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Thank you for the warm introduction.  Before I get started, I’d like to 
acknowledge the traditional owners of the land where we meet today. 

In keeping with Aurizon’s commitment to reconciliation and respect I 
acknowledge the Turrbal and Jagera people as the traditional owners of 
the land where we gather and recognise that this land has always been 
under their custodianship.  
 
I pay my respect to elders past and present and to emerging community 
leaders. I also extend respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people here today. 
 
That short video you just saw was part of our annual Excellence Awards 
held each December.  The purpose of the night is to recognise the 
outstanding contribution of employees. 
 
People who are the epitome of leadership at all levels and dimensions – 
emerging leaders, champions of diversity, innovators, technical experts 
and workplace mentors… the list is long. 
 
It’s a genuinely uplifting experience to see the talent pool assembled in 
one room on one night.  It’s a window to our future and the remarkable 
things we can achieve.   
 
Of course, this is a much broader conversation about the incredible 
talent, the terrific potential, we have in Australia. A dialogue about how 
communities, companies, political systems and educational institutions - 
like Bond University - can nurture leadership, innovation and excellence. 
 
All within the context of Australia’s changing global orientation, where 
economic power continues its shift to the Asia Pacific and where 
markets are being rapidly re-shaped by technology and digital disruption.   
 
More than ever the future landscape for Australian business will require 
a new type of leader and one that draws from an increasingly diverse 
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talent pool of dispersed geographies and demographics. Diversity of 
thought will go hand in hand with diversity in gender, ethnicity and 
religion.  
 

We’ll need leaders that recognise and can leverage opportunities for 
Australia in the Asian Century, where there will be an unprecedented 
redistribution of global wealth, trade and influence. And where volatility 
will be the new norm. 
 
In talking to leadership today, I want to draw together some of these 
themes in the context of Aurizon, which is a relatively young Australian 
company emerging from a very different past. 
 
Aurizon has transitioned from more than 140 years of government 
ownership to a top 50 ASX company in five years.   
 
It sounds simple but, of course, the journey has been complex, nuanced 
and colourful.   
 
It’s been a hard slog at times. Transformational change is not easy. 
We’ve hit many speed bumps but momentum has been sustained.  
 
In late 2007 I moved from Dallas, Texas, where I was President of the 
North American Operations for Bluescope Steel, to Brisbane to become 
CEO of Queensland Rail.   
 
Multi-national, publicly listed companies had been my comfort zone for 
thirty years, and I found myself the CEO of a state railway owned by the 
Queensland Government. 
 
While QR was a respected rail operator with extraordinary potential, on 
occasions it felt like I had gone back in time.  
 
We were buried in bureaucracy, customers took a backseat and safety 
was appalling. The matter of safety, on which I will talk to in detail today, 
was truly the one thing that kept me awake at night. 
 
In those early years, I often found myself caught in the crossfire between 
social considerations of government and the commercial needs of 
customers. I managed to dodge a few bullets but also took my fair share 
of ‘robust’ phone calls from George Street. 
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In 2009, the Government made the controversial decision to sell off the 
freight side of Queensland Rail. In November 2010, we floated in what 
would be the largest float on the ASX in over a decade – worth $4.6 
billion. 
 
While the privatisation backlash for government was huge, it was a true 
catalyst of change for the company, our leaders and the broader 
employee base.  
 
Here was an opportunity for genuine transformation, beyond a new 
name, and a new logo. A sustained cultural change, where values and a 
sense of belief would shape our collective future. 
 

The safety story is a good lens through which to see this change. 
 
The safety performance when I first began at the Company, measured 
by the standard metric of Lost Time Injury Frequency Rate, was simply 
unacceptable. 
 
From trackside to senior management, I was told that accidents were 
inevitable, unavoidable, because we worked in the rail industry. Lots of 
heavy machines and moving parts “apparently”. 
 
I could not accept this. I’d worked for decades in the steel industry; my 
experience was very different. It had to change. 
 
We started a sustained program, an investment of three to five years 
minimum. It could be no less, and unsurprisingly, it continues today. 
 
Fundamentally it was and is about behavioural change rather than 
process change. It required intense leadership effort to shift the old 
mindset, bred through complacency and a lamentable acceptance that 
‘accidents happen.’   
 
I mandated that safety must prevail over production. 
 
The company must provide a safe workplace.  
 
Each individual must be responsible for their own safety. 
 
No one should walk past an unsafe act or hazard. 
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I gave every employee licence to challenge on safety, no matter if it was 
the Company Chairman or their closest mate. 
 
It’s been truly transformational and I’m proud of what we’ve achieved. 
 
We’ve turned the dial, in terms of results and in our belief. Most 
employees now believe all injuries are preventable. 
 
The Lost Time Injury Frequency Rate has reduced 97% from 2010. The 
rate now sits at benchmark levels globally. 
 
But most importantly, the improvement means we have reduced the 
number of employees seriously injured by 100 over this same period. 
 
The cultural shift is well underway; it’s now about continuous 
improvement and there’s still a way to go.  
  
The safety journey is analogous of broader transformation, and 
increasingly, of a values-based approach by employees.  
 
This is as much about how we go about our work, not only focussing on 
what we achieve.   
 
We’re nurturing a culture of more engaged employees; focussed 
squarely on our customers; on productivity and performance, and 
ultimately, on creating shareholder value. 
 
Privatisation gave us the mandate to look at our operations, structures 
and cost base with laser-like focus. Certainly investors recognised the 
efficiency dividend that typically comes with the sale of government 
businesses. 
 
In the five years since the float, labour productivity has increased almost 
60%; we’ve delivered an efficiency benefit of around $750 million; and, 
distributed more than $1 billion in dividends. 
 
We’ve continued to grow our tonnages, our topline revenue and our 
profits. We’ve invested more than $5 billion in new track, new trains and 
new technology. 
 
Recently, we announced the recruitment of Dr Jennifer Purdie, effective 
next week, to take up the role of one of my direct reports – as Executive 
Vice President of Enterprise Services. This is a wide ranging role 
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managing safety, health and environment; legal; national policy and 
information technology. 
 
What stood out with Jenny, in doing her due diligence on the company, 
and I don’t think she will mind me saying, was her intense interest in 
leadership styles, values and principles no less than the company 
results to date.  
 
In recent years, to change and strengthen our leadership in the 
Company, we’ve added talented people from different industries, 
different geographies, and with global experience. 
 
Brazilian Mauro Neves, our head of Commercial and Marketing, was the   
Global Director of Coal for Vale, one of the world’s largest resource 
companies.  
 
The head of our operations and our network business respectively, 
Canadian Mike Franczak and American Alex Kummant, bring 
experience from some of the best railroads in the world. 
 
Likewise, we’re acutely aware of the need to build our leadership 
pipeline and to draw upon the whole talent pool. 
 
We have focussed on bringing the best talent into the organisation 
through, for example, the attention we pay to our recruitment of 
apprentices and trainees and graduates. 
 
We have fundamentally shifted the emphasis around on-the-job training 
to ensure each employee has the skills and abilities, as well as the 
understanding of their responsibilities and accountabilities, to deliver for 
our customers and our owners. 
 
We have re-worked our performance assessment, potential identification 
and succession planning to ensure everyone can operate to their 
greatest potential and maximise individual opportunities. 
 
Diversity and inclusion in our workforce is the next frontier in Aurizon’s 
cultural journey. 
 
Here I’m asking my leaders to step up to the plate. To be visible, 
authentic and have the courage to have the conversations and take the 
decisions that could make them uncomfortable or unpopular. 
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Where we move away from the traditional notions of leadership of 
authority and power, to a place where we encourage innovation, 
creativity and diversity of thought.   
 
It would be no surprise to you that the heavy-haul railway business is 
male dominated with a ‘blokey’ culture.   
 
Women make up 15% of our entire workforce - and in our operational 
areas this is far lower. We have around 6% female traincrew, 5% female 
tradespeople and 10% female engineers.  
 
Our leadership ranks are more representative but far from where they 
should be. Females in middle management make up a third of positions 
and a quarter of our management leadership team.  
 

Last year I set a five-year aspirational target to increase female 
representation to 30%. It’s a tough target, not unlike our early safety 
targets. 
 
At the time, I received a fair bit of ‘interesting’ feedback about my 
interventionist approach and how it discriminated against men.  
 
I’ve never considered diversity in the workplace to be about ideology or 
political correctness. This is so much more than just ‘the right thing to 
do’. 
 
Increasing the talent pool makes good commercial sense. 
We have introduced the Transition to Operations Program, an 18 month 
program transitioning women from the corporate environment to 
developing them into a front line leader.  
 
Every six months an exceptionally talented female in the company 
leaves their day job and joins me in my office as part of our CEO 
executive officer program.  This program gives the participants a daily 
insight into what it takes to lead an ASX top 50 company. 
 
We are also focused on increasing our engagement and employment of 
Indigenous and Torres Strait Islander people and have recently 
launched an internal ‘Indigenous reference group’ – a group of leaders 
with a vision for greater equality in this space. 
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These programs are just a few of many.  Like safety we’re starting from 
a long way back and know that things need to be ‘shaken up’ to 
demonstrate the depth of our commitment for change. 
 
Let me shift gears a little and reflect on some leadership lessons which I 
would distil from Aurizon’s journey in the last five years. I do some with 
trepidation since every individual has a different experience of 
leadership. 
 
My first observation is that leadership manifests at every level of an 
organisation, and is a critical determinant of organisation health and 
success. Our focus today however is more about leadership in the 
context of development and promotion within the organisation. 
 
In that regard, consistent with so much of the literature in this field, I 
believe leadership and culture are the determining attributes of success 
for individuals and organisations in the 21st Century.  
 
When I joined the workforce, the leaders and organisations in the 
industrial sector were focused primarily on the ‘hard’ skills – their 
technical, financial and operating skills were the key to ‘success’.  While 
‘hard’ skills are important, it is the ‘soft’ skills of culture and leadership 
which are the ultimate determinants of success. 
 
In our Company we have spent a great deal of time ensuring that we 
recruit, develop and retain the people with the best technical/operational 
skills in the business. Running a world-leading railroad today requires 
nothing less. 
 
What really makes the difference however are the attributes we are 
equipping our leaders with, attributes that align to our organisational 
health that we have spent years defining.  These attributes will underpin 
our ability to become successful in an increasingly global and 
competitive world.  
 
So what does leadership look like for me as the CEO of a top 30 ASX 
listed Company? 
 
As I reflect on my own role and look to those most immediately around 
me, leadership is: 
 
More than strategy on a page, it’s about being able to look toward the 
future. 
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Not just about being better than local competitors, it’s about being world-
leading. 
 
It’s ultimately about a vision and state which talented people will 
associate with and join the journey. 
 
It’s about personal attributes beyond the foundational technical and 
operational skills. 
 
Terms like courage, tenacity, patience and EQ. 
 
None of which is to suggest that there is anything other than a laser-like 
focus on results. 
 
Our role is ultimately to enhance value for our shareholders whilst being 
responsible corporate citizens. Too many people see leadership and 
culture change as ends in themselves 
 
This kind of leadership requires the application of new and different 
approaches. 
 
Technology and innovation are opening up myriad opportunities for a 
200 year old industry.  
 
Aurizon is looking to tap the potential that the Asian Century presents, 
both on home soil and abroad. 
 
We see efficient rail operations and infrastructure as key enablers for 
national productivity and growth, supporting regional economies and 
employment.  
 
We are a Company which requires a close focus on international 
business dynamics, given that more than 90% of the product we carry is 
for export. 
 
We see a viable future for Asian-bound commodities including coal and 
iron ore. Here in heavy-haul operations Aurizon has world-class 
capability that complements Australia’s high-quality resources.  
 
Right now I can hear murmurs of doubt, but I can assure you coal is not 
dead. That applies to both metallurgical and thermal coal. 
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We live in the real world. We talk to our trading partners. We consider 
market fundamentals. We analyse future demand for low-cost, baseload 
energy. We know steel demand is growing, albeit at a slower pace. 
 
Likewise, we’re strong advocates for boosting rail’s share of Australia’s 
freight task, recognising the social, environmental and safety benefits. 
One freight train can replace 120 trucks and has a far smaller carbon 
footprint. Rail’s safety record is nine times better than road. 
 
We support a more sustainable world and continuing moves to cleaner 
energy sources. We know renewables will play an increasing role in the 
global energy market.  
 
All this requires the development and maintenance of a wide range of 
networks and sources of information and intelligence. 
 
Together with the ability to assimilate and understand these key global 
trends and dynamics and more than that to be in a position to be able to 
influence the direction of those trends. 
 
Ladies and gentleman, as you can see this is a most complex and 
dynamic topic and this is the nature of leadership in 2015.  
 
Over the past five years we have had to lead one of the most 
challenging changes in a large corporate environment.  
 
We do not profess to have all, or indeed most, of the answers.  However 
I trust that my remarks today have given you some flavour and some 
thought-starters for your own journey of leadership. 
 
Future leaders will bring new qualities, new skills and distinctly diverse 
thinking to the table. And from what I see with the emerging talent in my 
company and in other forums, we’re in pretty good shape. 
 
Thank you. 
 

 


