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IT’S BEEN ABOUT two to three years since many 
mining companies started down their digital jour-
neys in earnest. Looking back over this time we 

have seen some firms making strong advances but 
others struggling to realize the full return on their 
intelligent mining investments.

Trend 6: On the road toward 
intelligent mining
Reviewing lessons learned
By: Roland Labuhn, Partner, Consulting, Deloitte Canada
Rhyno Jacobs, Director, Consulting, Deloitte Africa

Now may be a good time to take stock and review some 
of the lessons learned so that companies can optimize 
their digital journeys and unlock sustainable value.

Accelerated adoption of digital technologies, artificial 
intelligence, and analytics solutions is sweeping the 
globe—and the mining industry is no exception.
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Trend 6: On the road toward intelligent mining

With several years of proofs of concept under their belts, 
however, mining companies are coming to recognize 
that the intelligent mine is not merely a technology play. 
To drive true change and realize the value promised by 
countless use cases, miners will likely need to trans-
form the way they view their operating models, make 
decisions, attract and train talent, engage with their 
stakeholders, and optimize resources. 

Given the scope of the transformation that may be 
required, it’s likely no surprise that many mining 
companies have yet to achieve the full benefits (or any 
value at all) of intelligent mining. To help turn that tide, 
it can be useful to consider the lessons learned to date 
on the road toward intelligent mining—and examine 
some of the practices companies can consider adopting 
to help lay a solid foundation for future success.

Organize to unlock value

While many companies have articulated a clear digital 
strategy, few have adopted the organizational changes 
needed to deliver on that strategy. As a result, 
operational-level initiatives are often run in isolation, 
limiting their enterprise value. 

“Much of the value of the intelligent mine is delivered 
by ensuring the foundational building blocks (connec-
tivity, data management, technical architecture, etc.) 
are in place and by moving toward an integrated 
organizational model,” explains Rhyno Jacobs, 
Director, Consulting, Deloitte Africa. “By under-
standing who is measured by which input KPIs, 
enabling coordinated decision-making, companies 
can leverage interdependencies, avoid duplication of 
efforts, and unlock huge benefits across the mining 
value chain.”

This isn’t to suggest that operation-level initiatives 
should be managed centrally. In fact, initiatives 
designed to deliver value at the business unit level 
should likely cede operational autonomy and 
accountability to business-level management. It is 
important, though, that successful value-creating 
operational-level use cases are scaled across the 
organization. To achieve this a central function is 
typically needed. 

There are several more areas particularly ripe for 
centralization—including planning, execution, data 
management, funding and procurement, and 
measurement. 

Getting the people side 
of the equation right

Many companies have focused most of their efforts 
on technology and not the people who need to 
use it. Companies that have been successful in 
their digital journeys have often been ones that 
recognize the importance of change manage-
ment, and a good portion of realizing the value 
can come from changing people’s behavior. 

This typically involves many different elements, 
which can range from understanding the key 
stakeholders around each initiative and driving 
the messaging and collaboration to support that, 
all the way through to employing techniques like 
human-centered design to understand how the 
people will interact with the technology, and 
finally adapting the design around these insights.

Technology is not the silver 
bullet

Many have assumed that technology will be the 
solution to a particular problem. People are also 
critical, but very often companies need to fix the 
underlying process. Without that underlying 
process redesign, technology can become a bandage, 
trapping the underlying value to the organization.

While it can often feel time consuming, there is 
significant benefit in investing up front to examine 
critically the underlying processes connected to 
the problem you are trying to solve and make the 
investment to rethink it, looking at the connected 
stakeholders and what data are required to facili-
tate effective decision-making. As with any project, 
it’s hard to separate out people, process and tech-
nology as these three areas are tightly interwoven.  
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Quality of the output depends 
on the quality of the input 

Before companies can make the right decisions at the 
right time, they need access to accurate, timely, and 
complete information. Getting to this ideal state 
typically requires considerable up-front investment. 

“Many companies expect to generate robust insights 
as soon as they embark on their digital journeys,” 
says Roland Labuhn, Partner, Consulting, Deloitte 
Canada. “Focusing on business issues should guide 
where to focus. Building scale in insights and 
analytics requires a different path than just one of 
business use cases. The processes, teams and 
technologies of data and analytics are not new 
capabilities for many of our clients, but excelling in 
these fields takes discipline and commitment to a 
corporate culture that supports the journey.”

On review of corporate initiatives to date, it appears 
that many mining companies have underestimated 
the amount of effort required to clean up their data 
and upgrade their technology infrastructure. Ac-
cording to Labuhn, up to 50 percent of a company’s 
digital spend will need to be allocated to “below the 
line” technologies—from basic infrastructure updates, 
to improved Wi-Fi and connectivity, to the adoption 
of appropriate operations technology and platforms. 

Source the correct 
competencies

As mining companies move toward integrated 
operations centers that help guide decision-making 
across the value chain, they should consider how to 
staff those centers. What skills do companies need 
on-site to support them in achieving their desired 
business outcomes? And should they build that 
capacity in-house or outsource it to external partners?

“In preparing for the work that will be performed on 
the future intelligent mine, companies should think 
beyond the attraction and retention of scarce talent 
and also consider how emerging talent models could 
affect their vision for intelligent mining,” says Jacobs. 

Miners may need to refine their approaches to 
identifying and selecting the right external partners. 
Countless vendors have entered the scene in recent 
years, and choosing among them requires companies 
to plug into a larger ecosystem—not only to under-
stand how the capabilities environment keeps shifting, 
but also to learn from other organizations’ experi-
ences. This generally means subscribing to relevant 
publications and attending conferences and events to 
gain exposure to up-and-coming digital technology 
vendors, and creating ecosystem alliances to solicit 
input and advice from companies both within and 
outside the mining industry.

Know what you’re buying 

When it comes to selecting solutions partners, it’s 
important to understand what they can—and can’t—
provide. Not every technology vendor will be properly 
equipped to deliver full implementation and integra-
tion support. Without access to this expertise, 
companies can discover that their new systems fail  
to drive business improvements, don’t interoperate  
with existing systems, or don’t gain employee 
adoption—and they often end up blaming the 
technology instead of the integration and transforma-
tion process. To avoid these missteps, companies may 
need to bring in specialists who have proven experi-
ence supporting successful technology 
implementations.

The processes, teams and 
technologies of data and 
analytics are not new 
capabilities for many of 
our clients, but excelling 
in these fields takes 
discipline and commitment 
to a corporate culture that 
supports the journey.
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Strike the right balance 
in the portfolio

Finally, it’s important that the portfolio of digital 
initiatives strikes the right balance between 
initiatives that can deliver value in the short term 
(0–18 months) and those that are bets for the 
future. Companies that skew too much of their 
portfolio to the long term often find themselves 
losing momentum with executive teams and boards.

Demonstrating value is important to change manage-
ment and can earn the digital team the license to 
tackle deeper and potentially more value-generating 
opportunities.

“An effective digital initiative requires mining 
companies to win the hearts and minds of people 
throughout the organization or the transfor-
mation will often not last,” says Steven Walsh, 
Consulting Partner, Deloitte Australia. “To do 
that, one must find a balance between delivering 
short-term value to those at the front line while 
tackling some of the bigger organizational issues 
desired by the executive. Listening to the small 
things that your people value can pave the 
way for the big things to come,” says Walsh. 

SOLVING FOR REAL-WORLD INTELLIGENT MINING CHALLENGES
• Integrate operations and governance. To unlock the value of intelligent mining, many leading 

companies are moving toward a more centralized governance approach. Planning and execution 
are being brought together in a closed loop system instead of taking place as separate exercises in 
different parts of the organization. Data are being integrated across the entire value chain through 
enterprise data platforms, providing insights and giving stakeholders the ability to make decisions 
that drive value across the enterprise. Siloed data repositories are being aggregated into a shared 
view of data, fostering a far greater level of enterprise collaboration.

• Decide what to centralize. While not every element of an intelligent mine can be run from 
the center, companies may want to consider centralizing certain activities at the outset before 
potentially decentralizing them at a later date. By centralizing funding, for instance, investment 
decisions can be rationalized and budgets allocated to those initiatives that can most effectively 
be scaled. By centralizing purchasing, vendor discounts can be negotiated and maverick hiring 
reduced. By defining a consistent execution approach across all operations, similar performance 
metrics can be applied to disparate initiatives—providing a clear view into which are delivering the 
greatest value and which may need to be revised or shelved.

• Optimize your technology architecture. Companies can begin to earn the right to be agile by 
mapping out their optimal future-state technology architecture and determining how to upgrade 
their current technology landscape to get there. Often this will involve adopting new platforms 
that allow them to connect their information technology (IT) and operational technology (OT) 
environments, with the goal of integrating their legacy enterprise and operational systems. Only 
with this groundwork firmly in place can companies gain the consolidated view of key performance 
measures across the entire enterprise that they need to drive more informed decision-making.

• Create a capabilities matrix. One way companies can ensure they have the right skills in place 
for intelligent mining is by classifying the capabilities required on a matrix to identify skills gaps 
and determine how best to fill them. Some specialized skills that will be required over the long 
term—such as data science or analytical capabilities—should likely be developed as an internal core 
competency. Others, such as application development, should likely be outsourced if they don’t 
bolster the company’s core strengths.

Trend 6: On the road toward intelligent mining
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