
Russell rapidly reaching new milestone
IN AUSTRALIA its mining heroes tend to be explorers, entrepreneurs and engineers. However, 
entrepreneurs such as John Russell have become a big part of the industry’s modern success story, 
turning great ideas into export gold.
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Russell, a mechanical engineer and budding inventor, left 
Mount Isa for Toowoomba in 1985 after conceiving the 
blueprint for an “Isa Sizer” screen for his former employer. 
MIM installed four of them.

However, Russell had other ideas, a few of them too radical 
for miners.

The concept for a machine that could slash the amount 
of time taken to reline the inside of a grinding mill was, 
happily, first to make it off the production line at his new 
Toowoomba factory. MIM also bought that initial Russell 
Mineral Equipment Mill Relining Machine, in 1990, however, 
this time the orders also started coming from further afield.

RME supplied the 400th MRM this month, to a gold mine 
in Western Australia that also bought the fifth unit, Russell 
recalled as if the milestone was achieved yesterday.

The business that is expanding on the back of greenfield 
and brownfield market growth has supplied nearly 350 mine 
sites in 56 countries, with 90% of its output, on average, 
shipped offshore. Depending on the number of mill-reline 
contracts it is directly executing at any time, RME employs 
more than 350 people - not dissimilar to the Fosterville gold 
operation, Forrestania nickel hub, or Argyle diamond mine.

These rich mines are rare and world class.

The RME enterprise is similarly unique.

This month’s Future of Mining 2018 conference in Sydney 
heard manufacturing generated up to $16 billion of the 
$80 billion annual sales of Australia’s mining equipment, 
technology and services industry - a sizeable value-add on 
the country’s sea of iron ore, coal, gold and other mineral 
output.

Russell attributes the longevity of his mill relining machines 
to smart design and quality production.

However, 28 years of operation in a location supposedly 
inimical to manufacturing, particularly lower-volume 
activity aimed at a very niche market, is testament to other 
attributes of the business - the type of doggedness, grit and 
ingenuity displayed by the country’s early mining pioneers.

“Sometimes it’s a lonely feeling being a manufacturer in 
Australia, so it’s good to fly that flag,” Russell told Australia’s 
Mining Monthly.

“It’s [latest milestone] just a number in some respects. But 
each 100 [units sold] has been a real achievement. We take 
great pride in the machines we produce.

“But our people must be acknowledged, too. The [400 unit 
milestone] is just such a credit to the whole organisation.”

RME operatives have literally spent years on the ground 
in some of the world’s most remote regions - from Siberia 
to the Atacama Desert - selling the concept of a machine 
that can get giant mills back to work sooner after regular 
relining.

Extra days of lost production can cost millions, even tens 
of millions, of dollars of revenue, so a machine that costs 
a fraction of that, can get mills turning in a quarter of the 
standard time, and is virtually unbreakable, should be easy 
enough to sell.

That is the theory, anyway. Not always the reality. Still, it 
took until 2007 for 100 machines to be delivered, then only 
six more years for the next 200 units.

RME has the slightly offbeat mission statement to “visibly, 
defensibly and sustainably improve our customers’ 
concentrator performance”.

CEO Paul Avey said: “When the mill is not rotating … the 
mining customer isn’t making any money.

“All of the machines we produce help to improve the 
efficiency of the reline, and also the safety of the reline, so 
the mill can get up and running quicker.”

Avey, who joined RME from Copenhagen-listed FLSmidth 
about a year ago, said increasingly sophisticated analysis 
of asset management performance and optimisation was 
making the value in RME’s offer clearer. Miners were also 
again more focused on mining and running plants, leaving 
maintenance and other services to specialists.

RME is enjoying renewed growth in its mill relining service 
activity, where it could demonstrate the full potential of its 
machines and expertise.

“Mining companies want to be good at mining, they don’t 
necessarily want to be good at mill relining,” Avey said.

“We produce the machines, and maintain them, and we 
understand the logistics around the spare parts and service. 
But we also operate the machines and do mill relining 
ourselves. So we’re a one-stop-shop for our customers, 
providing that full service model.

“And we’ve seen over the last three to four years more 
companies wanting to integrate more of the service 
functions provided by key suppliers. 



“That [performing relining] also gives us more granular 
information to feed back into our product development 
process.”

Avey said RME had been producing a MRM, on average, 
every 15 work days.

“We’re ramping up production to one machine every nine 
days … [equating to] 25 to 26 machines over the next 
12 months. So, a significant increase in the number of 
machines we’re producing. That’s being driven by both 
greenfield sites, but also the replenishment of old machines 
that have been performing for 20-odd years where the 
mining companies want to replace them with new, more 
sophisticated Russell mineral equipment.”

As the founder of a privately-owned METS company, Russell 
has grappled with a management succession plan for a 
number of years. This has proved difficult for many of 
Australia’s leading private METS companies that have not 
pursued trade or public-market exits.

“It was always going to be hard for me to hand over the reins 
to a CEO - I was anxious about it,” Russell said.

“But Paul clearly has got fantastic management skills 
in businesses much larger than RME, and has been a 
marvellous fit for RME.

“He’s made my move easier than I could ever have 
imagined.”

Avey agreed with the “good-fit” description.

“What really stood out to me was that innovation that’s in 
the DNA of the company - in its business processes, not just 
the equipment,” he said.
“Also, the ability to look and plan into the future rather 
than just focus on what the share price is doing, which 
can become quite frustrating when you’re trying to grow a 
business.

“And the local manufacturing is important. A lot of people 
say you should be looking at taking manufacturing offshore. 
I think it’s fantastic that it’s all done here.”

With the new CEO working out well, is the R&D department 
getting more of the inventor who started the enterprise, or 
has he run out of new ideas?

RME has consistently churned out bespoke solutions to 
meet various industrial clients’ need for incremental change 
over the years.

Russell had an early fascination with telescopes - he made 
his own - and seeing further than others.

That does not seem to have changed.

“We’ve had the most astonishing two years of innovation,” 
Russell said.

“On the technology front I think we’re going through the 
most exciting time we’ve ever experienced.

“With RME’s INSIDEOUT technology, for example, we’ve 
basically got the means to reline a grinding mill these days 
without anybody inside. And getting people outside of the 
[mill] means you can up the machine speeds enormously 
with automation.

“We’re at that next stage now with some of the more 
innovative customers.”
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