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Welcome to the first  
Quarterly AER International Market Report

AER International is a leading international recruitment firm dedicated entirely to the mining industry, and in particular to remote site- 
based roles in emerging economies. Based on years of experience recruiting for our clients in every continent, and in multiple 
countries (over 30 so far) we are able to deliver in-depth, and up to date reports on the state of the labour market in this very specific 
environment. 

Following the severe downturn experienced from 2013 to 2015, there are signs that we are beginning to experience a real recovery. With 
commodity prices recovering and firms balance sheets improving, allied to an improved appetite from the investor community, 2017 appears to 
promise better, more vibrant times for our industry. Of course, this upturn will create new pressures. Keeping costs under control has long been 
an Achilles heel of the mining business, from juniors right through to the majors. Staffing costs are one of the key variables that can easily 
overshoot budgets in a tightening market. With skills shortages likely to feature again soon, it is critical to attract the right people – but avoid 
overpaying. 

This first report will focus on the specific area of Site Support (non-technical) roles in Francophone Africa. We examine aspects such as salary 
and benefits packages, FIFO rosters, candidate qualifications, language skills etc. We also provide commentary on trends in the market place 
as well as our views on why certain phenomena present themselves (differentials in salary between nationalities for example). Our reports are 
based wholly on our own data which is constantly updated and refined. We have thousands of records and multiple data points which are 
instantly searchable through our CRM. The data used within this report is detailed and summarised in Section 1. ‘Our Data’. 
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We hope you enjoy reading the report and find it of some value in benchmarking against the market and helping to inform your decision making when 
considering staff attraction policies. Please do note that what we have presented here is a very limited sample of what we can present through our 
data source. If you would like to obtain information relating to a topic not contained within this report, please do ask us as I am sure we will be able to 
help. Please also note that we will be providing a Market Report at least once each quarter with the next one due in March 2017. 

Following on from this we will be providing reports on the following topics: 
  
•  Geology  
•  Mind the gap – The gender balance in mining 
•  Technical Roles in Francophone Africa 
•  The Russosphere and the Russian Diaspora 
•  Latin America 
•  Non-Francophone Africa 
•  The Construction Phase 
•  EPC contractor v Direct Hire – where should the staffing lines be drawn? 
•  Asia-Pacific 
•  The Process Plant 
  
If you would like us to provide your firm with a specific report on a topic important to you, that is not mentioned here, please also contact us as we 
can commission tailor-made reports. Comments and feedback are actively invited. We want to provide you with the best, most relevant, useful and 
informative reports we can, so please help us to improve!! 

Wishing you a successful and prosperous 2017. 
  
Christopher Hume  
Managing Director,  
AER International Ltd
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The main purpose of our reports is to give a summary of labour market 
conditions for owners and operators of remote mine sites. In this 
particular report we focus on sites in Francophone Africa and look 
in particular at the business critical ‘support’ or non-technical roles. 
  
For the purposes of this report it should be noted that “Francophone Africa”  
is defined as those countries in Africa where French is the major European language 
in use (see map) but also where AER International has had significant levels of activity. 
The countries that meet these two criteria are: DRC, Mali, Burkina Faso, Guinea, Senegal, 
Cote D’Ivoire and Madagascar. 

The focus of this report is on ‘international ex-pats’ rather than local employees or African  
ex-pats (with the exception of South African nationals). Therefore, all salary packages and  
other data refer exclusively to this group. There is a breakdown of the nationalities covered in  
section five of the report. 

We have identified nine key roles that fall into the category that can be found at almost every operating mine site.  
The HSE function can fall within the ‘Technical Services’ division and so may be considered a ‘technical’ role. However,  
we have included it in this report as a support role as it can be considered first and foremost a ‘control and support’ function,  
as it must - by its nature - be divorced from other technical functions.

Introduction – AER International Market Report: 
Support Roles in Francophone Africa 
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1. Our Data
This report is based on data drawn entirely from our own records. Because we have a full time team in the UK and India dedicated to collating and 
maintaining accurate, consistent and up to date records we can be totally comfortable with the veracity of the results we present. We can also 
interrogate the data in ways that are meaningful to us and our clients.  

For those reading the report we thought it would be helpful to understand the nature of the data source. If however you have questions relating to 
the data which you are unable to deduce from the information below, please do ask and we will endeavour to answer.  

1.1 Our CRM   

AER International uses a specialist recruitment CRM called Eclipse Recruitment Manager. This has been customised to specifically fit the needs of 
the mining industry and coded accordingly. We have seven core candidate categories which are as follows;  i) Geology, ii) Finance and Support, iii) 
Technical and Engineering, iv) Construction, v) Mechanical and Maintenance, vi) Processing and Metallurgy and vii) Corporate and  C-Level. Within 
these categories we have numerous searchable sub-categories (under Geology there are 24 for example, including such as Hydrogeologist, Grade 
Control, Resource Geologist, Exploration Director, etc.) We then have a third defined area covering generic skills such as languages.  

Other aspects such as salary details, notice period, FIFO roster or residential status, preferences in this regard, years of ex-pat experience etc. are 
contained within the AER International ‘Pre-Screen’ questionnaire.   

We have two separate databases, one containing only those candidates who have been interviewed by us and have a completed AER International 
Pre-Screen questionnaire. The second is of those candidates for whom we hold a CV but who have not yet been fully processed. This report and all 
the information contained below, refers only to the main database with the complete records. Candidates for whom we only hold a CV but no other 
supporting or corroborative information are NOT included. 

6



1. Our Data
1.2 Where does our data come from?  

Our data is drawn from job vacancies, placements made, candidate CV’s, the Pre-Screen questionnaire (as detailed above) and our own interview 
notes. For this report we have used either data from ‘Placements Made’ by us, or from the wider database, which would include both placed and as 
yet un-placed candidates, and filled and un-filled, or as yet un-filled vacancies. Where the data is comprised only of ‘Placements Made’ this is 
indicated. Otherwise it is comprised of the wider data set. 

1.3 Our data in numbers 

As has been mentioned in the introduction we are a  
specialised mining recruiter with a particular focus on  
staffing remote mine sites. Although we do assist with  
Corporate HQ roles, these make up less than 3% of  
our total activity. The following information therefore  
relates almost entirely to remote mine-site specialists.  

Individual records may be divided into three categories;  
‘International’ Ex-pats, ‘Local’ Ex-pats and ‘Locals’. 
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1. Our Data
1.3 Our data in numbers 

We define ‘International’ ex-pats as coming from outside the region in which they are working and normally from ‘developed’ economies. The main 
exception to this are South Africans who are defined as ‘International’ ex-pats even when working in other African countries. ‘Local Ex-pats’ are 
those who work outside of their own  
country, but within their own region,  
for example Russian nationals  
working in Kazakhstan, Peruvians  
in Mexico or Tanzanians in Mali.  

Mining is a global industry and this is  
reflected in our database which  
contains people from over 90 different  
nationalities. 

The top 20 nationalities represented  
on the database are shown in  
Figure 1.2 here: 

8

Fig. 1.2.



1. Our Data
1.3 Our data in numbers 
Additionally, Figure 1.3. below shows a top-level overview of our Finance and Support candidate base: 

 
*See section 5 and figure 5.1 for a pie chart displaying the nationality mix of these candidates graphically. 
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2.1 International Ex-pat Salaries by Key Discipline 
Unsurprisingly, following the severe downturn of 2013-15, salaries have 
come under pressure. Whilst wage levels do tend to be quite ‘sticky’  
downwards, over a protracted downturn such as the one we’ve just  
experienced, reality does bite, and there has been a notable reduction  
in salary levels across the board. 

We noted a decline of between 8% and 26% for like-for-like roles. 
Of course, no two roles are exactly the same and no two sites are the  
same but for the same job titles on similar sized operations this was  
the variation we recorded. In none of the roles did we see an increase  
over the period. 

The figures shown in 2.1 are current, and based on the package at the time  
of job offer and acceptance, by candidates placed by us. 

Another notable trend was that of candidate acceptance. In previous years it was  
common for available candidates to be able to choose from more than one offer,  
and were often ‘counter-offered’ by their current employer. 

Over the last two years we have noted that in 90% of cases the candidate accepted the first offer made, and we experienced a staggeringly high 
97% conversion rate of offers to acceptance. 

2. Remuneration 
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2.1 International Ex-pat Salaries by Key Discipline (continued) 
Other noticeable features of the market: 
  
•  Eighty-Three per cent (83%) of candidates reported that they were willing to reduce their salaries in comparison to their previous role 
  
•  Time spent looking for a new job increased from an average of five weeks to almost 11 in 2016 
  
•  A number of firms stopped providing Business Class flights and reduced flight packages 
  
It should be noted that the trend observed and referred to over the last two to three years has shown signs of reversing in recent months and 
certainly from September, since when we have noted an increase in candidates having more than one offer to choose from, candidates negotiating 
improved conditions, and in some cases even receiving counter-offers from their current employer. 

 

2. Remuneration 
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2.2 Salaries by Qualification 
Whilst a tertiary-level qualification is almost ubiquitous in many  
of the senior support roles, there are some where such a qualification  
is not always deemed necessary. 

Three roles in particular – supply chain manager, contracts/  
procurement manager and HSE Manager have individuals without  
degree or tertiary-level qualifications. 

What is interesting however, is that there appears to be a marked disparity in  
salary levels between those who do have degrees and those who don’t.  
The smallest differential was found to be in the HSE Manager function. This may not be as straightforward as first appears however, as the lower 
salaries may not necessarily be directly related to the qualifications held, but may also be influenced by other factors such as nationality of the 
candidate. 

South African ex-pats do typically have lower qualifications than their North American, European or Australian counterparts but also tend to accept 
lower salaries than ex-pats from those regions even when they hold equivalent or higher level qualifications . There could also be variations based 
on language skills whereby Canadians and Europeans can command higher salaries than non-French speaking candidates. 

2. Remuneration 
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2.3 Average Basic Salary by Nationality in Francophone Africa  

This chart demonstrates that on average French and Canadian candidates attract the highest salaries. There is little doubt that a  
‘French- speaking premium’ exists. However, other factors do come into play. As mentioned earlier, South Africans typically have lower wage 
demands than their European or North American counterparts. This is largely driven by cost of living differentials at their point of hire. 

For North Americans and Australians they have further to travel, and do not  
benefit from ‘tax-free’ salaries in the same way as their South African and  
European counterparts. Domestic salaries are also much lower in South Africa. 

It has been interesting to note the return of Australians to the market. Between  
2012 and 2014 the strength of the AUD and high salaries in the domestic market  
meant that Australians became largely unaffordable for all except Australian firms. 
The recent strengthening of the USD and severe weakening in the domestic Australian mining  
market has seen a significant increase in Australian ex-pats in Africa, but this is 
more marked in Anglophone Africa and amongst technical staff. This will be more  
fully explored in the relevant reports focused on those topics. 

In summary, South African ex-pats in Africa come in cheaper than their European,  
Australian and North American counterparts for the following reasons: 
•  Earnings not taxable at home 
•  Lower cost of living in South Africa 
•  Lower domestic salaries 
•  Shorter travel distances 
•  Lack of French-language skills

2. Remuneration 
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3.1 Most Common Rosters in Francophone Africa  
When indicating a preference, 67% of candidates preferred FIFO to 
residential status. Fortunately this closely matches our client’s needs, 
whereby 66% of jobs are on offer on a FIFO basis and 24% on residential. 

Somewhat surprisingly, there was no noticeable correlation or tradeoff between 
length of roster and salary levels. One would anticipate that staff on a 9:3 roster 
would earn 15-20% more than those on a 7:3 for example. However, 
this was not borne out by the reality. This suggests that candidates are more 
focused on the salary than the roster during difficult periods. It is noticeable, 
however, that when candidates have choices between jobs, the roster length is 
then a key determinant in their decision, if between two similar salaries. 

3. Rosters and Benefits Packages 
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3.2 Package Breakdown by ‘Rosters’ 
Again, there didn’t appear to be any clear correlation  
between roster length and ‘benefits’ offered. There  
are so many varieties of packages and possible  
combinations that it is very difficult to give a market 
snapshot graphically. Figure 3.2. gives some indication  
using ‘uplifts’, (hardship allowance, foreign service  
premium etc.), bonuses and flight packages as three  
of the most common packages. Even here however, 
it can be seen that amongst our clients only mine sites  
with 6:2 and 9:3 rosters offer ‘travel allowance’. 
Most of the others simply book flights. The only  
consistent is that residential positions typically offer  
the least in the way of ‘add ons’. 

3. Rosters and Benefits Packages 
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3.3 Benefits Packages 
In this graph, we simply show the variety of different 
‘benefits’ that are in play across the region and how 
common they are. This is entirely derived from  candidate 
data so has a weighting towards the larger sites with  
large numbers of ex-pats, i.e. it shows that 85% of  
relevant ex-pats working in Francophone Africa have  
a performance-related bonus element, not that 85%  
of mine sites offer such. 

3. Rosters and Benefits Packages 
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4.1 French-language Percentages by Key Discipline  
Unsurprisingly, a significant proportion of roles in the region 
require fluent or at least very good French-language skills. 
Most also require a good command of English as well though 
as the language of the business is often English, even if the 
language of the country is French. 

Typically, we see two other clear trends. The most senior positions 
place less emphasis on French capability and the less the contact 
with local staff, the less emphasis placed. 

What did surprise us was that Environmental and Community 
Relations manager positions didn’t feature French speakers more 
strongly. Working with local government and government agencies 
in such posts would normally require linguistic capability in the 
official language. We have re-checked the data through, and it is 
correct. This is based on people placed into their posts in the last 
four years. 

4. Language Skills
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5.1 National Origin of International Ex-pats 
currently working in Francophone Africa  

Owing to the requirement for French in many posts as 
mentioned in the previous section, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that the Canadians and French should be the 
largest nationalities represented, comprising almost 50% 
of international ex-pats between them. 

British/Irish, South Africans and Australians make up the bulk 
of the rest. 
  
Australians, Americans and South Africans typically have poor 
or non-existent French, so this is probably why they are under-
represented in this region compared to non-Francophone 
Africa. 

5. National Origin of International Ex-pats 
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6.1 Percentage of Female Candidates by Key Discipline  

In comparison to the technical disciplines, the support functions  
have a much more balanced gender mix. However, there are still  
fewer women in such positions on mine sites than you would  
typically find in most corporate environments. 

We will be compiling a separate full report into women in mining,  
including a full analysis of female employment on remote mine sites. 

As the industry will face skills shortages and if the demographics  
continue to work against the industry, there is little doubt that mine site  
operators will need to look at how they can make the business in general,  
and remote site working in particular, more attractive to female staff. 

  

It is particularly interesting to note that roles such as CFO and 
Contracts Manager feature less than 10% and 25% of females respectively.  
Finance and Contracts are not typical male preserves, unlike many roles in the mining industry, so it probably reflects the fact 
that mining itself is male dominated across the board, and might benefit from a healthier gender balance. 

6. Gender mix in Francophone Africa 
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The age demographic in the support area appears to be more evenly balanced than in the technical field where we see a greater 
preponderance of individuals in the 50-60+ age range. 

Overall, the most common age group for International ex-pats working in support functions in Francophone Africa is between 40 and 49. This 
deviates slightly when analysing the individual job functions, i.e. the most common demographic in the Supply Chain function are individuals in 
the 50-59 age group, while the 30-39 age group tend to dominate within the HSE and Community Relations Managers roles. 

Interestingly, the 30-39 age group does not appear within the CFO function at all, which is probably an indicator both of scarcity of individuals 
with sufficient ex-pat experience at that age, and also that it does take longer to climb a finance career ladder in the mining industry than in 
some others. It would be interesting to compare the age demographic of corporate roles in the sector though.

7. Age Analysis: Distribution of International Ex-pats in Francophone Africa

Fig. 7.1. All Int. Ex-pats Fig. 7.2. CFO Fig. 7.3. HR Manager/Director Fig. 7.4. HSE Manager

20

Age 30-39 Age 40-49 Age 50-59 Age 60+KEY:



7. Age Analysis: Distribution of International Ex-pats in Francophone Africa

Fig. 7.5. Environmental Manager Fig. 7.6. Community Relations Manager Fig. 7.7. Supply Chain Manager

Fig. 7.8. Contracts Procurement Manager Fig. 7.9. Commercial Manager
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The severe downturn in the industry between 2012-15, had certain noticable effects on the staffing market at remote sites in 
Francophone Africa. 

These can be summarised as follows: 
  
•  Reduction in salaries across the board. 
•  Reduction in vacancies and time taken to fill them 
•  Decrease in ‘add-ons’ and benefits particularly Business Class flights 
•  Firms rarely needing to compromise on skills or experience, particularly language skills. 
•  We have seen a number of individuals removing themselves from the ex-pat market, particularly amongst the 55-65 age bracket. 

As the industry starts to recover we can expect to see a return to some of the pressures experienced between 2009-2012. We have already 
noted an increase in candidates with multiple job offers, and a marked increase in vacancies in the market has been apparent since June. The 
number of greenfields and expansion projects scheduled for 2017, together with one or two major sites returning to productive mode will create a 
much more competitive landscape for hiring. 

We can therefore reasonably anticipate the following effects will start to be seen; 
  
•  Increasing demand for individuals with experience in ‘project’ environments. 
•  Hiring timelines will be extended as skills scarcity starts to bite, and candidates accept alternative offers 
•  Salaries will come under pressure as competitors improve their packages 
•  A renewed focus on attraction and retention policies by HR Departments 
•  Internal recruitment departments come under pressure from line management as the effects of the above make meeting hiring targets  
   more and more challenging

8. Summary/Conclusion

22



It can be reasonably anticipated that the conditions experienced by both hiring firms and candidates over the past 2-3 years are likely to alter in 
2017. It is important therefore that firms position themselves for these changes in order that they avoid some of the worst ramifications of them. It 
is important therefore that firms consider taking some of the steps identified below, and in good time. Failure to do so could lead to being forced 
to overpay for skills or simply having to deal with staffing shortages and other issues whilst in a pressurised environment. Delivering productivity 
improvements, or a project on schedule and on budget is almost impossible without the correct people on site to do it. 

•Ensure that there is a plan in place that takes account of the likely changes in the staffing market  

•Introduce more flexibility in the thinking around what constitutes ‘essential’ skills and experience. Bear in mind for example, that very few 
‘projects’ have gone ahead in recent times, and therefore insisting that candidates have recent experience in such an environment will 
dramatically reduce the potential pool of candidates. 

•Owing to the industry having ‘lost’ a number of individuals to retirement, and others having got out of the ex-pat ‘lifestyle’ during the course 
downturn, firms will by necessity have to take on more ‘fresh blood’ in the form of first time ex-pats. This carries some additional risk compared to 
hiring seasoned ex-pats of course, but a well thought out recruitment programme and selection process can mitigate some of these. 

•We would advise conducting a review of the packages offered to ex-pats and benchmark against competitors, in order to ensure 
competitiveness. It is better to be early and set the agenda in these matters than react to market forces after they have already damaged you. 

•Ensure that hiring processes are smooth, consistent and timely. Losing out on key skills to competitors as a result of failures in the hiring 
process is unnecessary and wasteful. 

We hope that you have enjoyed the report, but repeat that we welcome all feedback. Please also note that if you would like to discuss any 
element of this report we will be delighted to do so. We can also offer any further advice and assistance that you believe could be of value as we 
all look forward to an exciting, but challenging year ahead.

8. Summary/Conclusion
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