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It can’t be denied, 2014 was not a strong year for mineral exploration 
— and for those associated with the industry. The global exploration 
budget of junior explorers, who have accounted for the majority of 
overall industry expenditure since 2005, dropped 60 percent from the 
previous year to a 12-year low. The impact was keenly felt by those 
supporting the industry from above, and took more than a few people 
by surprise — coming as quickly as it did after the apparent rebound 
from the global financial crisis of 2008. Many operators are asking 
what caused the current downturn, in the hopes of finding out what 
the future holds for the sector — and their relationship with it.

The mining industry is a complicated beast. Affected by a mixture 
of the macro (such as global economies, supply and demand, and 
changing demographics) as well as the micro (things like new tech-
nologies, project quality, and management ability), it sees years 

of capricious activity followed by unbearable lulls, during which 
everyone seems to lose their job, change their career and dismiss 
the sector as a fickle business. Yet there is an explanation for the 
never-ending waves of boom and bust. 

In its simplest form, the boom phase of the cycle is driven by demand 
outstripping supply, which pushes up commodity prices and incentivizes 
companies to find new deposits and develop mines. The increase in 
demand and price also allows for the development of high-cost opera-
tions which can only survive while prices are buoyed. At the height 
of a boom, production is accelerated (to take advantage of the high 
prices), mergers and acquisitions go through the roof (allowing inves-
tors to make a quick buck), and supply eventually outstrips demand. 
Commodity markets go into surplus, prices drop, and the high-cost 
operations are no longer economical; the boom leads to a bust.
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The downTurn in The global mining indusTry 
has hiT many helicopTer operaTors hard. 
VerTical’s geology experT amanda geard looks 
aT whaT we can expecT from The coming year — 
and how To prepare for beTTer Times.
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An Airbus Helicopters AS350 B3 operated 
by Great Slave Helicopters supplies a 

remote drilling site in the Canadian North. 
Nathan Shute Photo
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During a bust, such as we are now enduring, major and 
junior mining and exploration companies reduce expendi-
ture. Majors must accommodate their investors’ changing 
priorities, so risk is minimized and production streamlined, 
resulting in the axing of exploration and mine-expansion 
projects. Juniors, however, may have an appetite for 
exploration, but capital is extremely difficult to come by 
and budgets are slashed. Mines with the highest operating 
costs are put on “care and maintenance.” 

Without producing mines, metal supplies go into deficit, 
pushing up commodity prices, increasing opportunities to 
make money — and capital flows freely once more. Ideas 
for exploration projects are recovered from the back of 
dusty offices by excited geologists and drilling begins in 
earnest once again. Opportunistic companies pick up aban-
doned mining leases for a steal (often the high-cost opera-
tions that were discarded in the last bust), push production 
up, and make a hefty profit. After a while, commodity 
markets go into surplus and prices drop, the high-cost 
operations are no longer economical and — you guessed 
it — the boom leads to a bust.

In recent history, 2003 through 2008 was an exciting time 
for mineral exploration around the world; the number of 
junior explorers exploded and investors made money on 
even the most speculative of projects. By 2007, juniors 
accounted for 55 percent of global exploration budgets, 
while the majors’ share dropped from 60 percent in 2001 
to 30 percent in 2007 (the remainder of the global budget 
being spent by governments and consultancy groups). A 
predictable trend was highlighted; total expenditure during 
a boom is higher than during a bust, and so is the relative 
expenditure of junior explorers.

With the dawning of the global financial crisis in 2008, 
metal prices plummeted with correspondingly savage 
cuts in exploration budgets for both juniors and majors 
(50 percent and 29 percent respectively). And yet, less 
than two years later, we were witnessing what was to be 
a rapid recovery accompanied by the very same story of 
an increase in expenditure, company numbers, and confi-
dence. But, this time, it was to be a short-lived respite.

Exploration prognosis
If you have attended a presentation by a junior explorer 

within the last decade, the company’s management will 
inevitably have discussed the urbanization of the emerging 
markets of China, India, and Brazil. These growing 
economies have driven an unprecedented demand for raw 
materials, and they will continue to do so. The OECD (the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) 
estimates that, globally, an additional three billion people 
will enter the middle class by 2030; each and every one of 
them will desire a car, a new kitchen, and a large collection 
of gadgets, creating a drastic increase in demand for the 
things that you and I take for granted. This demand will 
most likely go through stages. Firstly, there will be a need 
for steel for housing and infrastructure (requiring iron ore 
and coking coal), then a desire for easy energy (in the form 
of oil and thermal coal) and a way to transport it (using 
copper, nickel and zinc). Finally, as the society develops, 

RotaRy-wing suppoRt
What roles can helicopters fill during the life cycle of a mining project?

rEconnaissancE mapping: Drop off and pick up mapping teams, and be on 
standby for emergency extraction.

gEophysics: Enable geophysical data acquisition, through high-resolution 
magnetic and radiometric surveys.

Drilling: Transport equipment and personnel to remote locations, sling rock 
samples from a drill site, and be on standby for emergency extraction.

mining: Provide support for mapping, geophysics and drilling for “satellite” (near-mine) 
exploration targets. For remote mining projects, emergency evacuation standby will also 
be necessary, not to mention helicopter support for VIP, investor, and board visits.
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there will be a need for platinum and palladium for the 
automotive sector, and gold for everything else.

In the last 10 to 15 years, increased production of iron ore and 
coking coal from Australia, South Africa, China and Brazil has 
accommodated stage one of mass urbanization. China’s steel 
mills have absorbed this increased supply, and everyone was 
happy — until now, at least. A run on production has saturated 
the market, and the price of iron ore plummeted 50 percent 
in 2014 to less than US$70 per tonne (its lowest price since 
2009). It’s a similar story for coking coal, with shocking price 
decreases that have forced many producers out of business. 
And explorers have not fared well.

Today, we find ourselves back in the throes of a bust. 
Is this a normal, albeit shorter, cycle? Or are we on the 
precipice of disaster?

“Boom and bust is nothing new to the mining industry,” 
Charles Gibson, head of mining at international research 

firm, Edison Group, told Vertical. “What is surprising is the 
speed at which boom has turned to bust. In 1979, everyone 
knew that we were in a boom. In 2000, everyone knew that 
we were in a bust. This time around, we have gone from the 
same sense of euphoria in 2011-12 to the equivalent sense of 
misery in 2013-14 within the space of just two years. Part of 
the problem is the scale of the imbalances that have grown 
up in the global economy and the hubris that this has created 
in financial markets — hence the lurches between irrational 
exuberance and irrational pessimism.”

Essentially, this downturn appears to be a result of a dramatic 
increase in supply rather than a decrease in demand, and 
therefore this current price weakness may be more short-lived 
than previous downturns. Already we are seeing mine closures, 
reduced mergers and acquisitions, and minimal initial public 
offering activity; all signs that we are nearing the bottom.

Furthermore, on a global scale, things are looking ever-so-

LEFT: An AS350 B2 hauls 
seismic bags to a drill site 
during exploration work.  
Alex Edwards Photo

ABOVE: Geotech Aviation’s 
AgustaWestland AW119 Ke 
Koala completes a versatile time 
domain electromagnetic (VTEM) 
survey over northern Ontario. 
Geotech Photo
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tougher.
HUMAN-MACHINE INTERFACE INNOVATIONS
FOR AEROSPACE & DEFENSE APPLICATIONS
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Who do you trust in your cockpit?

Uniquely small, durable and lightweight, the new 
S300 switch and NVIS-compatible, illuminated 
panels from Staco Systems are a perfect fit for 
any helicopter cockpit. Plus, only Staco wear-
resistant panels have polymer over acrylic paint 
that eliminates light leakage and prevents breach of 
legends. Learn more about our advanced materials at 
stacosystems.com +1.949.297.8700 | 877.Staco4U

Visit us at Heli-Expo 2015 in booth 5263.
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slightly better; the International Monetary Fund is predicting international 
growth of 3.5 percent for 2015 (up 0.2 percent from 2014) led by the OECD 
countries, with the U.S. showing a one percent recovery and the Eurozone 
finally swinging into positive territory. The sentiment across the mining indus-
try is quite encouraging about the medium-term and, as Gibson put it, “Given 
the extent of quantitative easing in the U.S. in particular, Edison is cautiously 
optimistic about the prospects for gold and base metals in 2015 — albeit with 
the proviso that unforeseen external events have the capacity to generate 
significant volatility.” A strengthening dollar, tumbling oil price and questions 
about the stability of large economies (such as Russia) will certainly affect 
commodity prices in the short-term, but the stabilizing influence of a continu-
ally growing Chinese economy (admittedly at a subdued rate) and the quiet 
recovery of the U.S. and Europe may act somewhat as a ballast for the year. 

Economic sentiment aside, nearly US$11 billion was spent globally on hard 
rock exploration in 2014 — half the total spend of 2012, but nonetheless a 
significant amount. Global expenditure for 2015 is forecast to remain steady; 
if you intend to continue servicing the industry and prepare for the next boom, 
I’d recommend taking a few key steps to ensure you secure a piece of the pie. 

• Accessibility
From the perspective of an exploration company, it is vital that helicopter sup-

pliers are accessible. The nature of exploration and mining puts those that work 
in the industry in remote and inaccessible locations, while helicopter outfits are 
often based in cities and towns. Attend mining conferences, advertise in explo-
ration journals, and network within the industry at technical events. There are 
more than 630 active junior explorers globally, plus 21 major companies; if you 
don’t know someone in each of these then you have a gap to fill.

• Contacts
Make sure you contact the right people from the 

outset. Bear in mind that those who make decisions 
regarding contractor selection normally have the 
title of exploration manager, project manager or 
chief geologist; cold calling the CEO normally results 
in a brush-off (unless it is a very small outfit).

• Emerging Jurisdictions
The good news for North American-based heli-

copter operators is that Canada is once again the 
most popular destination for junior explorers, with 22 
percent of the global exploration budget spent in the 
country — due to its sovereign security and govern-
ment incentives. However, with so many suppliers, 
competition is fierce. Keep an eye on where financing 
is being focused; it will give you a head start in seek-
ing new markets. In 2014, junior companies working 
in Peru and Mexico attracted only three percent of 
international exploration financing, but produced 12 
percent of global “significant exploration results,” 
suggesting that companies in these two jurisdictions 
are putting their cash into effective exploration. Good 
results lead to growth, which precedes increased 
investment and more work for mining contractors.

• Recommendations
Keep in contact with drilling companies and 

geophysical consultants. There is nothing as attractive 
as a drilling company which recommends a helicopter 
provider (or vice-versa); so it’s important to maintain 
and extend contacts with other service providers. 
Remember that there are also companies which offer 
a combined drilling/helicopter solution, compete with 
medical and logistics personnel. These companies 
make it easy for explorers by offering a one-stop shop, 
but they must think ahead to ride out the downturns 
and prepare for the next boom. One such company that 
offers an integrated package is Heli Drilling Solutions 
(HDS), based in South Africa. Katherine van Biljon, the 
company’s managing director, says that fundamental 
to this specialized company’s survival through the bust 
has been the retention of “a small and focused team, 
where senior management has a hands-on role to 
ensure maximum value for the clients.”

Airwolf 204/205/212, UH-1, AH-1 TT 
Straps Now FAA STC’d and IN STOCK 

36 Month Bell 206/206L, OH-58 Straps also in stock.

SEE US AT HELI-EXPO! BOOTH #429

“We use Airwolf’s 
TT Straps and are 
glad that someone is 
helping keep our Bell 
helicopters flying while 
reducing costs.”
— Alfonso Garcia, Great Slave 
Helicopters.

Phone: 440-632-1687 • www.airwolfaerospace.com



• Smart marketing
With declining exploration budgets, helicopters are generally used less in explora-

tion for two reasons: firstly, more remote and challenging projects are put on ice as 
finances are squeezed; and secondly, there is a perception that the use of helicopters 
increases exploration costs. Van Biljon says that HDS outlines the cost savings to 
explorers from the outset. 

“[Exploration companies] often think of helicopter supported programs as prohibitively 
expensive versus conventional land-based drilling,” she told Vertical, “but once they take 
into account the cost of earthworks and large drill pads as well as the increasing impor-
tance of minimizing environmental impact, heli drilling becomes an enticing option.”

• Re-pitch your tenders
The 2014 tumble in oil prices may mean that you can highlight areas where savings will 

be passed onto explorers. If you are first out of the blocks to directly discuss a reduction 
in hourly rates with a cash-strapped exploration manager, you may just find your previ-
ously rejected tender takes on a new life; good for you, and good for the explorer.

The key is to keep your hand in the mining industry; there may be doom and gloom in 
the air, but it won’t last. Expand and diversify your services, take on smaller contracts 
and network with explorers who, like you, are trying to ride through the hard times. If 
you can look beyond the next 18 to 24 months and stay on the wagon, you will reap 
the rewards when the boom rolls back.
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i Service Center 
6500, Chemin de la Savane 
Saint-Hubert, QC  J3Y 8Y9 

Canada

T. 450.550.2024   |   1.877.468.3431

info@iservicecenter.ca  •  www.iservicecenter.ca

Maintenance Specialties 
Avionic  •  Composite  •  Structure

Part Sales
Bell Customer Service Facility
Robinson Service Center

Jig certified for  
Bell 205; 212; 412

Amanda Geard | amanda Geard is an exploration geologist and project 
generator who has worked across australia, South america, southeast 
asia and africa. She currently runs a consultancy with her business partner 
which specializes in targeting and acquiring unexplored ground for junior 
explorers looking to break into new markets in africa.

Helicopters can provide support throughout the lifecycle of a 
mining project. Here, a heli-portable drill is taken to a remote 
site to drill a seismic shot hole. Heath Moffatt Photo




