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2016 SME President’s Interview

Timothy D. Arnold;
An interview with the 2016 SME President

History - How did you get into mining and 
involved with SME?

Unlike many past presidents, I do not come 
from a mining lineage.  I liked math in high 
school and believed I wanted to be an engineer.  
I told my math teacher that, and he laughed 
in my face.  I believe that humiliation is what 
carried me through engineering school.  At 
the time my ability to go to college relied on 
how inexpensive I could make it.  My brother 
told me that there were a lot of scholarships 
in mining engineering, and I should apply to 
mining schools.  As usual, he was right and I 
was off to the University of Idaho to study.  My 
first summer break I got a job with Hecla at a 
mine in Arizona.  I was a laborer on a shotcrete 
crew.  I knew after the first summer that I loved 
underground mining, and I never considered 

changing disciplines.  Looking back, I was 
working in miserable conditions (hot, humid), on 
a miserable job (shotcrete), where I got injured, 
and two summer student roommates died in a 
car accident on the commute home after work.  
I had every reason to hate the industry, as I had 
seen virtually everything bad about what we do.  
But I didn’t, I loved it.  I said I was good at math, 
I never said I was smart.

I joined SME in college because I was told 
to by the head of the mining school, Dr. Jack 
Hoskins.  You did what Jack told you to do.  I got 
involved because I went to an annual meeting 
and the papers in the underground sessions were 
terrible.  I refer to bad papers as the “Tensile 
strength on cable bolts in sub-arctic regions on 
Tuesday” papers.  Real snoring fodder.  I don’t 
remember who I was complaining to, but they 
told me to quit my grumbling and fix it.  So I 
chaired a session, and tried to get only good 
quality papers, something that has been my 
mantra for years with the Mining & Exploration 
Division.  I also volunteered to help the local 
sections too.  Then one day I woke up as 
president.

What is your opinion of the health of the 
mining industry?

The mining industry is in bad shape.  Coal 
is under attack and will likely never recover to 
its former greatness.  Our President has banned 
new coal leases, and the state of California is 
forcing people it does business with to divest 
their interests in coal companies.  And that 
all happened in just in a few short weeks this 
January.  Usually in America you get a trial 
before you are given a death sentence, but not 
with coal.  

Virtually every commodity price is at multi-
year lows.  You have to go back to 2009 to see 
prices as low as they were at the end of 2015.  
The people that hate our industry still hate our 
industry.  Permits continue to take longer and 
longer to get.  Thousands of mining professionals 
are out of work or underemployed.  Since that 
first summer underground in 1976, I don’t 
remember a tougher time to be a miner.

But there is hope.  Our industry has one 
resource that no other industry does.  We have 
miners.  And there is no one I would rather have 
by my side if I were to wake up in the middle of 
a Steven King novel than a miner!  The distress 
we are going through today is nothing to the 
suffering of the generations of miners before us.  
We are tough, resilient, and can find a way.  
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One reason I have hope is because we are 
graduating more students from our universities 
now, and that should continue for a while.  We 
have great young people coming out of these 
schools, and they are finding work in a variety of 
fields that were not normally available to mining 
graduates.  And it is a good thing, because the 
average age of our industry continues to creep 
up and up, and these folks are the future.  To 
young minerals professionals I give the following 
advice: strap in tight, because you will be put 
in positions soon that took many more years 
of experience for us old guys to get.  In 2008, 
I introduced my friend Douglas Silver at the 
keynote address at the SME Annual Conference.  
I described myself as: “The only unemployed 
mining engineer in America.”  My, how a few 
short years have changed things.

And cycles are, well … cyclical.  We will 
bounce back.  People continue to need stuff.  The 
standards of living worldwide continue to rise.  
People make a lot of the slow growth in China, 
and it seems like every time an article comes out 
about it, the price of commodities fall.  I like to 
remind people that the ‘slow’ growth in China 
is still twice the growth in the United States.  
And it is a country of 1.4 billion people.  I am an 
operator, not a fortune teller, so I don’t like to 
make predictions about the industry.  But I talk 
to a lot of smart people, and the consensus seems 
to be that there isn’t a lot of hope that 2016 will 
be a good year for mining and the prices, but 
I am confident that we will bounce back.  The 
prices recently were at six year lows.  Let’s not 
forget there was a hump on the price graphs 
between 2009 and today.  There will be more.

What are the major challenges of the 
industry today?

At times like these, often the knee jerk 
reaction is to slash.  Slash costs, slash people, 
slash spending.  While that has a temporary 
influence on a business, I believe that a more 
profound effect can be realized through focusing 
on productivities.  It has long been my belief 
that if you want to become more profitable, 
start with your safety program and then work 
on morale.  Because when employees see 
management focusing on their well-being, they 
will be more productive.  And by including all 
persons in the business of being more productive 
it will always improve the bottom line more than 
cutting plastic forks and paper plates out of the 
lunchroom.  Miners are your most important 
asset.  Let them help you improve the business 
by sharing common goals.

Something must improve in our ability to 
permit mines in America.  The cost of permitting 

is the number one detractor to investment in 
mining in the United States.  And the time and 
money it takes to permit a mine is not the fault 
of the average person who is concerned about 
the environment.  It is because there are groups 
out there whose sole function is to make a living 
trying to shut down mining and other resource 
industries.  I dislike the term nongovernmental 
organization (NGO).  My daughters’ third grade 
dance class was technically an NGO.  I think the 
better term is RAMBO (Radical Anti Mining 
Business Organizations).  These groups make 
hundreds of millions of dollars fighting not 
only our industry, but virtually every resource 
industry.  Steve Gardner spoke of not-in-my-
backyard (NIMBY) or build-absolutely-nothing-
anywhere-near-anything (BANANA) groups last 
year in his presidential interview.  It is something 
that needs constant attention.  A good start 
is HR-1937 — National Strategic and Critical 
Minerals Production Act of 2015 sponsored by 
Nevada’s Mark Amodei.  Call your senators and 
tell them to get behind this bill.

I believe the perception of mining worldwide 
is a serious issue.  A pet peeve of mine is to 
sit with a group of miners and listen to them 
complain to one another about how nobody 
knows where their stuff comes from.  We preach 
to the choir, but don’t communicate to the 
masses.  SME and MEC can be THE source of 
information on how mining touches your lives, 
but we need to do more.  I saw a panel discussion 
once where a man from the U.S. Forest Service 
told miners in the audience that if we would put 
10 percent of the money we spend on beer into 
a public relations program, we would not have 
a problem with the public.  I think there is a lot 
of truth to the idea that we as an industry do 
not spend enough resources on improving our 
overall image.  But until the CEOs of the mining 
industry can be convinced of that, it will always 
be an uphill battle.  Great things are being done 
in many venues, but a nationwide pro-mining 
public relations program could pay for itself in 
the shortening of permitting times alone.  Look 
what has happened to coal, all because of politics 
and the ignorance of the average citizen.  We 
need to tell our story, and it needs to be on a 
much grander scale.

How is SME’s health?
A lot of this article has been pretty gloomy 

up to now, but SME’s health isn’t gloomy at 
all.  We are coming off some strong years, and 
2016 looks pretty good.  We are still attracting 
miners and vendors to the conventions, they 
are just carpooling and staying in less fancy 
hotels.  We are doing some outstanding things.  
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We have a congressional fellow that is now 
sitting on the House Resource Committee.  Our 
Educational Sustainability programs are major 
game changers for universities offering degrees 
in mining and metallurgy.  The Foundation is 
under great management, and even in these 
tough times we have companies, as well as 
individuals, who are sticking with us at very 
generous levels.  Our UCA Division has become 
one of the workhorses of our society and opened 
up great opportunities not only for SME, but 
for engineers graduating in mining programs 
everywhere.  

If you look at the five Future Goals of SME 
on the website, you will see that we are tracking 
very well with what we are trying to do.  We 

are a great resource for members.  We provide 
information as good as, or better than, anyone.  
We are financially secure, and we have solid 
relationships with our allies.  We still have a lot to 
do in these areas, like communicate it better, but 
we are doing very well.  If that statement made 
you think I’m crazy, then I want to hear from 
you.

The presidency of SME is a bit of a team 
effort, and all the leadership have been 
discussing finances.  We need to steel ourselves 
against the next few years with respect to our 
finances.  This current cycle in mining will 
eventually effect SME, and we need to be well 
prepared for it.  Prepare for the worst, hope for 
the best.

Timothy D. Arnold is vice 
president of operations 

for Nevada Copper Corp. and 
senior mining consultant for Barr 
Engineering, living in Sparks, NV.  
His career in mining began in Casa 
Grande, AZ as a summer student 
working at Hecla’s Lakeshore 
Mine.  Arnold used mining to help 
pay for school at the University 
of Idaho, where he received his 
degree in mining engineering.  
He graduated in 1982, and there 
was little opportunity for mining 
engineers at the time.  Because of 
his work history, he was able to land 
a job as an underground laborer on 
an electrical crew at the Mt. Taylor 
Mine in New Mexico.  His boss 
told him he would give him a job, 
“as long as you don’t tell anybody 
you’re a damn engineer.”   The pay 
was good, and he didn’t.  During the 
rest of the early 1980s, he worked as 
a laborer, equipment operator, nipper 
and, finally, a contract miner.  In 1985, 
he immigrated to South Africa to 
work in the underground gold mines, 
where he finally gained supervision 
and engineering experience.  His first 
job as a supervisor was in a stope 
3,500 m (11,500 ft) below the surface.

After returning to the United 
States in the late 1980s, he began a 
career in engineering and operations 
management.  He has held positions 
in engineering from junior engineer 

to chief engineer at operating 
mines.  His management positions 
have ranged from shift boss to vice 
president and general manager and 
chief operating officer.  Most of his 
career in operations was spent at 
underground mines like the Lucky 
Friday, Bullfrog, Jerritt Canyon, 
Kensington, Crownpoint and Ozark 
Lead.  He has spent several years 
either operating or attempting to 
develop open pit mines such as the 
Rochester, Mt. Hope, Nkamouna and 
Pumpkin Hollow.

Arnold has worked for SME as a 
volunteer since the early 1990s.  He 

has been a local section secretary, 
treasure and chairman.  He served 
on the executive committee for the 
Mining and Exploration Division, 
culminating as the chairman and 
being honored with the M&E 
Distinguished Service Award.  He is 
a Founding Registered Member of 
SME and a professional engineer in 
two states.  He is in the 2012 class of 
SME Distinguished Service Award 
winners.   Timothy and his brother 
James are the first set of brothers 
to serve as president of SME.  Their 
mother, Arzell, would be very 
proud.n

From laborer to SME President, Arnold has done it all in mining
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But to me, SME will always be about the 
staff.  I have made some lifelong friends among 
the staff at SME, and as long as we have a 
productive and engaged staff in Denver, we 
will continue to better ourselves.  I went to a 
symposium for chief elected officers and chief 
executive officers of societies like ours.  In this 
symposium, there were small volunteer societies 
and some giants.  The topic of the symposium 
was how to lead a society so that it is functioning 
at a high level and is constantly successful and 
improving.  I can honestly say that Dave Kanagy 
and his staff could have taught the course.  
SME had every base covered.  Combined with 
direction from some fantastic past presidents, our 
society is in good hands.

What are the challenges facing SME?
Carrying on what we started.  In the good 

years, we created some great programs and have 
expanded by every metric you can imagine.  Our 
biggest challenge will be to keep it up.  

What are your SME goals?
The nice thing about being the president of 

SME is that you get a lot of hands-on experience 
before you become one.  You spend one year 
as president elect–designate, then one year as 
president elect.  Then one year as president and 
one year as past president.  It is a little bit like a 
tour of duty, rather than a one year obligation.  
My goals will be similar to the presidents before 
me, because all of us work on making sure that 
there is continuity and efforts being spent on the 
many issues relating to our strategic plan.  

Keep moving forward. In recent years, we 
have initiated several programs and efforts that 
will need continued support through my term.  
Primary in my mind is the Ph.D. Fellowship 
program and the Career Development Grant 
programs.  This will greatly improve our ability 
to fill the U.S. universities with quality mining 
and metallurgy professors in the future.  Also, the 
Health & Safety Division is in its infancy at SME.  
We need to continue to support the efforts of 
the leadership of the new division to give it a fair 
chance at success.  There is a great opportunity 
to bring in more mining professionals into SME 
through this division, and we need to help them 
be successful.

Remote members. One of my primary goals 
is to improve the value of SME to members that 
are not involved on the “(inter) national” level.  
I am talking about the folks that never make 
an annual meeting.  The men and women being 
served by local sections, or out of section. The 

international members.  
My catchphrase is, “How satisfied is that 

guy in Tonopah?”  I want SME to better serve 
that person who puts on a hard hat every day 
to goes to work.  That is why I am wearing a 
hardhat in my president’s page photo.  I use that 
to remember that we have a lot of folks out there 
who need to understand the value of SME, and 
we need to keep adding value all the time.

Over the years, we have added many services 
for the remote member. OneMine.org is a perfect 
example and has been a huge success.  But I 
believe that there is a disconnect between the 
staff and leadership of SME and the average 
person in the field.  We need to make sure that 
every member of SME feels like they are part 
of a community.  SME has so much to offer 
its members, but many of the members don’t 
even know where to start.  We are more than 
a magazine and a monthly meeting.  I want 
every member of SME to understand that, and 
for SME to continually improve the value of 
membership.

Steve Gardner asked me to form an ad-hoc 
committee on this topic, and we have just scraped 
the surface of ways to improve the value of SME 
to remote members.  I see this focus carrying on 
to future presidents as well.

Public perception of mining. For mining to be 
seen in the same light as we see it nationwide, we 
need to do more than we are doing.  The things 
we are doing are fantastic, and our volunteers 
doing work in the field, such as at National 
Science Teachers Association conventions, the 
Boy Scouts or just sharing our story in schools 
and with their friends is so very important.  But 
if our task is to change the perception of mining 
nationwide, the sheer number of people we need 
to be reaching is overwhelming.  

It will take the combined efforts of mining 
societies, organizations and the industry to tackle 
such a project.  My goal will be to continue these 
conversations.  Try and convince the leadership 
of our industry that this is vital to our survival 
in the long term.  But I cannot be the sole voice 
in this.  Every person reading this article needs 
to do what he or she can to help us convince the 
movers and shakers in our industry to get on 
board.  It will take time and it will take money.  
Both things miners are notoriously stingy with.

In conclusion
We have some challenging times ahead, but 

don’t let that cloud your outlook. Regardless of 
what we’re facing, there are great times ahead 
of us because of the folks we all hang out with.  
Miners.  n




