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Many mining companies are earning 
record profits and eyeing growth. This can 
be a dangerous time: overexpansion can 
weaken margins and leave businesses 
exposed in a downturn. Fortunately, our 
conversations at recent industry get-
togethers suggest that many miners 
are striking a sensible balance between 
growth and shareholder returns. 
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Miners and their customers have been gathering at 
industry conferences to negotiate terms and volumes for 
the coming year. Over the past month we have met dozens 
of them: in Colorado at the Americas Mining Forum 
(formerly the Denver Gold Forum), and in London at the FT 
Metals & Mining Summit and London Metal Exchange 
(LME) Week.

Though the world feels full of risks – including geopolitics, 
AI and climate change – miners are enjoying record 
margins and profitability. While maintaining a focus on 
shareholder returns, many mining companies have been 
outlining growth strategies. The following are our key 
takeaways from last month’s conversations.
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Gold growth plans look sensible
Gold broke above US$4,000/oz for the first time on 8 October last year.2 
Over the subsequent 12 months, gold producers enjoyed an average price 
of US$4,400, leading to margins of over 100% for many of them. As a result, 
gold-company balance sheets are generally in rude health.  

Many gold companies have increased their reserve price (the assumed gold 
price used to calculate the value of their economically viable deposits). This 
has led to reserve and resource ounce increases, as cut-off grades can 
be lowered and mining plans recalibrated when assumed prices rise. The 
risk is that lower grades will be mined, with costs increasing and short-term 
production remaining flat to down as mine life is extended. The balancing act 
between maintaining margins and expanding output is a perennial one for 
miners, but optimisation strategies have improved vastly over recent decades, 
helping companies manage the trade-off. 
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Because of this, as well as much more disciplined capital allocation in the 
mining sector overall, miners’ plans are better balanced between growth and 
shareholder returns than in the past. Companies are keen to show investors 
that they can grow volumes as well as earnings and shareholder returns. 
At the same time, the necessary skills to expand production are in short 
supply and permitting timelines are lengthy in many countries. Consequently, 
projects are being approved in a more conservative way than in the previous 
cycle, when growth was the sole focus. 

Operating costs and capital 
expenditure remain concerns
There are challenges, however, not least costs. Higher gold prices 
automatically result in higher costs, partly because royalties and taxes are 
based on prices and/or profits. In some countries, particularly in West Africa, 
royalty rates have been increasing as well, which is an additional expense.

Of more concern has been the rise in diesel prices, which has a greater 
impact on open-pit miners and those with longer haulage distances. The good 
news is that, over recent years, many miners have moved from diesel to gas 
and renewables. Diesel now makes up a much smaller percentage of overall 
costs than it used to, and for many miners is less than 5%.  

Labour is another challenge as skilled workers are in short supply in many 
regions, with jumbo operators, electricians and maintenance crews cited 
as the tightest parts of the jobs market. The worry is not just that wages 
will rise: availability is of equal concern, with companies looking to expand 
training programmes and extend share-incentive schemes down through the 
workforce to retain talent.

With more new projects now in planning and starting up, capital costs are 
also facing inflation as competition for equipment and project staff increases. 
Companies with in-house skills and build experience have an advantage, as 
do those that have already completed builds.

Nevertheless, everyone has more room for error. High margins and strong 
balance sheets mean operating cost increases and/or capital-cost overruns 
can be absorbed more easily. Consequently, we think the biggest risk for most 
gold-mining stocks today is the company missing production targets, which 
would have worse consequences than a miss on costs. 
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3.	 For more information on specific portfolio names, please see the Important information section. Source: Financial Times, 28 September 2026, 
‘Australia’s biggest gold miner rejects $27bn takeover bid’.

4.	 What smelters charge to treat and refine the copper concentrates produced by many mines.

Growth back on the agenda, 
but will take time
While growth was a major topic of conversation in Denver, overall gold-
production volumes are forecast to be approximately flat until 2029/30 
before output rises sharply. This is expected: the rise in the gold price has 
incentivised many new projects, but it takes time to gain permits and for 
projects to become operational. Consequently, within the gold mining sector, 
companies with growth prior to 2029 stand out, as do companies with strong 
track records of delivering projects.  

Consolidation remains an option
With growth taking time and near-term production looking tight, it is no 
surprise that M&A (mergers and acquisitions) remains a hot topic. Gold 
Fields’ unsolicited bid for Northern Star in September highlights why.3 
Northern Star offers its suitor immediate growth as it ramps up a new mill at 
Kalgoorlie Consolidated Gold Mines (KCGM) in Western Australia, synergies 
through combining workforces in Australia where labour availability can be a 
challenge, and growth options via the Hemi project in the Pilbara region. 

Of course, the gold price will play an important part in determining whether 
any acquisition is ultimately successful. But for many companies, scale and 
diversification will be important motivators for M&A. 

Copper miners face similar 
challenges
Copper is trading near record levels at over US$14,400/tonne and charges 
for smelting concentrates4 have turned negative, at around -US$340/dry 
metric tonne in spot markets. In other words, smelters are paying miners a 
premium on top of the metal price to obtain their concentrates, which is 
positively impacting copper miners’ margins this year. 

As with gold companies in Denver, cost pressures, growth and capital 
discipline were common themes in our conversations with miners in London. 
But unlike for gold, supply/demand fundamentals for copper were hotly 
debated. High prices and weak construction activity in China are encouraging 
the bears, while the bulls point to the imbalance in available inventories and 
structural demand growth from datacentres and the plants to power them.

https://www.ft.com/content/bce81a18-05cf-43a6-9c86-b3238b732230?syn-25a6b1a6=1
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Copper is piling up in US warehouses in expectation of a tariff being imposed, 
while European and Asian inventories are very low and premia for delivery are 
high. Meanwhile, supply disruptions have persisted as skill shortages, under-
investment and the price incentive to push utilisation rates hard have led to 
unplanned outages. This has been compounded by El Niño causing winter 
storms in the Chilean Andes and disrupting production at a number of mines.

Overall, we came away with the view that copper markets remain precarious, 
but that tightness could continue for a while. Company valuations have 
come down in recent months as markets de-risk and production disruptions 
negatively impact company results. We have moved to a fairly neutral view on 
copper equities following our underweight earlier this year as we feel there 
are risks on both sides.5

Aluminium sentiment very bearish 
Given the disruption to aluminium smelters in the Middle East, supply looked 
challenged into 2027. However, a much faster recovery than expected in 
the Gulf and an acceleration of the build-out of capacity in Indonesia have 
brought forward the risk of oversupply in the aluminium market to the next six 
months. At the same time, aluminium demand growth is being held back by 
weak construction and state infrastructure markets in China, a major source 
of aluminium demand. Consequently, the market has quickly turned bearish: 
aluminium prices have fallen from a peak of US$3,750/tonne in May to just 
above US$3,000/tonne. Many expect prices to fall further next year, though 
there is wariness over the short term as, despite the looming surpluses, 
Chinese inventories are low and the spot market remains tight. 

The increase in smelter capacity on the horizon promises to tighten alumina 
markets to some extent. China is the marginal alumina producer and will 
bring on production if prices rise much above US$400/tonne for a sustained 
period. But volatility is possible.

5.	 Opinions based on current market conditions; subject to change without notice and without any obligation to update.
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General risks. The value of investments, and any income generated from them, can fall as well as rise. Costs and 
charges will reduce the current and future value of investments. Past performance does not predict future returns. 
Investment objectives may not necessarily be achieved; losses may be made. Target returns are hypothetical 
returns and do not represent actual performance. Actual returns may differ significantly. Environmental, social or 
governance related risk events or factors, if they occur, could cause a negative impact on the value of investments.

Specific risks. Geographic/Sector: Emerging market: These markets carry a higher risk of financial loss than 
more developed markets as they may have less developed legal, political, economic or other systems.

Mining equities offer good 
cashflows and options on growth
Overall, despite the uncertainty in global markets, most mining companies 
are generating strong cashflows. In our view, mining companies’ strong 
balance sheets mean this part of the equity market can be viewed as relatively 
defensive if global growth starts to falter, and has good upside potential if 
growth accelerates. While we prefer energy and precious metals equities 
in this environment,7 we believe the diversified miners are beginning to look 
more attractive as valuations retrace. 

Iron ore tests the cost curve
More so than aluminium and copper, iron ore is heavily reliant on Chinese 
construction. Weakness in China has led to iron ore prices sinking this year. 
Quoted iron ore prices include freight rates, which have jumped with higher 
diesel costs, so miners are actually receiving much lower prices. China 
Mineral Resources Group (CMRG), the buying group formed by the Chinese 
government in 2022, is using the softer market to pressure major iron ore 
producers to offer a discount. It reached a deal with BHP on iron ore sales 
contracts earlier this year after a stand-off of several months.6

In short, iron ore miners’ margins have been squeezed hard this year, 
particularly in Brazil where freight rates to China are >US$40/tonne of ore. 
There have already been some mine closures and more are likely if current 
market dynamics persist. This will test the market’s view that iron ore prices 
should bottom at about US$85-90/tonne due to cost-curve support.   

6.	 Source: Mining Weekly, 23 April 2026, ‘BHP adopts new Chinese iron-ore price index in deal to end dispute, sources say’.
7.	 This is not a buy, sell or hold recommendation for any particular security. The views expressed are subjective and may change.
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Australia

Level 28 Suite 3, Chifley Tower

2 Chifley Square

Sydney, NSW 2000

Telephone: +61 2 9160 8400

australia@ninetyone.com 

Botswana

Plot 64289, First floor

Tlokweng Road, Fairgrounds

Gaborone

PO Box 49

Botswana

Telephone: +267 318 0112
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Telephone: +27 (0)21 901 1000

enquiries@ninetyone.com

Sweden

Västra Trädgårdsgatan 15, 

111 53 Stockholm

Telephone: +46 8 502 438 20

enquiries@ninetyone.com 

Switzerland

Dufourstrasse 49

8008 Zurich

Telephone: +41 44 262 00 44

enquiries@ninetyone.com 

United Kingdom

55 Gresham Street

London, EC2V 7EL

Telephone: +44 (0)20 3938 1900

enquiries@ninetyone.com 

United States

Park Avenue Tower, 65 East 55th Street

New York, 10022

US Toll Free: +1 800 434 5623

usa@ninetyone.com 

www.ninetyone.com

Telephone calls may be recorded for training, monitoring and regulatory purposes 

and to confirm investors’ instructions. 

For more details please visit www.ninetyone.com/contactus    

Namibia

Am Weinberg Estate
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Windhoek
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Singapore 
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CapitaGreen #27-02

Singapore 048946 

Telephone: +65 6653 5550
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Luxembourg

2-4, Avenue Marie-Thérèse

L-2132 Luxembourg

Telephone: +352 28 12 77 20

enquiries@ninetyone.com 

Netherlands

Johan de Wittlaan 7

2517 JR Den Haag

Netherlands

Telephone: +31 70 701 3652

enquiries@ninetyone.com

Important information

This is a marketing communication for professional investors only. Past performance should not be taken as a guide to the future. Investment 
involves risks; losses may be made. 

The information may discuss general market activity or industry trends and is not intended to be relied upon as a forecast, research or investment 
advice. The economic and market views presented herein reflect Ninety One’s judgment as at the date shown and are subject to change without 
notice. There is no guarantee that views and opinions expressed will be correct and may not reflect those of Ninety One as a whole, different 
views may be expressed based on different investment objectives. Although we believe any information obtained from external sources to be 
reliable, we have not independently verified it, and we cannot guarantee its accuracy or completeness (ESG-related data is still at an early stage 
with considerable variation in estimates and disclosure across companies. Double counting is inherent in all aggregate carbon data). Ninety One’s 
internal data may not be audited. Ninety One does not provide legal or tax advice. Prospective investors should consult their tax advisors before 
making tax-related investment decisions.  

Except as otherwise authorised, this information may not be shown, copied, transmitted, or otherwise given to any third party without Ninety One’s 
prior written consent. © 2026 Ninety One. All rights reserved. Issued by Ninety One, November 2026. 

Specific Portfolio Names 

References to particular investments or strategies are for illustrative purposes only and should not be seen as a buy, sell or hold recommendation.  
Such references are not a complete list and other positions, strategies, or vehicles may experience results which differ, perhaps materially, from 
those presented herein due to different investment objectives, guidelines or market conditions. The securities or investment products mentioned in 
this document may not have been registered in any jurisdiction.  More information is available upon request.

Investment Team 

There is no assurance that the persons referenced herein will continue to be involved with investing assets for the Manager, or that other persons 
not identified herein will become involved at any time without notice.  References to specific and periodic team meetings are not guaranteed to be 
held or fully attended due to reasonable priority driven circumstances and holidays.


