
Australia's 
BHP Ltd 

■

an emerging 
Transnational 
Resources 
Corporation 

By Bob Fagan 

The crisis in the international 

mining and metals industries has 

accelerated the process of 

concentration in the industry. 

This article gives an historical 

background to the present struggle 

for control over Broken Hill 

Proprietary Ltd, Australia's largest 

industrial company and a leading 

actor in the international resources 

industry. 

Bob Fagan is Senior Lecturer at School of Earth 

Sciences, Macquarie University, North Ryde, New 

South Wales 2113, Australia. 

46 

-
The Broken Hill Proprietary Co Ltd 

(BHP) is Australia's largest industrial 

organization, and has been the largest 

profit earner during the last two decad­

es. Its scale, the size of its workforce, 

and its major products (steel, oil, coal, 

minerals) give it an unique position of 

importance in Australian capitalism. 

This article focusses on the restruc­

turing of BHP Ltd since about 1970 as 

an Australian-based transnational min­

erals and energy corporation. In partic­

ular, it outlines the internationalization 

of its capital during the last decade 

which has led it further into North Ame­

rica and the Asia-Pacific region. This 

has involved: minerals and energy pro­

duction both in Australia and offshore; 

a tightening control over Australia's raw 

material export trade; and alterations in 

its financial structure. 

The routes taken to internationaliza­

tion, and the global geography of both 

investments and profit-earning poten­

tial, have had a major impact on mining 

and industrial activities within Austra­

lia. While continuing to diversify and 

expand in the international arena, BHP 

has become subject to fierce battles for 

control at home. 

Production, commodity 
trade and finance 

Three key sets of relationship underlie 

BHP's corporate power within Austra­

lia: 

• First, its concentration and centraliza­

tion of capital in domestic mining and

manufacturing.

• Second, its relationships with labour

at a large number of production sites

around Australia.

• Third, direct bargaining with the state.

Opportunities here have been consider­

able because of Australia's federal polit­

ical structure. The federal government is

constitutionally responsible for exports

and imports, external financial relation­

ships, taxation and monetary policy. Six

State governments have direct responsi­

bility for resource, industrial and in­

frastructural development.

The evolution of BHP's corporate struc­

ture since its incorporation in 1885 is ef­

fectively a mirror for the development 

of the Australian economy over the last 

100 years. Table 1 summarizes these ma­

jor phases in the development of BHP

Ltd, culminating in its dramatic restruc­

turing during the 1980s. 

The silver-lead-zinc mines of Broken 

Hill have continued to produce lead and 

zinc for export throughout the 20th cen­

tury, and have formed the initial basis 

for capital accumulation by some of 

Australia's largest mining and industrial 

organizations. BHP Ltd, as one of the 

best organized and most profitable of 

the early silver miners, took an historic 

decision in 1911 to move into the pro­

duction of iron and steel. This brought it 

into the centre stage of Australia's twen­

tieth century industrial development. 

It absorbed its only domestic com­

petitor in 1935, and was able to retain its 

steel monopoly throughout the post-

1950 industrialization of Australia for 

three reasons: 

• First, it controlled its own raw ma­

terial sources, producing coal, iron ore,

limestone, ferro-alloys, refractory bricks

and even cement. It established a coastal

shipping fleet, now comprising 15 bulk

carriers. Some of these vessels were built

at the company's Whyalla shipyard,

opened during the Second World War

but finally closed in 1978.

• Second, it established tight control

over the domestic market, achieved

partly through taking over fabrication

companies. About half of BHP's annu­

al steel production of 6 Mt (1985) was

utilized by subsidiaries or associates.
• Third, its production capacity re­

mained large relative to the small do­

mestic market. The company supplied

between 85 and 95 per cent of the do­

mestic steel market during this long

boom between 1950 and 1970.

Throughout the 1960s BHP used its raw 

material advantages to produce low­

cost steel. Yet it began to diversify dur­

ing the 1960s, participating in the first 
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Table 1 

BHP Ltd - relationships between production, raw material export 
and finance: 1885-1986 

Era 

Silver miner 

(1885-1915) 

Broken Hill 

to steelmaker 

(1915-1935) 

Steel monopolist 
(1935-1950) 

Diversifying 

steel monopolist 

(1950-1970) 

Restructuring 

minerals/energy 

corporation 

(1970-present) 

Production 

Broken Hill silver, 

lead & zinc mining. 

lead smelting. 

steelmaking at New-

castle; vertical inte-

gration; lead & zinc 

winding down. 

centralization of 
control in steel; take-

over of domestic 

competitor at Port 

Kembla; takeover of 

fabricating firms; 

closure of BHP at 

Broken Hill (1939); 

wartime stimulus to 

steel production; 

shipyard at Whyalla. 

steel production 

grows rapidly at all 

three sites; entry to 
Bass Strait oil pro-

duction; offshore 

investment steel 

fabrication. 

emergence of oil 

division as main 

profit earner; coal 
mining for export 

(Qld and NSW); clo-

sure of shipyard and 

dramatic restructur-

ing of steel division; 

takeovers of coal 

and oil prospects 

(Australia and USA); 

entry to copper 

mining in Papua 

New Guinea. 
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Commodity 

export Finance 

Silver, lead and Melbourne, 

zinc. Australian, Brit-

ish& German 

shareholders. 

completion of ventures with 

export from British steel-

BHP's leases at using firms. 

Broken Hill. 

Commonwealth emergence as 
government largest ind!. 

prohibition of organization; 

iron ore export increasing inter-

(1939). lock with Aus-

tralian banks. 

lifting of iron diversification 

ore export ban largely self-

(1960); iron ore financed; en-

export to Japan gagement with 

(esp Mt New- transnational 

man Pilbara); corporations. 

export of 

manganese. 

iron ore, coal switching 

and manganese sources of profit 

exports to within Australia; 

Japan; takeover increased inter-

of further national loan-

export activities raising to fi-

(Mt Newman, nance takeovers 

Utah). and expansion; 

battle for 

control in 

Australia (1986). 

The new logo ( see cover of the 1985 An­
nual Report) of BHP reflects the 
changing strategy of the company. 

The annual reports of BHP 1984 and 
1985. 
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