the expediency of the Department of Defence (DoD) processing 

mineral exploration matters on Defence Land.  The DoD has historical notoriety within Industry for 

delays and uncertain timeframes, which make pursuing opportunities commercially difficult.   

However, recent interactions to resolve access issues at the Mertondale pastoral station have been 

positive and show a potentially new pathway for interaction.   

A long-term concern expressed by Industry is whether a new mine will be allowed to develop on 

Defence Land.  For example, the Woomera Prohibited Areas has three operating mines.  It 

understood by Industry that a fourth operating mine in the future may present challenges for the DoD. 

In some cases, the exploration land under DoD control is considered almost ‘sterilised’ as it is so 

difficult to navigate DoD channels. It is important to consider each case, as in some cases, the 

minerals being sought by explorers are ‘Critical Minerals’ with Defence applications so are an 

important part of the Defence equipment supply chain.   

Clarity of how and if a mineral explorer can develop an economic deposit into a new mine is needed. 

Considering the types of minerals being explored, DoD should consider these companies ‘partners’ 

rather than a bureaucratic inconvenience they currently enjoy. Specifically, answering how that 

development will interact with the primacy of Defence users and what conditions would need to be 

met to allow that development to occur.  Clarity on this important question will allow mineral explorers 

to make a decision on whether to invest in Defence Land or not. 

 
Recommendation 

17. Department of Defence develop a strategy for the interface between mineral exploration, 

mining and Defence Land. 
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18. AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS IMPROVE THE 
MINERAL EXPLORATION DEFINITION 

There is a clear need to improve the clarity of Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) reporting of 

mineral exploration activity in Australia through Category 8412.0. 

AMEC considers that tightening the definitions applied and refocussing the data collected will lead to 

improvements in the quality of the statistics being reported.   

Mineral exploration expenditure is currently reported as ‘Existing Deposits’ and ‘New Deposits’.  This 

information is then often erroneously referred to by Governments and Analysts as brownfield and 

greenfield exploration. This is a serious problem because the ABS is currently not capturing accurate 

greenfield exploration data. Using the current definition, the majority of expenditure reported in the 

‘New Deposits’ category is, in fact, brownfield exploration.  

AMEC has previously brought this issue to the attention of the ABS, and the delivery of the 

improvements to measurement have stumbled on questions of funding.  

AMEC has also sought increased focus on ‘metres drilled’ as a more accurate measurement of actual 

mineral exploration activity, in comparison to mainly reporting on ‘exploration expenditure’. 

Understanding the level of greenfield mineral exploration in Australia is vitally important for public 

policy decision making as it is greenfield exploration that leads to new discoveries that can sustain the 

resources industry into the future and generate new Government revenue streams. We further note 

that brownfield mineral exploration is also important in expanding the life of operational mines. 

For several years AMEC has liaised with the ABS on essential improvements to statistical reporting of 

mineral exploration activity. However, we have been advised by the ABS that it is unlikely the 

changes could be implemented due to competing priorities or without external user funding. This is a 

short-sighted response as it does not appear to recognise the significant public, economic and social 

benefits which can be derived from a more informed Government decision making process. 

Of further significance is the fact that AMEC’s concerns were acknowledged by the Federal 

Government’s Resources 2030 Taskforce convened by the Minister for Resources and Northern 

Australia, Senator Matt Canavan. That Taskforce recommended “the Federal Government should 

amend the ABS data collection categories to better capture and quantify greenfield exploration 

expenditure.”  

The intent of this recommendation was further acknowledged by the subsequent release of the 

National Resources Statement by the Minister in February 2019 through the development of a 

Resources Data Strategy. The National Resources Statement received bi-partisan support and should 

be fully implemented. This includes improved reporting of mineral exploration activity and the 

allocation of Government resources and funding for this to be achieved. 
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Despite the change in Government, this issue remains unresolved.  Ensuring that the metrics 

measuring mineral exploration performance are robust is crucial to ensuring accurate decision 

making. 

 
Recommendation 

18. The Australian Bureau of Statistics tighten the definitions of new and existing deposits. 

 

19. ENHANCE COMPETITION IN THE UPSTREAM ENERGY 
SECTOR  

Enhancing the competitiveness of the upstream energy sector through technological agnosticism is 

bound by rigorous environmental assessment.  This includes facilitating the introduction of hydrogen 

by encouraging the necessary enabling legislative reform within each jurisdiction, and ensuring that 

the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 Commonwealth-State bilaterals 

proceed.  Nuclear power should also be similarly allowed to be developed adhering to the rigorous 

State and Commonwealth environmental considerations under legislation. 

Increased competition within the upstream market should deliver a better result for energy users over 

the long term. 

AMEC supports a commitment to a ‘use it or lose it’ policy as a mechanism to drive development of 

Australia’s minerals and gas reserves.  

We consider that robust examination of applications for retention licences against established criteria 

requiring the study of multiple development options including domestic gas is entirely appropriate and 

in line with the longstanding policy approach. The regulators must be technology and project concept 

agnostic and instead focus on ensuring timely development of this important input into Australia’s 

economy. 

Under Western Australia’s Domestic Gas Reservation policy, 15% of Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) 

production is to be reserved for domestic consumption. 

A Deloitte Access Economics analysis of the WA gas sector (May 2014) found that  

“In Western Australia there are currently 35 retention leases held in Commonwealth waters, 17 

of which have been renewed more than once and hence have a duration of greater than five 

years. One of these retention leases was first granted in 1987 and is due to expire in 2015. This 

means that to date, 27 years have passed since the initial retention lease was granted and this 

field has not been developed. Retention leases are granted, however, with the expectation of 

reserves being developed within 15 years”. 

Deloitte concluded that “governments should more rigorously apply the principles of the retention 

lease policy and enhance transparency of the process.” 
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Recommendation 

19. The Commonwealth Government support increased competition within the upstream 

domestic energy sector for the benefit of the nation to reduce Australia’s national 

Greenhouse Gas emissions profile, and to reduce the cost of energy in Australia. 

 

20. RETAIN THE CURRENT DIESEL FUEL TAX CREDIT 
ARRANGEMENTS 

Diesel fuel is a major business input cost, particularly for mining operations that do not have economic 

access to relevant energy infrastructure. Any erosion of this will have serious consequences for 

marginal operations. It will affect suppliers and shareholders and the capacity of companies to pay 

dividends. This will become a deterrent to future investment in Australian resource projects. 

The call by some stakeholders for part or full removal of the diesel fuel credit arrangement does not 

recognise the critical role that diesel fuel plays in the mining industry. The majority of projects are 

located in remote areas throughout Australia, hundreds of kilometres away from regional towns, off 

the grid and do not have access to a cost-effective alternative power supply other than diesel fuel 

generation. 

The diesel fuel tax was originally an excise for on-road use to pay for the maintenance of roads by 

such users. Eligible off-road mining activities, like other primary industry sectors, are currently 

excluded from the scope of this ‘excise’ tax. The ‘off road use’ component is credited back to the user 

through a robust claims process through the Australian Tax Office. 

The current diesel fuel tax credit arrangement is not a subsidy; it offsets the tax applied by the 

Government to the landed price of diesel – as the excise tax is intended for on-road users. 

 
Recommendation 

20. Commonwealth Government retain the current Diesel Tax Credit arrangements. 
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21. NO ADDITIONAL COST RECOVERY ON INDUSTRY 

AMEC is strongly opposed to any cost recovery regime to fund ‘core’ Government statutory based 

activities or generate additional income to support a budget shortfall. Over the last few years this has 

occurred with environmental approvals under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity and 

Conservation Act through the Department of Environment and Energy (DoEE); and with the regulatory 

functions of the Australian Securities and Investment Commission (ASIC).   

The mining and mineral exploration industry has limited discretionary expenditure or capacity to bear 

any further increases in business input costs without unintended economic and social consequences.  

The mineral exploration sector should specifically be exempt from any form of cost recovery funding by 

adopting the current ATO ‘Small Business Entity’ aggregated annual turnover threshold of $10 million17. 

Cost recovery should only be considered as a last resort after all other alternatives have been fully 

assessed (such as through increased agency efficiency, removal of duplication, organisational  

restructure, delegation of responsibilities and improved industry guidance material). 

 
Recommendation 

21. Commonwealth Government commit to no additional cost recovery on Industry. 

 

 

 

17https://www.ato.gov.au/General/New-legislation/In-detail/Direct-taxes/Income-tax-for-businesses/Increase-the-small-
business-entity-turnover-threshold/ 

 

https://www.ato.gov.au/General/New-legislation/In-detail/Direct-taxes/Income-tax-for-businesses/Increase-the-small-business-entity-turnover-threshold/
https://www.ato.gov.au/General/New-legislation/In-detail/Direct-taxes/Income-tax-for-businesses/Increase-the-small-business-entity-turnover-threshold/

