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largest employer, and everyone
knows everyone else. We are
improving our performance in the
larger business and the larger town
of Dampier, as well as in Port
Hedland, which is dominated by
other bigger companies.” 

Contractors matter just as much as
Rio Tinto’s direct employees when it
comes to safety. In Australia, as
managing director Rio Tinto Iron
Ore Expansion Projects, Warwick
Smith is very familiar with the
challenges of working with them.
Although at its peak Expansion
Projects was employing some 5,000
people, 90 per cent of them were
contractors.

“With so many contractors involved,
the induction process has to be best
practice, you have to get close to
them,” says Warwick. “We have a
three pronged approach. Firstly
there’s our attitude of care – the
standard of care for contractors is
the same as Rio Tinto staff.

“Secondly, we insist on collaboration
and the sharing of best practice
amongst everyone, including all
contractors. Every six weeks we hold
a safety forum that includes about
100 people from different companies
in the same room. We rotate the
chair amongst the contractors, and
they are responsible for content for
that day. It’s a very powerful tool.

“And thirdly, we introduced a Fatality
Prevention Programme that looks at
low probability, high consequence risks.

“This has two main aspects;
workshops, where we discuss why
we put ourselves in danger and
identify key drivers of risk, focusing
on the forces that create accidents,
like gravity, mechanical and
electrical forces.

“Then there’s a site hazard
identification process. Every one of
our sites is different – they can be

came from the immediate region and
another 900 were semi skilled
workers from elsewhere in the
country. The supervisors were
mostly English speaking South
Africans, and we employed local
drivers who acted as on the spot
translators. But language in the end
wasn’t the biggest challenge, it was
getting people to understand what
they had to do. 

“QMM, which had been operating on
the island for a long time, knew how
to communicate well with the locals,
and they identified people available
to work for us, using simple
psychometric testing to classify
people’s suitability for different roles.

“We instigated a ‘Readiness to Work’
training programme – very basic
stuff like workplace discipline,
keeping to a schedule, and the
differences between working for a
supervisor and for themselves.

“For safety, we created industrial
theatre productions: 20 minute
playlets acted by local troupes that
conveyed messages about, for
example, working at heights. Using
humour and the local language
meant that the messages stuck.

“We insisted on safe behaviour from
day one, and that included
contractors, many of whom
previously had poor safety records.
We told them that we didn’t accept
accidents, and also made sure they
acted on things that to us are
second nature, like wearing seat
belts, but were not part of general
behaviour in the country. And we
encouraged collaboration at all
levels, including getting the
message across to contractor top
management.”

Ralph Mills is a writer and
archaeologist based in Nottingham,
England.

Winners from
among old and new
operations.

Left
Rio Tinto Iron Ore
Expansion Projects.

Below left
Australia’s Dampier
Salt, Lake MacLeod
operations.

Below right
Traffic management
at a new mine, 
QIT Madagascar
Minerals.

Collaboration key
to contractor safety

Humour makes
the messages stick

constructing a port, a railway, a mine
or a power station, each with
different hazards. So we engage with
the workforce – including Rio Tinto
and contractor leadership and the
workers themselves.

“Since we started this programme
about a year ago we’ve held 30
sessions in which about 1,400
people have participated. We’ve
identified over 400 potentially fatal
events and created over 200
remedies for them.

“It’s been useful to involve desk
based staff in this exercise, because
they bring fresh sets of eyes and
notice things we’ve overlooked
through familiarity. You can never
take your eye off the ball in safety
management.

“And what has worked well for 
Rio Tinto has benefited contractors.
They have often won bids on other
projects because they can
demonstrate a good safety record.”

The effort has produced positive
results – Iron Ore Expansion Projects
won a Chief Executive’s Safety Award
this year. 

A different set of safety challenges
faced Chris Beaumont, general
manager Construction, as he
supervised the establishment in
Madagascar of the new Rio Tinto/
QMM mineral sands mine, another of
this year’s winners.

“Though we were committed to
employing as many local Malagasy
workers as possible, they had never
experienced any major industrial
development in the area,” Chris
explained. “These were good, fit
people who were, however, mostly
farmers and fishers, who were used
to working independently for
themselves.

“At its peak the project employed
some 4,100 workers, of whom 2,700

Find out more at 

www.riotinto. com/

ourapproach/17215_safety.asp

33061_P26-31  16/8/09  11:09  Page 7



Review 91 September 2009

33061_Cover  16/8/09  11:41  Page 32


