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Good morning. 

In preparing for today I was reflecting on how the world looked twelve months ago, 
when this conference was last held. At the time we were in the middle of the first 
wave of the pandemic, trying to deal with the human catastrophe. The 
macroeconomic outlook at that time was comparable to the depression of the 
thirties and commodity prices were generally depressed. 

Since then a remarkable recovery has happened in the global economy, driven by a 
very strong recovery in China. The mining industry is currently benefitting from this 
strong recovery. 

I read predictions about a new supercycle for the next decade, but quite frankly the 
last 12 months have taught us to be cautious. 

For Rio Tinto we are certainly not going to rely upon a new decade-long super-cycle, 
instead our focus is on building a stronger Rio Tinto that is resilient and more 
competitive in a number of scenarios. 
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But there is another reason why I am positive about the long term fundamentals.

Many people looking at this picture see solar cells, wind turbines, transmission lines, 
electric vehicles and urban development. I see a huge need for iron ore, copper, 
aluminium and materials for batteries. 

During the last twelve months the governments around the world have become 
increasingly aligned in their focus on the transition to a lower carbon world. This 
transition requires more of everything you see on this picture and will underpin the 
demand for our commodities for decades to come.
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Turning to Rio Tinto specifically.

I have been chief executive for four and a half months. As a result of the pandemic, it 
has been different to how I would have expected to spend my first few months in the 
role. Restrictions have meant that I can’t visit certain Rio assets or meet face to face 
with a number of employees and stakeholders around the globe, which I would have 
liked to do. But, importantly, I have spent three and a half invaluable months in 
Australia, our most important host country, engaging with employees and various 
other stakeholders - from our traditional owners in the Pilbara and the Northern 
Territory to key government representatives, business leaders and our shareholders, 
on the East and the West Coast. I also met with many talented current and former Rio 
employees. It has been an opportunity to listen, to learn and to understand how we 
need to adapt in order to start earning the right to become a trusted partner once 
more for various stakeholders. A key thing for me is that so many of those I met want 
to see Rio succeed.

As I’ve said before, it’s going to take time and great effort to rebuild trust and I am 
absolutely committed to doing so.
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We are focusing on four areas:
Firstly, Rio Tinto must be the ‘best operator’. Our operations performed well last year, 
especially with the additional challenges of COVID-19, but we can further sharpen the 
consistency of our performance. 

Secondly, I firmly believe that the foundation for our business is about achieving 
impeccable ESG credentials. 

Thirdly, we must excel in development – both organically and inorganically. We will 
only pursue opportunities that create value and will maintain an absolute 
commitment to capital discipline. 

Finally, we must step up our external engagement and become a more outward-
looking company, more in-tune with society. This is our social licence to operate. It is 
judged by others and essential for long-term success.
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To achieve consistent real operational excellence and truly become the best operator, 
we must start by unlocking real and sustainable improvements at each asset. This is a 
great opportunity which we are pursuing it with rigour.

Key to success will be our people. We have learnt that focussing solely on top-down 
process and system solutions will not deliver the right sustainable outcome. We must 
lead in a different way, that is more supportive, inclusive and people-focused. 

This is not a one-off improvement programme but a journey, with our Chief Operating 
Officer, Arnaud Soirat and his team creating the Rio Tinto Safe Production System, 
and then working hand in glove with the Product Group Chief Executives and our 
Head of Technical and Safety to embed it. This is how we will achieve an operational 
culture that we all live and breathe, as we do with safety.
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As I have previously shared, one of the attributes that attracted me to Rio Tinto was 
the company’s longstanding record and commitment to how it operated – way 
beyond the financial performance. 

I am often challenged or asked, internally and externally, exactly what do I mean by 
‘impeccable ESG credentials’. I don’t actually have a definition or an exact answer but 
what I do know is that safety has always been at the heart of our business and core to 
how we operate. We need to bring a similar focus that we have on safety to other 
areas of ESG.

The destruction of Juukan Gorge illustrated to me that while we have areas of 
excellence in ESG, there are areas where we must improve – and I am absolutely 
committed to making those improvements.

The work we have to do at Juukan Gorge is beyond the remediation of the site. I 
know that we must work in partnership with the Traditional Owners in Australia, 
Native Americans in the US, and Indigenous peoples in Canada and elsewhere, to 
secure our shared future. 
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We must focus on real engagement with our communities, understanding their felt 
experience and never forgetting that, in so many places, we are guests on their land.  

We also have a critical role to play in transitioning to a more sustainable economic 
model. We have set clear 2030 CO2 emission targets and set an ambition of being net 
zero by 2050

Our portfolio of high-quality iron ore, copper, aluminium and minerals are not easily 
substituted and are vital for a greener future. 

Earlier this year, we set our first scope 3 goals, working in close partnership with our 
customers.

We will include climate change targets in management incentive plans. And our TCFD-
aligned Climate Change report will be put to an advisory vote at our 2022 Annual 
General Meetings.

These are all significant changes, that will drive behaviour in our approach to tackling 
climate change.

Aiming for impeccable ESG credentials also requires optimising our rich cultural 
diversity, including, for example, increasing the number of women in leadership roles 
and developing Indigenous leaders. 
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Turning to our portfolio, and how we renew it over time. We must make sure that we 
build the capabilities in project development, evaluation and execution that are 
required to create the portfolio for the next decade and the decade beyond. We have 
time to do so and our portfolio should not be seen through a quarterly lens, but in 
terms of decades. Our history has demonstrated an ability to continue to renew the 
portfolio and we must pursue this with excellence, daring to take some risks within 
our tight capital allocation framework.

There are important decisions to be taken on a number of our development projects 
even this year.
We will, as a team, work them as hard as we can, with a commitment to being willing 
to take some controlled risk, while maintaining capital discipline, and not avoid 
making decisions.

Finally, we continue to further strengthen our project pipeline through our sector-
leading exploration activity.
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Turning to my fourth area of focus. 

To truly unleash our full potential, we need to be more outward looking and earn and 
protect our social licence.

As I said earlier, we must understand our role in society and invest in building 
meaningful relationships and partnerships, giving back to society and thereby earning 
trust. It will be others who will judge our social licence.

Clearly this must happen wherever we are in the world. However, given the 
significance of Australia to Rio Tinto, that is where I started and the insights about 
how we strengthen Rio Tinto, internally and externally have been invaluable. 
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Let me summarise.

Rio Tinto continues to perform strongly, driven by our outstanding foundations. 

Our 2020 safety performance is the strongest in our almost 150-year history.

Our people and our world-class assets continue to deliver strong free cash flow –
resilient in almost all market conditions.

This is why we achieved underlying EBITDA of $23.9 billion,
ROCE of 27% and generated free cash flow of $9.4 billion in 2020.

And our balance sheet remains very strong… 
with net debt of less than one billion at year end.

But we can improve and have identified the four key areas that we need to address, 
and we are addressing those right now.

I look forward to providing you with greater insight and updating you on how we are 
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progressing against the priorities at our half year results and the Capital Markets Day 
in the second half. 

In the meantime we are all focused on what needs to be done each day to make Rio 
Tinto even stronger and, over time, see our great company earn back its respect and 
credibility with all our stakeholders, inside and outside the mine-gate.
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