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Houston Spencer, Mongolian Mining Summit, Perth, 2013 

31, October, 2013 

FINAL: check against delivery 

 

Minister, Mongolian and international guests, it is a pleasure to join you today.  

 

Rio Tinto, like many others in the industry, puts safety ahead of everything else. I 

start with this message because it is how we start anything we do at Oyu Tolgoi. 

We take a moment to remind each other about safety in our personal and 

professional lives.  

 

These are going on every large building at the site. We want the first thing you see 

when you drive towards OT is an in-your-face reminder of our core value – 

making sure everyone goes home safe each and every day. Reminding ourselves 

about safety takes only a moment of our time, but it puts us in the right frame of 

mind for doing our work. 

_ 

My session today is billed as a Project Update. But the fact that you have an 

interest in the Mongolian mining industry means you probably already know 

something about our project.  

Oyu Tolgoi is a partnership between the Mongolian Government, Rio Tinto and 

Turquoise Hill Resources.  

 

This year, we completed construction of our 100 thousand tonne per day 

concentrator, and began processing ore from our open-pit, a small part of the 

overall deposit. 

Just this month we fitted the final piece into our operational puzzle when Chinese 

customs released our product to customers. This means we’re now operational in 

every part of the business - from mining to production to export to sales. 
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The Oyu Tolgoi story actually goes back a lot longer. Soviet geologists had 

explored the area in the South Gobi – about 80 kilometres from the Chinese 

border - in the seventies and eighties, intrigued by the blue tinged ground and the 

evidence of ancient copper smelting. 

 

 A few more attempts followed, but it was only at the turn of the century when a 

small Canadian company, Ivanhoe Mines, began to explore in earnest. The 

exploration almost ended without success, but between 2001 and 2005, they 

finally made a series of amazing discoveries, finding an ore body as big as 

Manhattan Island. 

It took another decade to get to his point. A decade not only of negotiation about 

how to realise the project, but also the huge challenge of working out what this 

might mean for Mongolia. 

The inclusion of Rio Tinto as mine Manager, as well as an investor in the project, 

signaled the determination of all involved to make this a truly international 

partnership.  

 

If you’ve read the latest Rio Tinto quarterlies, you know we’ve produced over 160 

thousand tonnes of concentrate so far. By the end of the year we’re expecting to 

produce between 75 and 85 thousand tonnes of copper, and we’re on track to 

bring sales in line with production before 2014. 

But I want give you a slightly different perspective from the raw statistics of the 

project. 

I’m going to talk about the lesson that Oyu Tolgoi provides about investment in 

Mongolia. The message I want to share with you isn’t the most novel you’ll hear, 

but it is the most important lesson to be taken from the experience of the Oyu 

Tolgoi project.  

And Perth is a perfect place in which to offer this message and this lesson. 
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Perth is one of the most established capitals of global mining – so it might seem 

odd to be drawing parallels with one of the youngest mining nations in the 

industry. 

What we see in West Australia today -- with a strong mining sector that is the 

powerhouse of the Australian economy – that isn’t something that popped up 

overnight. It’s the dividend of long-term vision, commitment, persistence, 

foresight and investment that stretches back more than four decades.  The 

investment more than a generation ago and long-term commitment to the sector 

is the platform for the economic growth, jobs and investment of today.  And 

today our cousins up the road at Rio Tinto Iron Ore, have mine plans floating 

around the office that extend for another 50-odd years.  We are in a very long-

term game. 

And that’s also the simple lesson from the Oyu Tolgoi experience: investment in 

Mongolia requires long-term commitment. 

Yesterday, Oyu Tolgoi Chairman Batsukh spoke about Mongolia’s past, present 

and future. He had a simple message – the drama in the headlines has risen and 

fallen but Mongolia’s long-term trajectory has been positive. 

Dreams don’t necessarily come true quickly.  One of the most eloquent dreamers 

of the twentieth century, Martin Luther King, Jr said, “The moral arc of the 

universe is long, but it bends towards justice.” 

Moral arcs and justice may be a bit high-minded when we’re talking about 

business and investment. But the notion of dreams unfolding over decades seems 

appropriate. 

Although we talk proudly about building Oyu Tolgoi in just three years, 

exploration at OT began almost 20 years ago. 

 

_ 

Building OT and beginning production has been a monumental challenge: A 

triumph of ingenuity and hard work pushing back against adversity. 



4 

The Gobi Desert, where the temperature swings from -40C to +40C, had none of 

the infrastructure we needed. And yet in just three years, in a sign of 

extraordinary commitment, more than six billion dollars has been spent to place 

our feet firmly on the ground.  

When you visit Oyu Tolgoi, the gap between what you initially imagine and what 

our workforce has built is extraordinary. 

It’s more than the concentrator and the massive excavators and haul trucks, 

comprising the biggest technological leap forward in Mongolian industrial history.  

What you find at Oyu Tolgoi shows that with commitment you can build world-

class, cutting edge facilities in a non-established and challenging environment. 

But as well as being impressed by the concrete and steel, you get a palpable sense 

of energy from the 8,500 people working on the project. 

Even on the toughest days at OT, it’s our young, proud workforce that reminds 

me it’s worth all the effort. Each of them represents a great story about 

Mongolia’s development. 

 The woman who came to OT as a cleaner, but now drives 300 tonne 

Komatsu haul trucks. 

 The young graduate delivering world-class business auditing and 

transparency. 

 The environmental officer whose passion and belief in protecting the land 

of his forefathers keeps the business honest. 

The commitment of our workforce reminds me that a great business is always 

about people. 

The impact they are delivering is already significant – despite the fact we have 

only become a revenue generating business in the last few weeks.  

You don’t undertake work on this scale – or spend the money to make it happen 

without serious commitment. 
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And that commitment manifests itself in another way that is not always noticed.  

Even at times of challenge, the strength of our commitment means that we’ve 

continued to speak up for the country, encouraging others to see a shared future 

through investment.  

We take part in many Mongolian investment events and I’ve enjoyed 

representing the company at several.  I am proud Rio Tinto and OT remain among 

the loudest international advocates for Mongolia.  

But I’ve heard the observation that some recent events have had modest 

attendance – a reflection perhaps on the economic atmosphere compared to 

years gone by. 

But I see things another way. The people in this room – you are the ones with 

real, long term interest in Mongolia. This is what commitment looks like.  

We began to build OT during a boom. In fact, it is fair to say that we played an 

unavoidable part in creating that boom. But as months have turned into years, 

the international investment community in Ulaanbaatar has thinned. 

This has caused some consternation – domestically and internationally. But 

Mongolia is not an in-and-out, short term bet. It never has been. 

The investors behind Oyu Tolgoi - Rio Tinto and others - were never get-rich-quick 

merchants. While our primary responsibility is to deliver for our shareholders, our 

strategy, just like our role in Mongolia, has always been about the long-term.  

In the last few months, if your information on OT has only come from the media, 

you might think that Rio Tinto’s belief in Mongolia could be wavering. 

But it’s not. Yes, there are issues to resolve, but talk to anyone involved in OT and 

you’ll hear enduring optimism, even passion.  

That optimism is driven by the fact that at a macro level nothing has changed. We 

are a multi-generational, long life project, whose true value can never be judged 
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against any single moment in time. 

_ 

Rio Tinto has a reputation as a long-term, sustainable investor.   When we moved 

our business into Mongolia, we invested to deliver long term value for our 

shareholders.  

But we also committed to a suite of activities to maximise the positive effect of 

our investment on the country as a whole. 

 Strengthening the Mongolian supplier base, so that today, in our first year 

of production, already two thirds of our suppliers are Mongolian  

 A programme to upgrade the entire national vocational education and 

training system to bring along students across Mongolia. 

 Profound infrastructure investments in roads, power, and water 

 …and all that on top of our direct contribution to Mongolia’s tax receipts: 

more than $1 billion has gone to the Government, to date, even before 

earning our first dollar of revenue. 

The Investment Agreement signed in 2009 to develop the Oyu Tolgoi asset and 

positively contribute to the country’s development, was the underpinning of our 

partnership. A partnership to own and operate a business which delivers real 

long-term value for all involved. 

But as strong as the agreement is, its signing was just the beginning of partnership 

building. 

While it allowed us to get on with constructing roads and colleges, partnership 

has to be developed over a much longer time. And we always knew that this 

would be as complex as building the mine itself. 

Bitumen, concrete and steel build roads and concentrators. 

But the success of a long term partnership is built from commitment, trust and 

understanding – gained by working through challenges together. 
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The strongest partnerships are forged in difficulty – working through tough issues 

and tough times together. Once those kinds of partnerships are established, the 

challenges they face may not diminished - but they are so much easier to 

overcome.  

Oyu Tolgoi will run for fifty, sixty, perhaps even one hundred years. The three 

years of construction, and the last year of ironing out the issues that the business 

faces, will be a tiny part of the long term OT story.  

So it’s important for all of us to judge OT – and, as Batsukh so eloquently 

expressed yesterday, Mongolia as an investment destination - not on a moment 

of history, but on the whole story. 

_ 

Oyu Tolgoi’s investors – Turquoise Hill and Rio Tinto - continue discussions with 

the Government of Mongolia – discussions on the issues that must be overcome 

as part of the further development of OT’s underground mine. 

The underground is the thing that will make OT an exceptional business. It will 

eventually account for up to 80% of the value of the project.  

The proud Mongolians and their international colleagues who worked on the 

construction prior to the suspension have already built 15 Kilometres of lateral 

tunnels, blasting and digging six metres at a time. The work they have done is 

amazing and we look forward to the day when they’re back with us. 

I understand why many stakeholders want to see that day come quickly. But  

speed cannot drive this process. We have to resolve the issues properly – creating 

solutions that last. 

A quick business fix or a quick political fix are false promises. Because short term 

solutions in our industry just don’t deliver in the long term. 

_ 

 

Separate from the continuing discussions, recently we have seen a new debate 
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emerging. How – once the short term issues are resolved – can OT’s future be 

shaped as a business instead of a relentless political issue. 

It is a worthy conversation. But I think the real debate is more nuanced. OT is not 

just a business; it is a mining business - long term, capital intensive and a 

challenging industry to be in. 

Politics can be mercurial, while business – and particularly mining - is about 

continual progress and optimization which require continuity and stability. 

Political challenges change and new priorities emerge. For a Government, 

focusing on investment that delivers returns over decades - rather than 

succumbing to immediate social and economic pressures - requires immense 

foresight.  

Investors face a similar tension. We never lose sight of our primary responsibility 

to our shareholders, but the needs of the communities in which we operate are 

an inextricable part of a project on this scale.  

Managing these tensions that both business and Government face is a huge 

challenge. But it is a challenge which is overcome with tenacity and commitment. 

_ 

Economic ups and downs will continue. Mongolia may even see another boom 

period. But in some ways trying to predict the short term weather is irrelevant.  

Mongolian mining is long-term.  

Investment is about years and even decades, not weeks and months. 

The things that drew Rio Tinto to Mongolia a few years ago are unchanged. 

 We are still developing an extraordinary deposit, unlike anything that has 

been found globally for years. 

 We still have a proud, democratic nation, tremendously excited about 

finding its place on the world stage.  
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 And Mongolia still sits on the doorstep of the largest growth market in the 

world. In the time it takes for minerals mined here in Western Australia to 

make their way as far as the coastal ports, our copper concentrate will have 

already travelled the short distance to China. 

There is a bright future for OT. History will judge this time as one moment in a 

long and prosperous story.  

If you ask me – Should I invest in Mongolia? I’ll ask you about your level of 

commitment and willingness to work hard.  

If you have that commitment, and the sticking power, then the country remains 

one of the most exciting long term investment destinations anywhere in the 

world. 

Challenges will be overcome, and it will be those with genuine commitment who 

will be a part of Mongolia’s story.  

ENDS 

 
 


