
	  

	  

Context Matters:	  	  November 2013	  

	  

1 	  

	  

	  

 
 
 

 

Context Matters 
 

 

 
MINING, ENERGY AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

Regaining 
Lost Ground 
Why Tomorrow’s Leaders 
Are Needed Today 
 
www.amrop.com 

 



	  

	  

Context Matters:	  	  November 2013	  

	  

2 	  

	  

	  

Regaining Lost Ground 

Why Tomorrow’s Leaders Are Needed Today 
 
Federico Schwalb, Partner with Amrop Peru and a seasoned mining professional, reflects upon a 
thirty-year revolution in Peruvian mining, finds the roots of the current talent crisis in one of Latin 
America’s prime mining countries and proposes that the provision of its future leaders can no 
longer be left to chance. 
 
Thirty years ago, when I completed my studies to become a mining engineer, 
about forty of us entered the labor market each year from among all the 
universities in Peru offering studies in the field.  
 
This was a small number compared to 
disciplines such law, medicine or 
administration which produced about the 
same number of graduates per university 
per semester. Yet even though those of us 
interested in studying to become mining 
engineers were few and far between, 
those who actually completed their 
studies were fewer still. Moreover, few 
though we were, we turned out to be 
surplus to requirement.  
During the 1980’s, whilst Peruvian 
universities produced forty mining 
engineers per year, the mining labor 
market employed only four. The 
unwanted remainder had to re-orient 
themselves towards alternative careers 
leading to a loss of talent that, years later, 
mining companies are still paying for.  
 
With the opening-up of Peru to the global economy in the 1990’s and the promotion of investment in 
extractive activities, large multinational corporations and Peruvian groups began to intensify their 
exploration and development activities. This new vigor ended almost two decades of mining investment 
drought, following the 1976 inception of the Southern Peru Copper Corporation’s Cuajone Project.  
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It is evident that the geological potential of the Peruvian Andes offered deposits of significant size and 
high quality which were ripe for development. As such, capital began to arrive much more easily than 
before. With this influx the mining industry rapidly began to experience a serious limitation: that of 
human capital.  
 
It was at this point that the sector began to pay the price for its previous failure to prepare professionals 
with the profiles and capacities needed to drive the new impulse to mine. High demand for geologists, 
mining engineers and metallurgists, people with the specialized skills and knowledge typically required to 
initiate and run a mining project, was compounded by the need for professionals with abilities beyond the 
traditional.  
 
New standards of excellence in managing safety, environmental and community relations issues 
generated a demand that had simply not been anticipated by the educational sector. It became necessary 
to resort to improvisation and creativity to meet these needs by exploiting existing talent pools from local 
and foreign labor markets. Next, as the norms for environmental and social issues became stricter, it 
became evident that further new skills must be incorporated into the management of mining projects and 
operations. 
 
New and better skills 
Today it is clear to industry specialists that an efficient mining operation demands more than technical 
qualifications; it needs talent able to manage the greater and more complex challenges confronting 
modern mining companies. Together with specialists in environmental management, community relations 
and experts in obtaining permits, leadership excellence – in terms of envisioning, strategy-making, 
consensus-building, top level networking and risk management - has become a non-negotiable. 
 

All this was foreseeable then, and it is urgent now. Where were mining companies 
going to find such talent? It would be logical to think that the educational sector 
would have been able to produce the professionals and technicians demanded by an 
evolving labor market. However, the growth and rising sophistication of mining have 
not been accompanied by an equivalent revolution  in education - at least with 
respect to the specialized skills and knowledge that the sector requires.  
 

In line with developments in other markets such as Australia, it is time for the Peruvian mining industry to 
form a consolidated approach with universities and technical institutes and participate more actively in 
educational planning. The clear provision of information from the mining sector regarding its 
requirements is essential. So, too, is the investment of tangible resources in alliances that could facilitate 
the formation of a greater number of young people with the abilities that the sector will increasingly need 
going forward.  
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Putting Future Talent At Risk 
When it comes to existing personnel, the lack 
of experienced people has led many 
companies to prematurely promote some of 
their most talented new entrants. This is a 
costly mistake. Insufficient experience, 
combined with a lack of proper mentorship, 
can lead to burnout – creating a problem for the new entrant, the 
company, and the industry as a whole. In such a scenario the best 
talent – who should be in the process of being molded for the future - 
suffers from frustration and demotivation, negative experiences that 
may end in defection not only from their employer, but from the very 
career path for which they had prepared themselves and had been 
successfully carving before their all-too-rapid promotion. As such, the 
industry suffers – again. As a former mining manager, I propose that 
this situation has been brought about by an inability to understand 
present and future needs, translate these into realistic profiles and 
turn to the professionals best positioned and equipped to help.  

 
It is time to think and act differently. Instead of cutting off a rising generation of leaders in their prime, we 
must design and deliver solid and stimulating career paths, integrating constructive onboarding, 
mentorship, training and coaching. Yet the questioning needs to begin before even launching a candidacy. 
Rather than resorting to hires who lack vital technical skills or leadership potential, it is time to look 
beyond traditional paradigms. Yet this is easier said than done. Nonetheless, if we do not begin to 
understand that the discipline of talent identification and recruitment is a process that transcends the 
day-to-day, an integrated project to which it is crucial to dedicate time, we will be ill-prepared to confront 
a complex future. Mining has been transforming itself into an activity characterized by drastic change. It 
requires people with a highly-developed capacity to lead organizations in this process. As such, it is crucial 
to think not only about the manager of today, but about the leader of the future, the person who will take 
us to the next level. It is time to replace reactivity with strategy. 
 
For that, it is essential that strategic search for talent be conducted by experts who have sound knowledge 
of the current mining business and the talent market, combining access to local and global talent pools. 
Any assessment of these experts  must test their ability to objectively frame, understand and anticipate 
changes, to apply lateral thinking and ingenuity. For example, it is not viable to look for tomorrow’s 
mining leaders solely on the basis of what they have done in the past, but rather, for their capacity to 
learn and adjust to a changing world. Such talent specialists may belong to a dedicated internal function, 
or they may be professional externals. Whether internal or external, specialism is the key and the 
investment needs to be made. 
 

“The lack of experienced 
people has led many 
companies to prematurely 
promote some of their 
most talented new 
entrants. This is a costly 
mistake affecting the new 
entrant, the company, and 
the industry as a whole…” 
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Management Messages 
During the 1980’s, poor employment prospects in their chosen sector led to the defection of mining graduates 
to alternative industries, creating a senior leadership gap from which the mining industry has yet to recover. 
 
Mining must collaborate with educational institutions to deliver gradutes whose technical, environmental and 
leadership skillset can equip the sector for a fast-moving present and a drastically different future. 
 
Once on board, management strategies for existing high-potentials leave significant room for improvement in 
terms of planning, pacing and accompaniment and may re-ignite the defection phenomenon of the 1980’s. 
 
Strategic recruitment, in terms of analysis, planning and implementation, is a professional competence. 
Whether internally or externally, investment in the discipline should be top of the agenda. 
	  
	  

Combined with a collaborative approach to the formal education of the next generation of mining leaders, 
these changes in mindset and measures will help the mining industry to regain the ground it has lost – to 
be in a position to count on truly sustainable solutions rather than adjusting expectations to fit the first 
candidate who walks into the office. 
 

 
 

Federico Schwalb, Partner, Amrop Peru  
Federico.Schwalb@amrop.pe 
 
 
Front cover photography ©Maco Vagas 
 
Article from a piece by the author first published in Desde Adentro (August 2013, issue 120) the Magazine 
of Sociedad Nacional de Minería Petroleo y Energía (National Society of Mining, Oil and Energy) 
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About Amrop 
With 84 offices in 56 countries, Amrop provides services in Executive Search, Leadership Assessment and 
Board Consulting. It is the largest partnership of its kind. 
 
Amrop’s Global Mining, Energy and Infrastructure Practice Group identifies Leaders For What’s Next – 
talent capable of defining the direction of mining enterprises today and in the future. More than 70% of 
our search assignments are at Board, CEO, C-Suite or senior technical level.  
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