
I’m up here today because I want to highlight to the surveyors out there, that contracting 
can be as a worthwhile and rewarding career choice as a staff role.

I would also like to take the time to point out the differing survey contractor types and the 
best way to justify, optimise and utilise a contractor.
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Today I will be covering the topics outlined here, as well as how they relate to some of the 
adventures I have had over my 13 years exclusively as a contractor.

Contracting has given me some diverse experiences in 9 different countries including through out 
Australia. 

For me it has been the sense of adventure that has keep me in a contracting role. Each job is unique 
in its own way and often you are going into the unknown, hoping that your experience, and the 
tools at your disposal will get you through

I feel that this photo captures that element of adventure as it was taken in Canada on a day when it 
was minus 27°C and I was wearing 22 individual pieces of clothing

This photo was taken not long after I had literally stumbled across a grizzly bear with a head the size 
of a beach ball asleep in its den that my party chief had just woken up with the noise of his chain 
saw.

The icicles that you can see on my eyebrows and eye lashes, as well as the frozen solid hoodie and 
balaclava, are from the sweat that formed as I ran away like a little girl, tripping over, crashing into 
trees and almost getting impaled on a running chainsaw as I sought out the best weapon available 
to protect myself from the angry, hungry, HUGH bear that I imagined to be right on my tail. 

In would have been quite a sight to behold because at minus 27 there wasn’t a chance in hell that 
that bear was going to get himself into gear quick enough to come and get me and also because the 
“WAKING A BEAR UP IN ITS DEN” procedure states that you are supposed to “back away slowly” … 
but I wasn't having a bar of it!     [Change Slide]
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The company with which I have chosen to spend the majority of my career is Cardno Spectrum Survey 
which was formally know as Spectrum Survey and Mapping.

Spectrum was started in 1987 by Geoff Paynter when handing out business cards at the Kalgoorlie 
mining expo. 

There he met Russel Haigh and they decided to partner up. 

Geoff got his first job the next week and before leaving told Russ not to hire anyone as they didn’t want 
any hassles with staff. 

After two weeks of gridding in the bush, Geoff returned to find Russ had rented office space, bought 3 
instruments and hired 8 guys due to the influx of work!

Not long after a Perth office was opened and a photogrammetry business acquired.

The company went from strength to strength with contracts Australia and world wide and at one stage, 
the company that started in the land locked Goldfields of Western Australia, had a 2 year hydro graphic 
contract in the North Sea for nine surveyors!

In August 2008, three weeks before the GFC stuck with full force, the ink was dry on a friendly merger 
with Cardno and we became known as Cardno Spectrum Survey.
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Cardno has around 8,000 employees world wide who specialise in environmental, urban, civil, structural 
and electrical engineering after starting in Brisbane in 1945 and listing on the ASX in 2004.

It is this entrepenurial spirit from the early days of Spectrum, that saw two guys grow a company to over 
60 surveyors, that keeps me interested in what I do! 

When we have the chance to seize on potential a opportunity, and find creative, practical, and profitable 
way to make it work, it is very satisfying.

A great example of this is from the early 1990’s, when the Kalgoorlie office was called to carry out an 
pegging job ASAP.  

The only problem was that it was in Nullagine, which is 1300km by road north.

One of our aspiring off siders named Elvis had been studying for his pilots license, and with his new 
qualifications he offered to fly a surveyor up to site and offside the job. 

This seemed like a reasonable suggestion and pricing for a charter plane was quickly organized and the 
cost was accepted by the client.

Elvis inspired confidence during the initial prestart of the plane with his throughness. 

Wing tips were checked, oil topped up, gauges set and flight plans lodged. 

The pegs and instrument was loaded and off they flew into the midday sky. 

The initial air of confidence soon evaporated as oil began to gather on the wind screen and a significant 
amount of smoke was produced by the engine. 

An emergency was declared and around they went to land from where they had just taken off! 

On closer inspection, it was found that the dip stick had not been screwed back in properly during the 
initial pre start, so the situation was rectified and off they went again!

Upon coming into Nullagine, it became apparent that Elvis had failed to read his notes as thoroughly as 
perhaps he should have, when lining up to land on a decommissioned runway that would have presented 
a major hazard to the aircraft. With the sun setting and after a bit of searching, without the aid of GPS I 
might add, the correct runway was found and a safe landing made.

Before the take off for the return trip the following day, the plane was branded “Elvis Airways” with the 
tag line – “Elvis Air – We don’t Care”
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As a contractor you get to meet a whole heap of people, which is another aspect of my job that I 
enjoy.

These people can be Cardno Spectrum staff, client surveyors, engineers, geologists, managers etc.

Mining, being the transient industry that it is, results in these people travelling far and wide and 
consequently, it is not uncommon for us to get a call from far flung reaches of the world.

We have sorted out a grid issues in Ghana, resurveyed old workings in Armenia, trained staff in the 
Phillipines and carryed out a large Topo surveys in Pakistan.

The Pakistani Topo survey was an interesting one and relates to todays presentation in that the 
client selected the right contract company who had the necessary skills, staff, equipment and 
support to successfully carry out the job in pretty trying conditions.

The survey covered 80 square kilometres and is the site for proposed tailings and mine 
infrastructure of a massive copper gold deposit. 

Due to proximity of the Afghanistan and Iranian boarder and the Quetta Nuclear Test Facility, an 
aerial survey was out of the question and Laser Scanning was in its infancy.

[Change Slide]

4



Thus, a GPS was attached to the roll bar of my trusty Hilux and the radio and controller, 
which was linked by Bluetooth, sat in my lap as I drove over 2,800km in low range 1st, 
2nd,3rd gear across a Martian Pakistani landscape. 

The job was broken down into sections typically 2km x 2km with a 30 – 40m spacing 
between lines.

My ipod belted out the tunes, and audio books such as the Dali Lamas “Path to 
Enlightenment” and Bill Brysons “A Short History of Nearly Everything” added to the surreal 
atmosphere out in the Pakistani Desert

Flat tyres were common and changing them in a sandstorm and searing heat was 
problematic with sand finding a way into every nook and cranny of my body. 

Getting apexed on a rock or stuck dropping into a creekbed resulted in creative solutions 
such as the home made winch seen here
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This involved a half inch diameter,  good sized length of rebar, hammered into the ground 
with a lifting sling looped over the top. This was then wrapped around my tyre and tied off 
with rope. 

It did just the trick to pop me out of what ever hole I was in and allow me to get on with 
the job.

After a 75 day swing with non alcoholic beer, no women, Bollywood movies in Hindu with 
Boluchi subtitles and countless games of cricket with the locals, we got the job done and 
delivered, before a nice long break was taken in Thailand on the way home. 

In Thailand there was full strength beer, women, bacon and other pork products and the 
only sand I saw was through a diving mask!

What made this job work, was that I was a 29 year old, single, money hungry guy with a bit 
of 4WD experience who lived for holidays and travel. 

I figured the longer I worked, the longer I could take for holidays. It was a mutually 
beneficial relationship which allowed me to see many parts of the world and have rich 
cultural experiences that stay with me to this day.  [Change Slide]
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There are many different supply models for contract survey services.

From a Sole trader with no staff, a Small business with 6-12 staff, right through to large survey firms with 50+ people and 
labor hire companies not managed by surveyors at all.

Not every supply model will work with every client, or every job.

A sole trader may not be interested in taking on staff to supply a client with all the resources they require. 

A large survey firm may not be interested in small time, irregular work which might better suit a sole trader

A smaller business may have casual staff employed that only want to work 6 months of the year and travel the rest of 
time.

All of these factors should not only be considered by the client when fulfilling a need, but also by the surveyor when 
considering a career in contracting.

A labor hire comapny may pay (and charge) top dollar, but there is no guarantee of on going work,              and as we have 
seen recently, once commodity prices drop,                the work can dry up fairly quickly.

A survey firm may pay a little less,            but can offer a full time job         and they are usually better equipped to ride out 
the boom/bust cycles. 

The larger firms generally offer some perks and lurks but the smaller business can develop a much closer relationship 
with their staff 

It is this close relationship with people that I count as friends as well as co-workers, that has kept me with the one firm for 
pretty close to 13 years.

My boss has helped me moved house, I have helped him pick grapes from his vineyard. I have been to family weddings of 
the guys I work with and they look after my dog when my family and I travel.
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Justifying a contractor, especially in a cost cutting environment often has to be more than “We are busy, 
we need a contractor”

It is worth pointing out, that a contractor bought in for a particular role, with a comprehensive contract 
and a clear scope of work can minimise risk to the client.

If you have a decline progressing down to an incline that is progressing up, you want to be pretty sure 
that your control is tickey–boo to ensure a sound breakthrough. 

Finding time for the resurveys, the processing and the adjustment can be taxing and probably a sound 
reason to get a contractor in. 

A large survey firm mostly likely does more large scale resurveys than the average mine surveyor and 
thus has better methods and techniques in their arsenal as well as specific high end gear that adds 
confidence to their result.

By having a contract that transfers risk to the contractor, the client is partly self–insuring against a poor 
breakthrough result and this has a tangible dollar value!

The advantage that a well experienced contractor can bring to the table is a broad skill set that they are 
generally pretty happy to share with their clients.
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Saying that, not too many contractors have won friends coming onto site and complaining about the 
ancient methodology, equipment, staff, camp, food etc.

With the right amount of diplomacy and a receptive client, a contractor can add value to a stale site by 
injecting fresh ideas and methods

A large underground site that I went to recently had a Leica 1100 that hadn’t seen a service in a long time 
and a 1200 that wasn’t fairing much better. 

The 1100 was revered because it was the only instrument that could do drill hole surveys and produce a 
collar, azimuth and dip, or so they thought.

I showed them that the 1200 could do exactly the same thing, as well as uploading decline designs to 
assist with installing lasers and a few other bits and pieces.

Once my credibility was established they were much more receptive to a having a look at some ideas and 
streamlining some of their process.

The bonus for this site was that I wasn’t even there to work with their mining department, but on another 
project altogether and I am pleased to say they have upgraded their instrument fleet…. But I am still 
waiting for that kickback from Leica!

Another justification for a contractor, maybe that there is not a budgeted positioned approved for 
another surveyor. 

We have had a GPS base and rover on site in Mali for close to 2 and a half years. 

18 months after the initial contract finished which covered a surveyor and gear to train the national guys. 

The client has held onto our GPS because there is no money in the their budget to buy a new one…. But 
with the money they have paid us they could have bought one twice over, nut for what ever reason, that 
is not an option for them!

I have seen the same thing happen with surveyors and they can generally fly under the radar for a fair 
while.
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As mentioned earlier, the mining industry is going through a time where people are looking to cut costs. 

Often clients will ask for a fully skilled surveyor, which we are happy to supply and there maybe a perfectly good 
reason for that request. 

But often, the client can get better value out of less skilled, junior surveyor. With a bit of time invested and a bit of 
supervision, they can get a similar result at a significant discount to the more senior guy.

It is not uncommon for our senior guys to secure long term contracts to be told that regardless of who else is on 
site, their job is to prep the car, carry the legs and clean the vehicle at the end of the day. 

Don’t get me wrong, we are grateful and happy for the for the work, but I am suggesting that the client my find 
better value out of one of our more junior surveyors. 

This will also assist in minimising contractor turnover, as most people enjoy working to their full potential.

A clear scope of work to the project manager will assist in the most accurate pricing and the supply of the best 
person for the job.

Once the surveyor arrives on site it is ideal to ensure that accommodation, IT logins, PPE etc is all sorted before 
hand and that the surveyor is made aware of the scope of work if they aren’t already.

We had one surveyor that we sent to site for what was suppose to be a three day job. Three and a half weeks later 
he was still on site because of a blow out in the scope. He had missed his kids first birthday, his third wedding 
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anniversary and he was fairly well ready to knock out a particularly demanding site manager and pack his bags!  
[Change Slides]
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For me, variety is the spice of life and what keeps things interesting.

The average duration of our long term contracts is anything from 6-18 months. 

I like that fact that when my current contract finishes, I will have a new site to learn, new skills, new gear, new people to meet.

In between long term contracts there is office based work which could involve any of the above from this slide.

Each surveyor is somewhat anally retentive and for me, doing large scale resurveys with gyro shots and least square adjustments and 
producing a high quality result satisfies that side of my character.

I’m also excited by technology, and with the developing maturity of Laser Scanners, a co-worker and I recognised the potential of making 
the significant investment in purchasing a mining spec. scanner. 

It was great to get the business case together, present it to management, have it approved and make a success of our initiative.

Audits in developing counties are particularly satisfying as once the locals realise that you are there to help and assist in their 
develoment, rather than get them all fired, they are eager to be part of a positive change.

I went to a coal site in Indonesia on behalf of the contract miner. Their client prohibited the use of GPS in their open pit mines as they 
deemed it not accurate enough for EOM Surveys and day works. 

This assumption was made based on a lack of understanding of the technology and a fear of the unknown. Thus total stations were used 
exclusively from the pit edge using a 70m back sight, shooting 900m across the mine to a prism on the top of a 5m staff! 

Once I was able to prove that this had inherent errors and they could improve the productivity of their survey teams with GPS and laser 
scanners, they were eager to get their hands on the new technology….. Once again, still waiting on that kick back from Trimble!

What I am getting at, is that in the right company, with the right justification, and right experience, contracting can let you roam free and 
pursue what gets your survey juices going. Having that autonomy is very satisfying.

10



Of course its not all milk and honey with some of the downsides contracting being 

Job Security (depending on company)

The personalities and places you can end up can at time be a blessing and a curse

At times Long hours on particular jobs

Pressure to maintain chargeable hours.

Some of the other upsides that I haven’t outlined include business class travel on expat jobs 
(and the occasional upgrade to first class!) and coincidental travel on breaks from overseas 
contracts. While working a 5/2 rotation out of Ghana I travelled to the Caribbean for the 
world cup cricket, Iceland for a music festival, Singapore to buy some camera gear, and the 
UK to visit friends, all covered by my travel allowance.

Each person you meet can also offer an insight into improving what you do, It is amazing 
what you can learn from even the most junior offsider if you take the time to listen as each 
person brings a unique set of life skills to the table. [Change Slide]
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So what makes a good contractor?

Some of the best contractors I know adhere to the 3 P’s – Personable Professional and 
Presentable

It is no good rocking up to site, on behalf of the company you are representing, looking like 
a dogs breakfast, then pulling out a tripod knocked together from three different sets that 
has been rolling around the back of your ute with a shovel, axe and fence droppers 
smashing it up.

Someone who can arrive to site on time, looking presentable, have a chat with the client 
about the footy or the latest instrument technology, and then go about their work safely 
and in a manner that shows that they know what they are doing, is contractors dream staff 
member.

If you can roll with the punches, work out creative solutions, talk to anyone and everyone, 
have a decent skill set, and enjoy a bit of variety, then maybe a career in contracting is right 
up your ally.

Thankyou very much for your time. I hope you have enjoyed my presentation. [Change 
Slide]
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