
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Geologist digs his 
‘rock star’ career  

Paul Smith 
Course: BSc majoring in biosciences 

Year of Graduation: 2011 

Job: Exploration geologist with Iluka Resources 

Career: exploration geologist Mecrus 
Resources, volunteer field crew, Dinosaur 
Dreaming project. 

Reflection: “I have a fascination for the natural 
world. Out in the field, it’s not just geology, I look 
at lizards and that gets you thinking about 
science, biology and evolution as well.” 

   

“As a scientist you have to 
ask questions and you 
should be doing that from 

day one of your degree.”   

Paul Smith was already a connoisseur of ancient life 

forms at the age of five when, after seeing the dinosaur 

exhibits at the Melbourne Museum, he announced that 

he wanted to be a palaeontologist.   

Twenty years on, he was still aiming for a career 

working in ancient landscapes – but as an exploration 

geologist, not a palaeontologist. 

He had enrolled at Monash intending to major in 

meteorology. But Professor Roberto Weinberg’s 

course on changes in climate through different ancient 

geological eras inspired him to study geology instead. 

Field work gives sense of career 

“I loved the field work, which we did near Broken Hill. I 

made a lot of friends – and it’s one of the few ways you 

get an idea of what you might really be doing as a 

geologist.”  

In the meantime he worked as a volunteer field crew 

member on the “Dinosaur Dreaming” palaeontology dig 

at Inverloch, on the Bass coast, south east of 

Melbourne – a site that has yielded bones and teeth 

from seven different dinosaurs, including the 

“Qantassaurus” (only discovered in 1996).  

The excitement of exploration 

“It's exciting … Am I going to find something?” he says. 

“You break open the face of a rock and if you’re lucky, 

the bone will just be sitting there – a brown bone in a 

grey rock.” 

Now employed by the giant mineral sands exploration 

company Iluka, the biggest producer of zircon in the 

world, Smith has been working in the field in the Mallee 

area of the Murray Basin.  

There, his quest is for mineral-rich “strandlines” – 

shorelines from which seas have receded up to five 

million years ago. 

On site, the geologist supervises the drill rig and then 

uses the scientific methods he learned at university: he 

logs the material unearthed and analyses samples to 

decide if further testing is needed. “It is using your 

geological skills,” Smith says.  

“We don't just drill holes and hope there is going to be 

something there, there is a rigorous scientific process 

involved.” 

Smith did his degree part time over seven years, while 

working in retail and playing in a rock band, and says 

his life experience gave him “an edge” when he went 

into industry. So he advises undergraduates to get as 

much work and volunteer experience as possible and to 

never be afraid to ask questions. 

“Don't just sit there in the lecture theatre. As a scientist 

you have to ask questions and you should be doing that 

from day one of your degree.” 

 


