
Expanding 
Expertise

Haulage, Surveying, and Safety Services

If Toronto is considered the mining fi-
nance capital of the world, the small 
northern Ontario town of Sudbury is 
its service and supply counterpart. 
Sudbury and its surrounds are home 
to more than 1,000 mining supply and 
service companies worth an estimated 
$5.6 billion to Ontario’s economy. The 
sector employs over 25,000 people. 
These numbers may be surprising 
given Sudbury’s relative insulation 
from the global stage. The service and 
supply sector has long benefitted from 
the presence of major nickel and base 
metal mines in the region, and most of 
their business is done with Vale and 
Glencore Xstrata. Yet recent volatility 
in nickel prices has demonstrated the 
need to export their services and ex-
pertise.
Sudbury-based Rematech Industries 
designs and maintains conveyor belts 
for underground mines. The company 
worked on the Nickel Rim conveyor 
system, where they helped to design 
a 1,700-foot flex belt that lasted the 
life of mine and was since adopted 
by Vale and Glencore Xstrata. “On a 
cost per ton basis, there is nothing that 
beats a conveyor belt,” said Remat-
ech’s vice president, Ivo Beljo. “It can 
move more than any other equipment 
and it is a one time capital cost. Our 
customers are starting to look at new 
types of conveyors, for instance more 
vertical ones, so we are noticing evo-
lution in the equipment and increased 
demand.”
While conveyor belts are the standard 
form of material haulage, Sudbury’s 
Rail-Veyor Technologies Global Inc. be-
lieves it has developed a superior sys-
tem that runs 24/7 based on rail tech-
nology. The Rail-Veyor system only 

uses power when the train is inside or 
in the vicinity of a drive station along 
the route. “We believe Rail-Veyor is 
more than 50% more efficient than a 
heavy haul truck system in terms of en-
ergy usage and maintenance and 20% 
more efficient than a conveyor sys-
tem,” said Ronald Russ, Rail-Veyor’s 
president, CEO, CFO and treasurer. 
While propulsion systems are present 
in most underground and open pit 
operations, trucks are still needed to 
move people and materials. Under-
ground mining operations are closed 
environments with dark, wet and abra-
sive conditions that can impact the life 
span of a tire. “Over the years bias 
ply tires have dominated the market, 
because of their characteristics that 
withstand the abrasive conditions un-
derground,” explained Gary Foley, 
director, corporate sales at Fountain 
Tire. “The downside with bias ply tires 
is heat generation, which is an enemy 
to any tire whether it is open pit or un-
derground.”
Penguin Automated Systems Inc. was 
founded by Dr. Greg Baiden, who was 
formerly responsible for corporate 
mining research at Inco, now Vale. 
His work at Penguin ASI involves de-
veloping remote-controlled technology 
to access areas that are unsafe for 
humans. Penguin recently received a 
CAD$1 million grant from the federal 
government to develop a new robotic 
system that will be able to enter con-
fined spaces to load explosives for re-
mote detonation.
Minewise Technology Ltd. has devel-
oped a progressive scanning technique 
that allows for detailed surveys of ver-
tical raises or shafts up to 1,250 m. 
The device captures 360 degree radial 

scans every 8 cm and utilizes an inte-
grated fiber optic gyro to preserve the 
azimuth of the scanner at all times. The 
data can be directly imported into the 
mine’s 3D coordinates. “This ‘scanning 
during decent’ approach eliminates the 
shadowing of data typical of stationary 
scanning technologies,” said Everett 
Henderson, Minewise Technology’s 
technical manager. Using a pan-tilt-
zoom high-resolution color camera, 
companies can inspect inaccessible 
bore holes, raises, ore passes or cage 
compartments. 
A number of companies in northern On-
tario are looking at ways to improve air 
quality in underground mines through 
systems that monitor dust loading, air-
flow temperature and relative humidity 
for worker heat stress. Maestro Mine 
Ventilation developed a system called 
Vigilante AQS™ (or Air Quality System) 
that measures different parameters 
such as dust loading on haulage ramps 
and gas detection technology. Mine 
managers are then able to access that 
data in real time.
“There has been a lot of attention 
recently on diesel particulate matter 
(DPM), which has been deemed as a 
carcinogenic by the World Health Or-
ganization, and silicosis that is preva-
lent in coal mining and many drill and 
blast mines,” said Michael Gribbons, 
vice president, sales and marketing at 
Maestro Mine Ventilation. 
The tightening of ventilation regula-
tions is encouraging companies to 
make their underground systems more 
efficient. Schauenburg Industries Ltd. 
is a North Bay-based manufacturer of 
ventilation ducting systems. Its manag-
ing director, Don Croteau, has noticed 
a trend over the past few years of min-

ing companies taking an increased in-
terest in their ventilation costs. “They 
have started to realize that it is not just 
blowing the air, but the power around 
the fan, the cost of the fans, and the 
cost of the ducting, especially with 
the prices of energy increasing,” said 
Croteau. 
In an underground setting, the ability 
to communicate between mine work-
ers both below and above ground is 
essential to ensuring the health and 
safety of employees. Becker Varis is 
a company that provides voice, video 
and data communication systems to 
underground mines using a mine’s 
leaky feeder system. “A leaky feeder 
system acts as a communication 
medium; we can put Ethernet points 
anywhere along the mine,” said Albert 
Bower, managing director at Becker 
Varis. “Leaky feeder systems became 
the primary media of communication 
when mining at large saw a boom and 
required reliable and cost effective 
communication underground.”
Sudbury’s equipment manufacturers 
are also innovating in the types of ma-
terials used in an underground setting. 
Rezplast Manufacturing Ltd., a manu-
facturer of safety showers and toilets 
for underground mines, uses fire resis-
tant resin instead of plastic, which can 
be extremely flammable. 
A significant portion of Sudbury ser-
vice and supply companies still relies 
on Vale and Glencore Xstrata for their 
revenue. A company in Sudbury only 
dealing with Sudbury clients is de-
pendent on the price of nickel, as Jon 
Baird, managing director of the Cana-
dian Association of Mining Equipment 
and Services for Export stated. “Even 
those companies that work with gold 

companies in Timmins make a huge 
difference to their revenue base – di-
versification is the key to success,” he 
said.
The lack of customer diversification is 
a significant barrier to the industry’s 
growth. Organizations like the Sudbury 
Area Mining Supply and Service Asso-
ciation are making it a priority to help 
its members increase their global pres-
ence. “SAMSSA’s role is to stick to its 
mandate of helping business become 
intelligent: our job is to tell people that 
there are new opportunities available,” 
said Dick DeStefano, SAMSSA’s exec-
utive director. 
According to a recent report by Export 
Development Canada, Ontario’s export 
sector is expected to grow thanks to 
a weaker Canadian dollar and rising 
demand from the United States. The 
industrial machinery market is also 
expected to see strong growth of 7% 
this year and 13% next year. Region-
ally, South America is the largest ex-
port market for Canadian mining equip-
ment, followed by the United States. 
“There is also a lot of potential in Africa, 
and Australia has been a historical mar-
ket for Canadian suppliers,” said Baird. 
“More difficult but noteworthy mar-
kets are China and Russia, which have 
stronger domestic services but rely on 
Canadian expertise.” Rematech’s vice 
president Ivo Beljo agrees that the sec-
tor needs to start looking at exporting 
its products to diversify its revenue 
base. “Many companies here were 
family run businesses and felt no need 
to talk about their work or expand out-
side of the local spectrum. Times are 
changing now, though, and many of us 
are able to spread our wings beyond 
Sudbury’s borders,” he said. •

The safety in the industry has improved 
greatly over the years. At Nickel Rim 

for example, Cementation completed 
two shafts with no lost time injuries. 

In the shaft sinking industry, there was 
a philosophy of “go fever” for many 

years that meant you needed to take 
the first blast on the date you said you 

would. What we do now is a pre-sinking 
audit where both the owner and the 

contractor will commit to starting only 
when we are sure it is safe. We look at 

success as an injury-free project.

- Roy Slack, President, 
Cementation Canada Inc.

There is a lot of interest coming from 
North America, South America, South 

Africa, and Australia...We want to 
continue to deploy our technology in 
material transport. There are surface 

applications in mining, aggregates, port 
terminals, agriculture and other sectors 

that can feed into or be fed by the larger 
rail systems.

- Ronald Russ, 
President, CEO, CFO and Treasurer, 

Rail-Veyor® Technologies Global Inc.
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Albert Bower

Managing Director
becKer varis

Can you give us a brief introduction to Becker Varis and its 
role in the mining industry?
Becker Varis’ niche has always been reliability in communica-
tions. The Varis Company was founded in 1997 in Sudbury. 
In 2006, Varis was bought by Becker Mining Systems out of 
Germany and renamed Becker Varis. The company’s roots 
stem from the coal mining industry but most of our business 
is in hard rock mining. Its mandate is to acquire new technolo-
gies to complement its existing product line. For example, our 
surface collision avoidance products came from Australia. At 
the moment, at least one Becker product can be found in ev-
ery mining sector in the world, and Becker’s objective is to 
have all its products found in every mine worldwide. 

What are some of the advantages of using a Leaky Feeder 
system in an underground setting? 
At the moment, the possibilities of industrial Wi-Fi are still 
limited. A leaky feeder system acts as a communication 
medium; we can put ethernet points anywhere along the 
mine. The Becker Varis Leaky Feeder is unique because it 
offers voice, data, and ethernet, as well as other complemen-
tary technologies. 

How is a Becker Varis communications system priced in 
relation to its competitors?
The pricing range of a Becker Varis system is cheaper on a 
per-kilometer basis because it uses fewer active components. 
We space our amplifiers 500 meters (m) apart, whereas our 
competitors do 350 m. 

What is the added value of Becker Varis’ products with 
regard to safety, productivity and efficiency?
Becker Varis stands out with regards to safety, productivity 
and engineering principles. For instance, our system has the 
widest bandwidth, which results in less equipment required 
underground compared to competing systems. Fewer active 
components on the ground reduce the likelihood of a problem 
or damage. Customers need to receive information, but not 

excessive information. The main challenge is to manage it so that 
customers can make the best decisions with it.

What is the geographic reach of Becker Varis’ products?
Becker Varis systems are present in most mines in Ontario and inter-
nationally. We work with both Vale and GlencoreXstrata locally and in-
ternationally. We initially partnered with distributors, but with growth 
our focus shifted to more direct relations with customers who want to 
source products in the local marketplace. According to global trends, 
South America could grow threefold this year, while North America 
will remain stable. 

A 2009 study from the CANMET Mining and Mineral Sciences Lab-
oratories found that the industry is reluctant to adopt new technolo-
gies. Is this assessment still true?
Senior mine personnel can be reluctant to adopt new technologies; 
however, as a younger generation of engineers and managers move 
into the industry, we will see more willingness to explore and imple-
ment innovation. Becker Varis’ strategic partners, for instance, test 
our products in real world conditions, so that we can evaluate them 
outside the lab. 

What is your vision for Becker Varis?
Becker Varis’ focus is on customizing its products and integrating 
them into its existing product line and to become a more open-ended 
source provider of communications. We also aim to be a turnkey solu-
tion provider and to take responsibility for solving problems on site. •

Minewise Technology Ltd. has devel-
oped a proven progressive scanning 
technique that allows for detailed 
surveys of vertical raises or shafts up 
to 1250 meters. The device captures 
360-degree radial scans every 5 cen-
timeters and utilizes an integrated fiber 
optic gyro (FOG) to preserve the az-
imuth of the scanner at all times. The 
data can be directly imported into the 
mines 3D co-ordinates. This “scanning 
during decent” approach eliminates 
the shadowing of data typical of sta-
tionary scanning technologies.
 A fully controlled pan/tilt/zoom video 
image is relayed to the operator at the 
top of the raise allowing for monitoring 
the survey process as well as providing 
a “depth overlaid” video recording of 
the overall raise condition. Ample light-
ing is included to enhance the video 
quality and wall definition. The combi-
nation of the two datasets provide for a 
comprehensive analysis of raise/shaft 
condition etc. and provides a base line 
of “as built” or “as is” status never be-
fore achievable.
The skid mounted long-range winch 
module is easily deployable to the site 
and includes a precision speed con-
troller to facilitate smooth decent. The 
unit is completely self-contained and 
has ample battery power for trouble 
free operation. •

Image: Minewise Technology Ltd.
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ENERGY DISTRIBUTION
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becker varis… we speak your language.
•	 SMARTCOM	Leaky	Feeder	System
•	 Voice,	Data	and	Video
•	 WLAN	High	Speed	Data	Solutions
•	 RFID	Tagging	and	Tracking	System
•	 Collision	Avoidance	System
•	 SMARTBLAST	Remote	Central	Blasting	System	

SMART	 UNDERGROUND	 COMMUNICATION
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