
Mining and Metal Extraction in Australia 

I am Ahmet Deniz Bas, a PhD student at Laval University, Quebec, Canada. I plan to 
make interviews on mining and metal extraction processes for those who are seeking for 
a graduate education or a job in Canada, Australia, and South Africa which have huge 
metal resources and are worldwide leading in the production of metals and development 
of new technologies in these fields. I am pleased to submit my first interview with Prof 
Dr Erkan Topal from Curtin University (Australia) and the others are coming soon. I 
believe that these interviews would be useful and will especially encourage the 
undergraduate students who look forward to going to these countries and studying in 
these fields.  
 
This interview has been translated into English from the Turkish journal Madencilik 
Türkiye which will be published on December 1, 2014. 
 
- Ahmet Deniz Bas (ADB): You have been working for a long time in Australia. 
What would you like to say about your work and academic life? 
 
- Erkan Topal (ET): After I graduated with a Bachelor's degree in Mining Engineering 
in Turkey, I did my MSc and PhD degrees at Colorado School of Mines (CSM) in 
America. After I received two MSc and one PhD degrees at CSM, I worked for some 
time in Turkey and then came to Australia in 2006. I worked three years at the 
Department of Mining Engineering at The University of Queensland as a senior academic 
and at CRC Mining Research Institute as a researcher. Thereafter, I transferred to 
Western Australian School of Mines, WASM, (Curtin University) as an associate 
professor and I started to work as the head of the department in 2009. In 2013, I became a 
professor and I left my position as the head of the department after 5 years in 2014. Right 
now, I am working as a full time professor at the same department. My research lies on 
the mine planning, optimization, and mining economics.  
  

 



Fig. 1 A view from Western Australian School of Mines, WASM, Curtin University  

-ADB: What would you like to say about mining and metallurgy departments at 
Curtin University? For example, what kinds of regulations are there about 
university & industry relations? 

- ET: Western Australian School of Mines opened its doors in 1902. It is the oldest and 
the biggest natural resources institute in Australia. Bachelor, master, and doctorate 
degrees are given in mining, metallurgy, geology, and geodesy and photogrammetry 
engineering programmes.  

There is a progressive collective relation between industry and chamber of mining 
engineers and that allows our students to easily find a position at companies as soon as 
they graduate. With mining engineering subjects in particular, engineers from the 
industry are invited to give lectures and seminars as well. Technical visits and field trips 
are organized for almost every course. Working culture with industry is touched upon 
during the bachelor's program. At the same time, there is an active industrial advisory 
committee consisting of nine general managers of mining companies. The development 
of course content, helping in the organization of technical visits, and structuring summer 
internships are the main duties of this committee.  

 

 Fig. 2 A view from an open-pit mine in Australia 

-ADB: What are your thoughts about mining, mineral processing, and metallurgy in 
the world and in Australia? What are Australia's major contributions in these 
fields? 
 
- ET:  Mining is a risky sector which depends on time and the current economic 
situation. Due to rapid depletion in free-milling ores, there is an increasing trend on the 
treatment of low grade and deep underground ores worldwide. Based on the 
environmental restrictions and low metal prices, the future of mining will likely become 
harder and harder. However, if we all perform mining following the current technological 



trends, I predict that the mining sector will be economically stable. Australia has one of 
the biggest mining industries in the world and, depending on available jobs and 
technology, has the potential to become the biggest. In Australia, metal mines are located 
mainly in the western and southern regions while coal mines are located mostly in the 
east. Mining products make up 55% of Australia's exports. Australia is ranked first in the 
world for the production of bauxite, and lead, ranked second for iron, aluminium, and 
manganese, and ranked third for gold, nickel, lignite, and uranium. Australia is one of the 
world's leading countries in the mining industry. 60% of the world's mining companies 
use technological methods developed in Australia. 
 

-ADB: What kind of issues do you predict will become more important in the 
future? 

- ET: As I mentioned before, lots of high grade ores have already been extracted. In the 
future, we will extract low grade ores from deeper mines. Thus, due to the presence of 
low grade ores, deeper underground mining and mass mining methods will be more 
common. Due to problems that surface from deeper mining, additional engineering 
facilities in rock mechanics, mine ventilation, and ore transportation will be required. 
Automation in mining, the usage of high-capacity open-pit mining, and high-capacity 
underground mining equipment will be more prominent. I think that in the future mining 
projects will be more focused on the risk factor and decreasing the risks involved and 
economic analysis methods. In the case of mineral processing, extraction/treatment of 
low grade ores by solution mining (hydrometallurgical) methods and economic yield will 
be essential. 

-ADB: What would you like to advise to whom wish to do graduate studies in metal 
extraction processes in Australia? 
 
- ET: First of all, they should be enough good at English. For instance, to be accepted to 
Curtin University, you should obtain average score of 6.5 over 9 from IELTS and at least 
6 over 9 should be scored in each test. English education in your undergraduate period is 
not enough to be accepted for a graduate program at Curtin University and to work as an 
engineer at a company. You should have good scores from IELTS or TOEFL exams. 
Besides this, your undergraduate transcript with good grade point average (GPA) is 
important to be accepted for the graduate programmes. Additionally, papers you 
published and projects you involved help you to find scholarships and bursaries for 
graduate studies. Mining companies are seeking people who have good background in 
industrial experience. When contacting with people for graduate studies or available jobs, 
it is always better to say "I am specialised in this subject, these are my previous studies, 
and I would like to work in your research group" instead of saying "I can work in every 
subject". Students, who are looking for graduate studies in abroad, can find some 
scholarships from their own counties and can apply international student bourses in 



Australian universities, as well. "International Postgraduate Research Scholarship” 
(IPRS) is one of the most important scholarships for the international students in 
Australia. IPRS covers all the expenses such as education, insurance, and living expenses 
for two years of MSc student and for three years of PhD student. Students who have high 
scores in IELTS and TOEFL exams, have some published papers, and have research 
experience are more eligible to be accepted since there are many applicants for IPRS. In 
addition, there are some other scholarships by research institutes and engineering 
departments. You can find detailed information at university web-sites. Also, it is 
possible to find graduate scholarships by working in research projects. Applicants who 
are looking to work as an engineer in mining industry, can apply through human 
resources department. If there is someone at the company that knows you previously, it 
could be easy to be accepted as an engineer. 

 

Fig. 3 A view from mining activities in Australia 

-ADB: As I know, you recently visited Karadeniz Technical University (Turkey) and 
McGill University (Canada). What would you like to tell about these visits? 

- ET: Here in Australia, after a certain period of work-time, academicians are allowed to 
have “Sabbatical Leave”. Generally, you can go to any country and work as an academic 
or researcher for about six months. Hence, I visited Karadeniz Technical University 
(KTU), McGill University, and Colorado School of Mines. At KTU, I participated in the 
modelling of world energy consumption studies and probably two papers will be 
published in this subject. At the same time, I gave several seminars to the students and 
academic staffs on mining education, mine planning, and optimisation subjects. At 
McGill University and Colorado School of Mines, I had many meetings regarding new 



developments in mine planning and optimisation subjects and collaboration possibilities 
on future projects. 

 

Fig. 4 A view from Graduation Ceremony at Karadeniz Technical University (Turkey) 
(Left to right: Assoc. Prof. K. Aydiner - Deputy Head; Prof. A.O. Yilmaz - Head of 
Department; Prof. E. Topal of Curtin University; F. Bagci- Representative of 
undergraduate students; Assist. Prof. E.Y. Yazici; Dr. E. Yilmaz of CBI-First Quantum 
Minerals) 

-ADB: Do you want to add anything else? 

- ET: Generally, I think that the transfer of knowledge is quite important for the 
development of mining and metallurgy industries. In this aspect, all of us have duties. 
Universities, industries, and research centres should be always in contact for a collective 
collaboration together. Within this, student exchange programmes and technology 
transfers could be realised. 

-ADB: I would like to thank Prof Erkan Topal for kindly accepting the interview and 
giving invaluable advice to all of us. I wish to meet you again in the next interview, 
“Mining and Metal Extraction in Canada”.  
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