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Whyalla steelworks sought $144m
cash for steel that did not exist yet
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Sanjeev Gupta’s Whyalla steelworks asked customers to prepay for steel that had not
even been made yet in a desperate bid to stem losses in the months before the business
collapsed.

Administrator Mark Mentha said the prepayments were making the job of stabilising the
steelworks and associated iron ore mines, which are suffering losses of $1.5 million a day,
much harder.



Mark Mentha at the steel works on Monday. “It's just one challenge after another.” Ben Searcy

Mentha said the first week or so as administrator had been frantic. “The last eight days
have been like drinking out of a fire hose. It’s just one challenge after another.”

KordaMentha was appointed as administrator of the Whyalla steelworks
[https://www.afr.com/companies/manufacturing/sa-moves-to-pull-plug-on-gupta-s-steelworks-
20250219-p5ldd6] and nearby iron ore mines on February 19. Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese and SA Premier Peter Malinauskas collaborated on a $2.4 billion rescue
package [https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/whyalla-steelworks-gets-2-4b-bailout-20250220-p5ldmj]
on February 20.

The prepayments sought by Gupta’s company pulled forward some cash, which was
therefore not available to the administrator.

“Customers were contacted on the basis if they made a prepayment, 'm not sure what
the terms were, in terms of the discount or the like, then they probably got a better price
on the basis of the pre-payment,” Mentha told The Australian Financial Review.



“At the date of our appointment, of course, the cash has already been used in the
business and or to supplement losses. But the goods haven’t been made, or the goods are
in the process of the supply chain,” he said. “Then the third parties who have pre-paid
have a right to that particular stock. Some goods haven’t even gone into the blast
furnace.”

KordaMentha’s Lara Wiggins told creditors on Monday in Whyalla the firm is looking
closely at the status of up to $144 million in prepaid sales.

Mentha said the OneSteel Manufacturing entity, which comprised the Whyalla
steelworks and the iron ore mines in the Middleback Ranges nearby had made losses of
$319 million in the seven months ended January 31, 2025.

He said the steelworks would be driving a harder bargain in negotiations with InfraBuild,
a Gupta business in the eastern states, which buys a large amount of steel from the plant
in Whyalla [https://www.afr.com/companies/infrastructure/gupta-s-ringfenced-infrabuild-bought-
430m-of-whyalla-steel-20250221-p5ldyp]. “Of course every dollar to OneSteel’s advantage is a
dollar that’s got to come from somewhere. It may come from somewhere in the
InfraBuild group or elsewhere in the GFG group.”

Mentha said he was conscious that InfraBuild took 80 per cent of supply of Whyalla’s
output. “They have a strong hand at the bargaining table.”

But he said Whyalla was selling steel billet — metal bars which are processed into other
products — to InfraBuild too cheaply. The pricing currently was based on the Black Sea
billet index instead of South-East Asia billet prices, which are about 7 per cent higher
and would benefit the Whyalla plant’s finances.

He said the billet supply agreement was up for renegotiation in March. “We’ll look to
InfraBuild as to whether we can change aspects of that supply agreement.”



KordaMentha's Mark Mentha (right) talking to SA Premier Peter Malinauskas at the Whyalla steelworks creditors meeting on
Monday. Ben Searcy

KordaMentha is steadily trying to unpick the Whyalla operations from the rest of Gupta’s
GFG, which encompasses 35,000 staff around the world and plants in Europe, the United
States and the United Kingdom.

He said daily losses of $1.5 million are not sustainable.

ASX-listed Aurizon, which provides rail haulage services to the Whyalla steelworks, said
on Tuesday it was owed $50 million by GFG and another customer, Queensland
phosphate miner Centrex, which has also gone into administration. But GFG is
understood to be the bigger debtor.

KordaMentha will be hiring BlueScope as a technical adviser, but Mentha is hoping the
ASX-listed steelmaker will throw its name into the ring as a potential buyer.

But it would likely be more than six months before the business was in the right state to
be offered for sale.



“Whilst we are fielding incoming calls, we are still trying to get the plant into an
operating rhythm where we can demonstrate earnings or minimise losses, and working
with the government to understand the investible proposition where the government
grants are used to supplement what is here,” he said.

“Probably within the six months we’ll be looking to the 2B phase, which will be to
obviously work with the government on the investible proposition and inviting parties to
participate in a beauty parade.”

BlueScope was in the final shortlist eight years ago when Gupta emerged as the buyer
after KordaMentha ran the plant for 17 months. BlueScope performed due diligence but
didn’t proceed.

“We were disappointed they didn’t proceed, but obviously they were focused on their
North American expansion at the time. We'd be delighted if they could participate in this
process,” said Mentha.

“They’ve been very much like a big brother in offering assistance. Obviously the universe
of blast furnace experts is very small, so to have them without having to go overseas is
timely and more efficient.”

GFG had a central treasury operation, said Mentha, and there would be a methodical
process to separate the Whyalla operations. “There is supply chain connectivity all
around the world with various GFG companies.”
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