
Bill Brodie-Good, Alien Metals Ltd, UK, evaluates the impact of COVID-19 
on exploration and development projects within the mining industry.

W hile global markets have begun to see a recovery 
following the COVID-19 pandemic, it is still a 
difficult time for global travel. Restrictions on 

entering and leaving countries change on an almost daily 
basis, and uncertainty around new variants continues to 
keep people guessing. This can add a great deal of 
complexity to the running of exploration and development 
companies, particularly when the projects are in far flung 
corners of the globe. Bureaucracy has also slowed, almost 
to a standstill in some regions, and acquiring the necessary 
permits and approvals to carry out exploration work is 
taking far longer than some would expect.

Alien Metals Ltd is a junior minerals exploration and 
development company listed on the AIM market of the 
London Stock Exchange, with several projects dispersed 
around the world. Its main areas of activity are projects 
located in Western Australia and Mexico. With the CEO and 
Technical Director, Bill Brodie-Good, based in the UK, travel 
restrictions have meant running these projects remotely for 
almost two years. 

Furthermore, as certain commodity markets have seen 
excellent post-pandemic recoveries, there has been 
significant strain placed on service providers in the sector, 
particularly in Western Australia. Drill rigs and laboratories 
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Figure 1. Image from the Hancock project showing a banded iron 
formation (BIF) ridge that forms the inferred resources at Hancock.



all have long waiting lists from junior miners seeking to 
advance projects. Alien had to consider several factors in its 
approach to exploration and development, in order to 
ensure it was able to continue operating its projects 
effectively.

The importance of boots on the 
ground
Even with the great technological strides made in the 
mining sector, with advances in airborne and ground 
geophysical scanning techniques, 3D modelling and other 
tools, mineral exploration is still a very hands-on industry, 
and these methods still require a physical presence to use. 
In addition, the best geologists in the world see these 
methods as supplementary to the information they can 
gather simply by being at a project in person, walking the 
ground, tapping the rocks, and making their own 
observations. 

For people in the role of technical director, such as 
Brodie-Good of Alien Metals, being unable to attend 
projects in person was a challenge. Although modern 
technology means they can, in theory, run a project 
remotely without being physically present, it is not an ideal 
position to be in for someone with a geological background. 

In response to this challenge, Brodie-Good appointed 
technical leads in both Mexico and Australia. These 
technical leads are responsible for overseeing the projects, 
implementing field programmes from planning, logistics, 
HR, stakeholder engagement and final reporting, and the 
interpretation of geological data. They are also able to add 
to the planning and field programmes while on the ground, 
as exploration is often about finding and following 
information on the ground that might not be on any map or 
plan. Having technical and administrative expertise in the 
regions, local to projects, has been a key aspect of 

maintaining Alien’s exploration programmes, in the absence 
of being able to attend the projects in person. 

Relationships with third parties
A factor every junior explorer has to consider when 
developing a project is the use of third parties for 
exploration. Unlike with major mining operators, it would 
be too costly to own and employ drill rigs and teams, and to 
have laboratories for in-house processing sample analysis. 
Choosing the right third-parties for a project is therefore 
extremely important for long term success. However, in the 
short term, this is not always easy. 

The appropriate drill rig and team for a project may not 
be immediately available, or may be located far away from 
the project. Developers, such as Alien, may use a drill rig for 
a campaign of drilling and may then need to make a swift 
decision as to whether to keep a team in situ for further 
exploration, or let them move on to another project while 
making a decision regarding next steps. 

This need for a quick decision, however, also requires 
the quick availability of laboratories for analysing samples. 
As the world has been emerging from the pandemic and 
markets have seen a rebound, there has been a flurry of 
activity at mines around the world. This has been 
particularly problematic for many miners in 
Western Australia. Given Australia’s stringent lockdown 
rules preventing even inter-state travel at certain periods, 
combined with the sheer number of operators in this 
highly mineral-rich part of the world, there has been a 
surge in demand, with laboratories operating at capacity 
and drill rigs in short supply. Alien has first-hand 
experience of this from its own operations in 
Western Australia. 

Case study: Hamersley Iron Ore, 
Pilbara, Western Australia 
Alien owns a 51%-interest, soon to be a 90% interest, in two 
iron ore licences which make up the 
Hamersley Iron Ore Project, located in the world-famous 
Pilbara Region of Western Australia. The 
Hancock Ranges Iron Ore Licence is within 20 km of the 
Newman township and borders licences held by 
Fortescue Metals Group, Hancock Prospecting, BHP Billiton 
(Mount Whaleback), Hope Downs, and Brockman Mining. 
The Brockman Iron Ore Licence is located 100 km northeast 
of the town of Tom Price and is surrounded by several 
significant iron ore mines.

Alien is pushing ahead with its exploration programme at 
Hancock, having completed its first two drilling 
programmes, and is now in the planning stages of phase 3 
(as of September 2021). The prospect is firming up as a 
standalone iron direct shipping ore (DSO) operation, 
following positive results from drilling phases 1 and 2. In 
selecting consultants for this exploration work, the 
company ensured it was partnering only with third-parties 
that had experience working in the Pilbara, in particular 
those with experience working with iron ore projects in the 
region. It was also crucial to choose those that had suitable 
equipment to maximise results and access, while 
minimising overheads and costs where possible. 
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Figure 2. Image from the underground workings at San Celso.



In parallel to the exploration work at Hancock, Alien 
engaged specialist mining consultants, Mining Plus, to 
deliver a high-level scoping study for the Sirius Extension 
prospect. They have extensive experience with similar DSO 
grade projects that have recently transitioned from explorer 
to producer in Western Australia, and have provided Alien 
with valuable data as a benchmark and added robustness 
to the financial model.

Case study: San Celso and 
Los Campos Silver, Zacatecas, 
Mexico 
Alien holds two silver projects, San Celso and Los Campos, 
in Zacatecas state, Mexico, the country’s largest silver 
producing state, which produced over 190 million oz of 
silver in 2018 alone. The state also accounted for 45% of the 
total silver production of Mexico for that year. 

The progress has been slower than hoped in obtaining 
drill permits for the silver projects, boiling down to a 
number of reasons which have stemmed from COVID-19. 
These include a combination of an extensive reduction in 
headcount at the relevant government ministries, being 
unable to hold meetings with local communities to present 
the company’s plans, and, of course, duty of care to Alien’s 
employees to maintain necessary distance or even isolation 
as required.

To combat these issues, Alien established both a 
corporate team and a technical team, including a highly 
experienced exploration manager, in Zacatecas, in order to 

support the Mexican assets. These teams are acting on 
behalf of the company to expedite these processes as best 
they can. They have excellent experience not only in the 
mining sector in the region, but also in dealing in public 
affairs with local governments, and have provided welcome 
support while the management is unable to attend the 
projects in person.

Conclusion
There are many challenges that exploration companies will 
face when running a portfolio of projects across different 
continents, jurisdictions, and time zones. These challenges 
are all the more apparent when faced with a global 
pandemic. For a geologist, viewing a project up close, 
seeing the samples, and observing the lay of the land are 
invaluable. Being unable to do so can feel like a huge 
setback. 

However, with the right amount of careful consideration, 
explorers can be prepared to face these challenges head on, 
pandemic or not. Having geological and administrative 
teams in situ with the right experience in the region can 
stem any problems early on, and also reduce the need for 
heavy involvement from, or the presence of, upper 
management. Further, choosing the most appropriate 
third-party contractors and consultants is preferable to 
choosing the ones that are the most convenient, in order to 
get the best results. Ultimately, with the right talent in place 
and the use of modern technology, it is more than possible 
to run far-flung projects remotely. 
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