
While covering the potential 
logistical issues on a new 

mining project in one of the most 
effervescent places on earth – Tete 
in Mozambique - a senior figure of a 
large global mining company shared 
with me a nearly incredible story. 
 “Would you believe we recently 
got delivered a number of brand 
new locomotives in Beira (a port 
in Mozambique) just to realise 
the axle loads are too large for 
the fragile rail line and now we’re 
scrambling to get rid of them and 
get lighter engines? This stuff-up is 
going to cost us a lot of time and 
a few good millions of dollars. ” 
 Sitting there, on the banks 
of Zambezi River, I thought: if 
a global player with enormous 
material and human resources 
– having the advantage of the 
common language and the 
support of the local government 
– can get it that wrong, what 
chance do the rest of us have?
 A few months ago, Rio Tinto 
wrote off $3 billion of its Tete 
project, because at the moment 
there is no cost effective way 
to get the coal out. The initial 
barging assessments on Zambezi 
by Riversdale (the company Rio 
bought in 2011) were unrealistic. 
 The fourth largest river in 
Africa is slow-flowing with 

a sandy bed and due to the 
geographical position and 
climate the rainy season alluvial 
volumes makes dredging the 
river in the dry season a fruitless 
exercise. And there are the 
environmental aspects as well.
 This really highlights the 
importance of a cost efficient 
logistics solution to a new project’s 
viability. Without a viable supply 
chain solution there is not going to 
be any project and all the money 
spent on drilling and geological 
work, pitched to potential investors, 
are going to be worth nothing. 
 Flawed supply chain logistics 
assessments in the early stages 
of a project will certainly propagate 
their negative effects when the 
project becomes operational. 
Understanding the advantages 
and disadvantages of various 
modes of transportation, the 
likely capital expenditure and 
operating costs structure has to 
be part of the assessment.  
 As for the operating mines, I 
believe the two major sources of 
frustration for the supply chain 
logistics staff are the constraints 
due to increased pressure on less 
than optimal rolling assets; and/
or infrastructure capabilities and 
conflicting KPIs of the supply 
chain stakeholders. Some of the 

problems faced by the current 
operators have their origin in the 
way the logistical issues were 
treated during the earlier studies.     
 Supply chain optimisation can 
be a relatively simple exercise and 
highly customisable for those who 
have reliable raw data and know 
how to use add-ins. Bottleneck 
identification is an exercise of 
asking the right questions and 
persisting until the cause reveals 
itself, with an understanding that 
‘capacity’ is somehow slippery.
 For miners, supply chain 
logistics is the area with the best 
potential for cost savings within 
the larger costing structure, but 
the optimisation has to be done 
in a robust way, allowing for 
redundancies and resulting in 
a manageable flow of material 
and human resources. Pushing 
assets to the maximum will most 
likely result in costly failures. 
 Mining companies should 
take the supply chain logistics 
seriously because the alternative 
is going to be very costly and a 
recipe for disaster. Don’t be fooled 
by ‘jacks of all trades’: there is 
no room for amateurism here. 
There is too much at stake.    
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Beira Port Rail terminal in Mozambique. 
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Without a viable 
supply chain 
solution there 
is not going to 
be any project


