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Ministers, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure to be invited here to speak. It is especially gratifying to be speaking at a 

conference organized in Australia about investment opportunities in Mongolia. 

 

I would like to thank the organizers for giving me an opportunity to be a part of this summit. 

 

In my career, both as a diplomat and in business, I have had many opportunities to speak 

about Mongolia in various venues around the world. Today, I would like to share my 

thoughts about Mongolia's journey on the long road to becoming an attractive destination 

for foreign direct investment. 

 

Australia is one of the main countries in the world where Mongolia can learn world class 

mining technology, standards, and expertise in addition to partnering for large-scale 

investment. Therefore, cultivating the bilateral relationship between Mongolia and Australia 

is crucial.  

 

The relationship has grown by leaps and bounds in recent years, specifically in the mining 

industry - the main pillar of the economies of both countries. But we share some other 

similarities: 

 Big open skies; 

 And, big open hearts for friendship and hospitality; 

 

And, it is at the person-to-person level between businessmen and investors at conferences 

like this that the relationship has truly flourished.  

 

The mobile worldwide Australian mining workforce and investor communities have become 

a significant part of the story of Mongolia.  

 

I have heard a saying that at the bottom of any hole around the world, you will find an 

Australian digging enthusiastically for minerals.  

 

In Mongolia, you will find Australians at the bottom of holes and everywhere in-between - 

training young Mongolian miners to the best global standards. 

 



Some of our Mongolian employees have taken up on-the-job placements at Australian 

mines or visited your sites to absorb world-class mining know how and bring it back to Oyu 

Tolgoi. 

 

Many of our politicians and policymakers, businesspeople and civil society participants have 

also received training and education in Australian Universities. They have also learned 

comparative lessons about politics and parliamentary democracy from Canberra. Sometimes 

we have turbulent situations in Ulaanbaatar similar to those in Canberra, especially close to 

each election. It is reassuring to know from Australia’s example that we’re not alone in the 

challenges of making democracy work in a mineral rich nation. 

 

Australia has emerged as one of Mongolia’s most important third-neighbors, because of our 

shared values and also because investment from Australia greatly contributes to Mongolia’s 

economic independence. 

 

For a country landlocked between Siberia and the Great Wall, having close relations with 

other countries—our so-called “third-neighbour” policy—is absolutely critical for national 

security and economic growth.  

 

I happened to witness first-hand when our “third-neighbour” policy was born. James Baker, 

the Secretary of State during George H. W. Bush’s administration, visited Mongolia in the 

early 1990s. I had the privilege to spend a whole day with him in the national park about 

200 km southwest from the current Oyu Togloi site. The visit marked the beginning of our 

country’s determination to make friends around the world that can have a positive and 

lasting effect on Mongolia’s security and economic development. 

 

The strong ties with “third neighbors” such as Australia is helping to shape and transform 

Mongolia's economy.  

 

And, nowhere is the strength of the Mongolian-Australian relationship more evident than at 

the project I represent as Chairman of the Board of Directors. Our Oyu Tolgoi copper mine 

has served as a significant conduit for strengthening ties between our two nations. Rio 

Tinto, which manages the Oyu Tolgoi project, is a true multinational, with investors from 

many countries and employees from 40- odd nations. While in terms of markets, it is Anglo-

Australian, it is the Australian part of Rio Tinto that has been most evident in the day-to-day 

development of the business. For example, OT’s executive committee consists of many 

Australians, including our last CEO and several Vice Presidents.  

 

Mongolia and Australia formally established diplomatic ties in 1972, but it is really in the last 

20 years that the relationship has truly flourished. 

 



I am reminded of my time as the Mongolian Trade Commissioner from 1992 to 1995 as well 

as Mongolia's Ambassador to Australia during the years of 2005-2010. Part of my 

responsibilities was to build economic ties with Australia, particularly within the mining and 

investment community. Until 2008, Mongolia did not have an embassy in Canberra, and I 

worked out of our embassy in Beijing. One of the more important investment opportunities 

I was promoting in both positions during those years was a coking coal field in the Gobi 

region called Tavan Tolgoi which is known to everyone in this room now. 

 

It is almost exactly 20 years ago that I made my first trip to Canberra to raise interest in 

large scale development at Tavan Tolgoi. It was a tough task. Mongolia had almost no 

experience running joint-ventures with partners other than the Soviet Union. We had a very 

weak tax regime, and no investment framework. We had a very large undeveloped coal 

deposit, but almost nothing else to attract international investors. Not too far away -  across 

the desert - at the same time OT was still asleep and hidden.  

 

Throughout the 1990s the government began to build our legal frameworks and to build 

relationships around the world. The job of promoting Mongolia as an investment 

destination became incrementally easier to do. 

 

I was blessed to serve as an envoy of my nation in two major mining powers. As I 

mentioned, in Australia but also in Canada where the story of Oyu Tolgoi began. 

 

I was the Mongolian Ambassador to Canada in the early 2000s, and one of my goals was 

again to promote Mongolia in the Canadian investment and business community. 

 

I recall our embassy organizing the first formal meeting in late September, 2001, between 

the Mongolian Government and representatives of a junior, Canadian, exploration company 

called Ivanhoe Mines. 

 

The company planned to explore in an area known as Oyu Tolgoi. It was an area in which 

there were promising signs of a significant copper deposit, but others in the past had failed 

to find anything commercially viable. 

 

At the time I never imagined that I would one day be part of the company that would 

eventually be born from that meeting. Nor did any of us in Mongolia really understand the 

scale of what lay hidden under the Gobi sand. 

 

Mongolia had made many significant strides from the early 1990s in terms of creating a legal 

and policy environment that would make a large scale investment possible. 

 



But when the first significant discoveries at Oyu Tolgoi occurred in 2002 and 2003, the 

country was not fully prepared for the potential scale of the project. It took most of the 

decade to negotiate an investment agreement with Ivanhoe Mines and Rio Tinto. At the 

same time, the Government was also developing policy and laws to address the other 

investments that Oyu Tolgoi suddenly made possible. Tavan Tolgoi, for example, suddenly 

became widely known in the mining and investment community after years of relative 

obscurity.  

 

As Mongolia's trade commissioner in China 20 years ago, I used to spend days in the Chinese 

Ministry of Coal attempting to talk about Tavan Tolgoi. I always failed at that time. It took 

two decades to bring TT to what it is now, still incomplete, but with promising potential.  

 

Oyu Tolgoi on the other hand is the largest single mining investment project not only in 

Mongolia, but in the entire of northeast Asia. In the past, Mongolia had always looked to its 

northern or southern neighbour when considering partnership. But with OT, for the first 

time, the partnership was made with a large, third neighbour multinational - Rio Tinto. After 

the signing of the Oyu Tolgoi investment agreement, the incremental progress and the 

inevitable setbacks along the way accelerated. 

 

In fact, it accelerated in a way that only served to highlight the areas where the government 

and the investment community still had a lot of work to do. This was not only to develop the 

right legal and policy environment but also the right economic conditions to support a 

massive inflow of foreign direct investment. This was a huge task: from improving the ease 

of importing goods across our border to having a community of suppliers that could meet 

the high standards of the world-class operation being built in a remote part of the country. 

 

In recent weeks and months the story of Mongolian investment has been full of drama. But 

it is hard to find a period in the last decade that doesn’t include such drama driving the ups 

and downs of investor sentiment. But it is against this backdrop, Mongolia has slowly built 

itself into a destination for foreign capital. 

 

The truth is that those short-term fluctuations have a tendency to obscure the fact that the 

trend remains towards more ups than downs. Those of us who are committed to Mongolia 

for the long term see the real potential that my country has to offer as a business partner. 

 

When the first major discovery of copper at the Oyu Tolgoi site was made in 2002 and 2003, 

the economic prospects of Mongolia were not overwhelming. After a decade of democratic 

and economic liberalism, the country was still optimistic about the future. But devastating 

natural disasters in the previous few years had decimated the country’s major source of 

wealth: its livestock. The discovery of Oyu Tolgoi changed half-hearted attempts at 

leveraging growth through tourism, farming, or animal husbandry into unbridled excitement 



about the country’s mineral wealth. Almost overnight the economic prospects of the 

country became difficult to comprehend. 

 

With each passing year, the trend in Mongolia has been clear. Economic growth has 

skyrocketed. In 2001 GDP was US$ 1.2 billion, and today it is nearly 10 times that amount. 

There are the beginnings of a world class supplier base. And, there is a growing skilled 

workforce. 

 

The Oyu Tolgoi project has contributed significantly to this growth with: 

• The creation of over 15,000 jobs during construction. Even today, our workforce 

stands at almost 8,500 – 90% of which is proudly Mongolian. 

• The creation of a huge technical training programme, funded with $126 million from 

Oyu Tolgoi. 

• A massive investment in developing a strong and sustainable supply chain. This year, 

our procurement spend within the country is expected to reach 50 per cent. 

 

But the challenges were always there. We have faced many issues to achieve what OT is 

today: a world class open pit and concentrator facility with on-going exports. Logistics to the 

border was a major hurdle due to the need to increase Mongolian participation in the 

project. At one point some even suggested using camel caravans instead of utilizing foreign 

logistics companies. It was an unrealistic suggestion, but it is an example of how much 

attention was given to ensure maximum domestic participation in the project.  

 

In Mongolia we like to think of ourselves as breaking the mould when the situation demands 

it. We are not afraid to try new things, and we are firm believers in pragmatically solving 

problems. We are determined to ensure our natural mineral wealth is a blessing rather than 

a curse. But the process of achieving that goal in a vibrant democracy is not always smooth 

and is often full of drama. 

 

I have seen excitement about Mongolia reach fever pitches and drop off a cliff multiple 

times. Examples include the passage of the 2006 minerals law, adoption and repeal of the 

windfall profits tax, the issuing of the Chinggis Bonds, and recently, of course, the delay in 

developing the underground mine at Oyu Tolgoi. 

 

In spite of the ups and downs, the trend has been a steady march forward as more and 

more investors discover the long term prospects of the country and the potential rewards 

for patience and commitment. And, they still carefully watch us at OT.  

 

Oyu Tolgoi has been and remains a pioneering project for the country. It has laid a path for 

other future projects. Along the way the pace has sometimes been slow, even discouraging, 

but it has always been a drive forward. 



 

The evidence continues to point towards progress—towards the right balance between 

national prosperity and a business environment attractive to investors committed for the 

long term. 

 

For those here today that have a long history with Mongolia, I would like to thank you for 

your commitment, patience, and partnership in this critical time in Mongolia’s history. For 

those who are just now discovering my country, look past the headlines and the political 

drama of any single moment and evaluate Mongolia’s long-term trends. 

 

I would like to encourage all of you and your business partners to join OT in its drive to 

transform Mongolia’s mining industry and economy for the mutual benefits of all those 

involved in the business.     

 

As it is said in Latin, “Per Aspera ad astra” – “A rough road leads to the stars.” 

 

Thank you once again for this opportunity and I wish you the best of luck in your future 

endeavours in Mongolia. 


