
THE ECONOMICS OF MINING IN AUSTRALIA 
'Mining in Australia is a significant primary industry and contributor to the Australian economy. Historically, mining booms have 

also encouraged immigration to Australia. Many different ores and minerals are mined throughout the country. 

Mining has had a substantial environmental impact in some areas of Australia. Although mining services, equipment and 

technology are being exported, the mining sector employs 2.2% of the total labour force 

A number of large multinational mining companies including BHP Billiton, Newcrest, Rio Tinto, Alcoa, Chalco, Shenhua (a Chinese 

mining company), Alcan and Xstrata operate in Australia. There are also a lot of small mining and mineral exploration companies 

listed on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX). Overall, the resources sector represents almost 20% of the ASX market by 

capitalisation, and almost one third of the companies listed.[19] 

Mining contributes about 5.6% of Australia's Gross Domestic Product. This is up from only 2.6% in 1950, but down from over 

10% at the time of federation in 1900.[20] In contrast, mineral exports contribute around 35% of Australia's exports. Australia is 

the world's largest exporter of coal (35% of international trade), iron ore, lead, diamonds, rutile, zinc and zirconium, second 

largest of gold and uranium, and third largest of aluminium.[21] Japan was the major purchaser of Australian mineral exports in 

the mid 1990s.[5] 

Of the developed countries, perhaps only in Canada and Norway does mining play as significant a part in the economy; for 

comparison, in Canada mining represents about 3.6% of the Canadian economy and 32% of exports,[22] and in Norway mining, 

dominated by petroleum, represents about 19% of GDP and 46% of exports.[23] By comparison, in the United States mining 

represents only about 1.6% of GDP.[24] 

Despite its export importance, the mining sector employs only a small proportion of the workforce – roughly 129,000 

Australians, representing only about 2.2% of the total labour force.[25] 

Australia is in the top five mineral producers and has a large inventory of resources of most of the world’s key 

minerals commodities. Australia is the world’s leading producer of bauxite, alumina, rutile, and zircon; the second 

largest producer of gold, iron ore, lead, zinc, lithium and manganese ore; the third largest producer of uranium; 

the fourth largest producer of nickel; and the fifth largest producer of aluminium, brown coal, industrial diamond 

and silver(Table 1). Australia also has the largest identified resources of lead, nickel, rutile, silver, uranium, zinc 

and zircon, and the second largest resources of bauxite, copper, gold, iron ore, niobium and tantalum. Australia’s 

lithium resources are ranked third, and black coal resources ranked fifth in the world (Table 1). 

• Bauxite is used in cement, chemicals, face makeup, soda cans, dishwashers, siding for houses, and 

other aluminum products. It is recycled so that it can be used over again. 

• Uranium is a radioactive element used in creating nuclear fission reactions. It is commonly used in nuclear 

power plants to generate energy, but also for nuclear weaponry.  

o Applications of uranium:  

▪ - nuclear fuel for nuclear power reactors  

▪ - explosive and yield booster in nuclear weapons  

▪ - material for armor and armor-piercing projectiles  

▪ - catalyst  

▪ - additive for glass and ceramics (to obtain beautiful green or yellow colors)  

▪ - toner in photography  

▪ - mordant for textiles  

▪ - additive for the preparation of biological samples for electron microscopy  

▪ - shielding material (depleted uranium)  

▪ - ballast (counter weights)  

▪ and other minor applications 

• Iron ore is usually smelted to produce pig iron (metallic iron), which is used to make steel. It is for this 

reason iron is perhaps one of the most important metals used in developed and developing 

economies.There is also wrought iron (low in carbon) and cast iron (otherwise known as pig iron), and 

corrugated iron structural sheeting, a recognisable material in the buildings throughout the Australian 

outback. The pure iron metal is strongly magnetic, melts at 1528° C. Magnetite ore is used to remove 

impurities in coal washing, and its magnetic qualities enable recovery and reuse. 



 

Black coal is Australia’s second-highest export commodity and Australia is the world’s 
leading coal exporter. 

Over the past 10 years black coal exports have increased by more than 50%. 

Japan takes 39.3% of Australia’s black coal exports – the largest share, with a total of 115.3 million tonnes exported 
last financial year. 

China is our second largest market with 42.4 million tonnes in 2009-2010, almost double the previous year. 

The Republic of Korea accounts for 40.7 million tonnes, India for 31.92 million tonnes and Taiwan for 26.53 million 
tonnes, rounding out the top five destinations for coal from Australia. 

Together these five countries accounted for 88% of all black coal exports with a further 28 countries taking the 
remaining 12%. 

 

CHINESE bauxite imports from Indonesia fell to zero in June and July. 

Yet in 2011, China obtained almost 80 per cent of its imported bauxite from that country. And last year's quantity 

was double that obtained from Indonesia in 2009. 

Stephen Bartrop of Lime Street Capital poses the obvious question: considering that China needs to import 

about a third of its bauxite requirements, who is going to fill the gap if Indonesia sticks to its guns about requiring 

minerals to be processed before they are exported? In all, 32 types of raw materials were slapped with the 

export ban -- to take full effect by 2014 -- along with an interim 20 per cent export tax. 
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