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Overview  

The Upper Hunter is facing an uncertain 

future that promises change, challenges, and 

opportunities to the people of the region. This 

state of change is not unique to the Upper 

Hunter, though the experiences in the region 

are of course specific to its own social, 

economic and environmental conditions.  

The Upper Hunter is undergoing structural 

adjustment due to a range of factors, 

particularly including the global shift from 

energy sources such as coal to renewable 

sources including solar and wind, and the forecasting of changing workforce conditions in 

the 21st Century. For the Upper Hunter, these global trends can land profoundly in the 

region given the local predominance of the coal mining and power generation sectors.  

In parallel, localised social and environmental conditions are affecting lived experiences in 

the region, raising important issues that influence day-to-day lives of the region’s people 

significantly, while carrying the imprint of global-scale changes. These conditions include 

systemic factors that shape the important networks of social cohesion and volunteerism, 

perceptions of local opportunity and identity, the spaces for young people to flourish, and 

the potential for social mobility and security in the region.  

This report outlines key findings from a research project conducted with residents of the 

Upper Hunter about their views on the future of the region. This project focused on social 

wellbeing and economic diversification; two key themes that are dominant in discussions 

about regional futures.  

The approach to the project was informed by recognition that public policy and action in 

the short term are critical to laying the pathway to more or less desirable futures. However, 

public policy can be perceived as being developed at arm’s length from the people it 

affects, leading to local experiences that are characterised by a disconnection between 

lived reality and policy assumptions and priorities.  

The intended contribution of this project, therefore, is to provide a synthesis of local 

perspectives explored through in-depth, anonymous conversations, which can inform the 

development of policy priorities.  

Figure 1: An Upper Hunter landscape. B. Colvin.  
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Key actionable insights for policy  

The key findings that are of interest for developing policy priorities are outlined in detail 

below, and summarised here. These findings include insights for policy discourse, 

process, and outcomes. Specific insights for policy-makers are: 

 Work to disrupt the polarised and binary debate in the public sphere, to draw out the 

points of shared interests and common ground present in the region. While 

perceptions of the public debate are that there is a zero-sum battle between ‘coal 

forever’ and ‘coal ends yesterday’, residents expect the coal sector will cease at 

some point in the future, though do not want this to be an ‘overnight’ change.  

 Establish deliberative processes that adhere to good practice, and are thereby well-

resourced and led by residents’ exploration of complexity. This will contribute to 

disrupting the polarised debate and guide local future planning processes.  

 Develop a clear plan for the region that provides certainty around the future extent 

of coal and other major land uses. This may be an outcome of a deliberative 

process to provide social awareness and legitimacy.  

 Prioritise establishment of new industries in the region in the immediate term, which 

can co-exist with the coal sector. These should build on the social, infrastructural, 

and environmental assets of the region.  

 New industries are unlikely to be successful if they compete with the coal sector on 

wages alone. Alternative benefits may counteract this, such as employment 

security, work-life balance, packaged benefits (housing/vehicle/education/etc.). 

 Government should take a leadership role in the region, in cooperation with industry 

and community sectors, including direct investment and incentives for new 

industries. 

 
Figure 2: Upper Hunter sunset. B. Colvin.  
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About the project 

This project was undertaken using a qualitative social science methodology, based around 

in-depth research interviews with local residents. In this way, the interview participants’ 

expert perspectives drawn from their lived experiences form the ‘knowledge base’ for the 

insights presented in this working paper. This working paper does not engage with other 

sources of knowledge, for example economic, employment, environmental analyses or 

forecasting, though is intended to complement these valuable contributions in informing 

policy development and implementation.  

The interviews were conducted by social scientist Bec Colvin with research assistant 

Ewelina over a two-week period in January-February 2020. Forty-two residents of the 

Upper Hunter region were interviewed across 32 individual or paired interviews. The 

interviews were on average around an hour in duration, providing 45 hours of recorded 

audio in total. All were conducted in person. The interviews were conversational in style, 

meaning that the topics participants felt were most significant led the conversation. Broad 

themes guided all conversations. These themes were:  

 Personal history in the region. 

 What is valued and unique about the region. 

 Thoughts about and desires for the social and economic future in the Hunter. 

 Experiences of change in the region. 

 Perspectives on economic diversification and social wellbeing. 

 Expectations of different institutions in moving ahead. 

 Priorities for government policy.  

Interviewees were identified for participation in the project through a combination of ‘cold 

calling’ names found in local community directories and through contact information of 

local business and community groups.  

Additionally, distribution through formal (e.g. mailing lists) and informal (e.g. social media 

pages) channels allowed for ‘snowballing’ of participants. This snowballing distribution was 

thanks to the kind willingness of participants and/or interested people in distributing 

information about the project through their networks. All people who indicated interest in 

participating in an interview were interviewed as long as time and ability (e.g. travel, 

health, safety) permitted.  

Interview participants represented a range of perspectives, values, and interests in the 

region. This included residents of Muswellbrook, Singleton, Scone, Denman, and 

surrounds. Participants included people employed directly or in value chains associated 

with local coal mining, horse breeding, agriculture, health, education, corrections, retail, 

and the community sector.  
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In the interests of protecting the anonymity of participants (a commitment to participants, 

and a requirement of university ethics approval for the research), general demographic, 

social, and geographical details are not provided.  

The ethical aspects of this research have been approved by the ANU Human Research 

Ethics Committee (Protocol 2019/882). 

About this report 

This report provides a synthesis of key themes that emerged from research interviews, 

which provide actionable insights for policy. This report does not (and cannot) offer a full 

treatment of all ideas, perspectives, and nuances in the rich and wide-ranging interviews. 

Instead, the report highlights themes that emerged through consideration of the 

intersections, contradictions, and complementary insights provided across all interviews.  

This report has not been through the important process of peer-review. Peer-review of 

these findings will occur in the future, after the report is developed into an academic 

publication. It is hoped that the insights shared in this report will be received, as they are 

intended, as constructive contributions to the important discussions around policy 

development to enable a positive future for the Upper Hunter. 
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Research findings  

There are many valued industries in the region, including coal mining, 

but coal mining is dominant. 

The future of coal was a prominent theme in the interviews and for the most part the 

interview participants raised this without prompting. When the future of coal was not raised 

by participants, we queried participants on this theme. Participants highlighted that 

historically (and, to a lesser extent, currently) a diversity of industries have contributed to 

the region. These include the agriculture sector (particularly horse breeding, wine growing, 

grazing), services industries, health, and education, alongside mining.  

There were very mixed and uncertain views on the future of coal in the region. Points of 

difference related primarily to attitudes toward debate in the public sphere, the social-

political factors sharing the operating environment for coal, the balance of positive and 

negative impacts on the region, and the expected future timeframe within which coal would 

remain an active industry. 

Participants highlighted the place of the coal industry in the region as a point of tension for 

themselves and the region’s communities. Many, but not all, participants felt that the 

expansion of the industry in recent decades, peaking around 2011/2012, occurred at a 

pace and scale that extended beyond a point of balance for the region. This was in terms 

of both balance with other industries and balance with local quality of life. Concerns were 

raised about environmental degradation, air quality, land use change, social equity 

between those who have benefitted from the coal mining sector, and those who have 

experienced material or emotional losses. 

Many participants emphasised the important economic contributions of the industry, both 

via employment and community contributions/donations. These contributions have 

enabled community development and other pro-social outcomes for the local communities.  

However, the economic contribution of the industry was positioned as a further point of 

tension in that the industry’s donations were considered by some as appropriate 

compensation for negative impacts of operations, but also a dilemma in that it was 

provision of public goods (e.g. education resources, community services) by a private 

entity.  

In that way, questions around the future extent of the coal mining industry in the region are 

highly charged and of significant concern to the local residents. The potential withdrawal of 

the industry from the region is seen as a risk not just by way of impacting the workforce, 

but also through the risk to continued provision of public goods to the local communities.  
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There is a gap between perceptions about debate in the public sphere, 

and private discussion.  

Further related to the role of coal and its future in the region, many participants discussed 

what they felt was a toxic and taboo debate in the public sphere. This included the 

perception that publicly discussing any concerns about or negative impacts of the industry 

would lead to being socially ostracised, and being branded as a ‘greenie’. Despite a great 

range of perspectives being shared by participants as reflective of their own views and 

those in their social network, there was the general view that the dominant social norms of 

the region are of support for the coal industry, and are resistant to entertaining negative 

critiques.  

A very important finding of this research is that the perception of the general debate about 

the role and future of coal in the region was at odds with the nature of conversations held 

in the interview process, and the conversations described by participants as happening 

within their social networks more generally. There was the broad perception that debate 

about the role and future of coal in the public sphere is binary and adversarial, along the 

lines of two distinct camps advocating for either ‘coal forever’ or ‘end coal yesterday’. 

However, the conversations with interview participants indicated that none of the interview 

participants nor their social networks held polarised views of either position.  

Instead, there was the shared view that coal would not continue forever, and no one 

wanted nor expected the sector would cease ‘overnight’. So, in private discussions outside 

of the toxic legacy and drama of the public sphere, all views about the future of coal were 

on a shared spectrum. Certainly, they were at different points along the spectrum, 

particularly concerning the time extent of the future of the industry. But, by no means were 

the perspectives shared in the interviews indicative of the binary and adversarial views that 

are seen to characterise the public debate.  

This point highlights the pernicious impact of macro, national-scale debate that shapes 

local perceptions and discussion. Adversarial debate among political and media elites at 

the national-scale influences the way Upper Hunter residents expect to engage with public 

discourse within the region. This expectation is reinforced by experiences in public forums 

in the region, for example public hearings (such as ‘Independent Planning Commission’ 

sessions) concerning mine projects that were described as being physically divided and 

intimidating. These high stakes interactions represent instances during which local 

tensions boil over in an adversarial context.  

That shared spectrum of views about the future of coal in the region is an important 

starting point for a cooperative, solutions-focused discourse. Contrary to participants’ 

descriptions of their expectations, those people with views that may be considered 

favourable toward the coal industry did not expect that coal mining would persist in the 

region indefinitely, and there was a desire for certainty around the future time and spatial 
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extent of the industry. And likewise contrarily, those people with views that may be 

considered unfavourable toward the coal industry did not argue for an end to mining 

operations in the immediate term. Instead, they wanted no expansions or developments 

beyond those already in place in the region, and a clear vision on the future of the region.  

This perception gap between what people are thinking and saying quietly in private 

conversation, and what they think others are thinking and saying publicly is of significance 

to policy processes for the region. There is a widely held belief that the people of the 

Upper Hunter stand on either side of a line, holding views that are absolute in terms of 

supporting or opposing the future of coal. Based on our research, this is unlikely to be the 

case.  

A priority for policy-makers and other actors with influence on the public sphere should be 

to inject nuanced perspectives into the public debate such that the debate is better 

reflective of the people’s views when in a private conversation. The polarised, toxic debate 

should be replaced with perspectives that are more reflective of the views of the residents 

– that is, recognising that there is indeed a common ground around the view that coal is 

not forever, nor is it something to be ceased immediately. This common ground provides a 

useful starting point for solutions-focused policy debate. Such a policy debate would also 

support bringing the role and future of coal among the topics that are accepted for 

discussion among polite company. At present, that is not the case, and as a result the 

trepidation around conversations persists, inhibiting social learning, strengthening of social 

cohesion, and engagement with policy pathways. Shifting public debate from binary, 

adversarial, and toxic to constructive is not a small task. But, efforts to this end should be 

taken by all who are interested in constructive and solutions-focused policy for the region. 

There was also a commonly held view that new industries would be good for the region. In 

other words, economic diversification is a broadly supported outcome for the Upper 

Hunter. It was entirely uncontroversial that more industries would be good. The folks who 

see great value in the coal industry and the folks who want to see limitations around the 

coal industry both considered this important.  
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There is a need to open up discussion in the region to counter the 

prevalence of perceptions of binary, zero-sum attitudes and uncover the 

common ground to use as the basis for a plan.  

Following from the point above, creating a space that allows residents of the Upper Hunter 

to explore complexity and engage with others’ views, and in the process learn of this 

shared common ground, will be a productive policy process.  

Deliberative processes are a promising vehicle for achieving this outcome. Good 

deliberative processes are: well-resourced, facilitated by a neutral third-party entity, 

inclusive of and welcoming to people representing a whole range of views, guided by rules 

of conduct and principles for engagement, extensive over time such that participants 

engagement in multiple interactions that enable relationship and trust building.  

A well-facilitated and resourced deliberative process would offer multiple benefits. First, 

the pernicious perception gap about attitudes toward the role and future of coal in the 

region can be closed. Second, the deliberative process can facilitate a bottom-up process 

of regional planning which can then guide policy development and provide legitimacy to 

the subsequent policy initiatives, should they be in line with the outcomes of the 

deliberative process. 

This second point, too is critical. In the interviews, participants highlighted with great 

negativity their feelings of uncertainty in the region. This is particularly connected to the 

future of coal, given it is a dominant industry in the region. Local residents whose views of 

the coal industry were mostly unfavourable wanted certainty around the future extent of 

the coal mines. Their preference was for clear limits to be in place by way of prohibiting 

new coal mines and expansions of existing mines, but not winding back existing/committed 

operations. Local residents whose views of the coal industry were mostly favourable, 

likewise wanted certainty about the future of the region.  

The need for an authoritative and socially legitimate plan for the region was highlighted as 

a priority. Such a plan would be well suited to development in a deliberative process. A 

theme in some interviews was that there are a range of existing instruments and plans, 

and some past examples (such as the region’s prior ‘Synoptic plan’). However, these are 

not considered to be adequate in providing certainty (particularly around the future for 

coal) nor in being widely socially accessible or acceptable. In prioritising a new plan, 

residents want clarity, certainty, limits, and balance.  

In relation to participatory decision-making processes, some participants noted that past 

experiences with consultative committees had provided cause for cynicism about such 

processes. This was connected to the feeling that they were tokenistic, and did not actually 

influence outcomes. Instead, the time and goodwill of participants was taken without 

adequate incorporation of their contributions or follow-up on decision outcomes. A 

deliberative process that is aimed at overcoming the public debate perception gap and 
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laying the foundations for a socially acceptable plan for the region must adhere to good 

practices not only to ensure positive outcomes but also to counteract the legacy of past 

negative experiences.  

Interviewees shared many creative ideas for a positive future for the region, and 

demonstrated high ability to weigh trade-offs and grapple with complexity. This aligns with 

reflections on deliberative processes which find that when provided the right resourcing, 

support, and setting, ‘everyday people’ are exceptionally well-suited to prioritising the 

‘public good’ and navigating challenges. In the interviews, several participants indicated 

directly or indirectly that they do not feel empowered to drive change themselves. They are 

alienated from democratic institutions, largely a result of (justified) cynicism at politics.  

Yet, there are vast ‘social assets’ in the region that could offer substantial benefit to 

deliberative processes, especially those already activated through social networks and 

community intuitions like faith groups, sports clubs, schools, volunteering organisations. 

These are the existing spaces fostering community cohesion and trust that offer 

opportunities for connecting across the region. The people closely involved in these 

institutions have a deep and nuanced understanding of social needs, and potential 

solutions. They would be ideal institutions for supporting a deliberative process that seeks 

to close the debate perception gap and provide the basis for a plan for the region.  
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There are mixed views on the compatibility of coal with other industries.  

This point underscores the demands for a plan that offers certainty around the future of 

coal. There are perceptions that the prospects for alternative industries entering the region 

are undermined by a number of factors, including:  

 Environmental impacts of coal in the region (e.g. dust, water), 

 Amenity and aesthetic impacts, 

 Incumbency power of the coal industry, 

 Uncertainty about the future extent of coal mine operations raising potential land 

use conflicts.  

The final point is important. People in the Upper Hunter who have a sense of unease with 

the state of the coal mining industry feel like the boundaries of the coal mines are in a 

state of constant flux. They may not like the existing mines, but they are at least ‘known’. 

The uncertainty about ‘how many, where, and when’ causes distress. This same sense of 

uncertainty was connected to a lack of willingness for new industries to establish in the 

region. The complex of multiple companies and consortiums operating in the region 

compounds this uncertainty.  

The horse (thoroughbred) breeding industry is viewed as the next biggest industry for the 

region, but it is perceived as being locked in an adversarial, zero-sum game with the coal 

mining industry. This view is based on past legal challenges where the horse industry 

opposed coal mine developments/extensions in the region. As a result, there is a 

perceived dichotomy between coal and horses, which has flowed through to forming what 

appears to be a pro-mine-anti-horse and anti-mine-pro-horse fault line.  

The horse industry is viewed by many as the local ‘alternative’ to coal, and therefore it is 

the point of reference for consideration of any other non-coal industry that could grow up in 

the region. But, this is complicated, as there are many views on the horse industry, as 

there are on the coal industry.  

For example, there are perceptions that the wealth generated by the horse industry is not 

well shared locally (and views to the contrary, too). There’s the perception that the quantity 

of financial contributions to the local community do not match those made by the mining 

industry (and, of course, views to the contrary on this point too). Questions about the moral 

‘worth’ of the industry, as a contributor to problem gambling and water use, are raised, 

alongside concerns about the high concentration of wealth in the industry which in turn 

raises issues to do with income and class exclusivity.  

As a consequence, when people are looking around the region and thinking ‘could there 

be anything alongside coal?’, they look at the horse industry and do not see a viable 

alternative that can 1) coexist with coal, and 2) fill the gap of coal in a future region where 

coal is less dominant or absent.  
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In this way, the adversarial relationship between the coal mining and horse industries 

aligns with existing social division but also serves to reinforce the view that the region can 

have only ‘one big industry’ that provides economic prosperity for the region, in conflict 

with other ‘big’ industries.  
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Viable alternative industries that can grow up alongside coal in the 

immediate-term are important.  

As a result of the zero-sum conflict perceived to be at play between coal and horses in the 

region, additional industries that can co-exist with both industries, but particularly the coal 

mining sector, are necessary. Such new industries would provide the material benefits of 

contributing to economic diversification and employment opportunities for the region’s 

residents. But, importantly and in addition, new industries that co-exist with coal would 

provide something tangible for people to say ‘there is something that sits alongside coal. 

There is something that might see us through past 2030, 2050, 2080…’. In so doing, the 

tension around the future of coal in the region may be softened by overcoming the sense 

of ‘all coal forever, or nothing’.  

Some interviewees provided ideas for specific industries that could be developed to benefit 

from the social, infrastructural and environmental assets of the region. Aligning with the 

assets of the region was considered an important attribute that would yield positive results. 

For example, converting mine voids into new amenities that benefit from large-scale 

excavation in place. However, some participants highlighted planning regulations that 

limited the potential for repurposing existing assets to new purposes.  

Some ideas for new industries included: 

 Pumped hydro 

 Ethanol production  

 Landfill and land reclamation 

 Nature areas and recreation 

 Animal breeding, including thoroughbreds and native species  

 Water management – reservoirs and water sports  

 Waste management & waste to energy 

 Recycling 

 Electric vehicle manufacturing  

 Renewable energy (particularly wind and solar) 

 Rural industries, including wine growing and reinvigorating grazing 

 Manufacturing of electric vehicles and other modern products  

 Tourism 

Interviewees highlighted that there are some explorations of new industries underway in 

the region, and all generally indicated high hopes that they would be successful. But, for 

some these hopes were tinged with a degree of resignation that the new industries would 

remain exploratory and not become established at the scale that would provide a 

meaningful contribution to the region.  
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New industries are unlikely to successfully compete for employees with 

the coal mining industry on wages alone.  

A challenge for new industries is how to both align with the existing social assets of the 

region, while not competing in a losing battle with the coal mining sector. Underpinning this 

challenge is the theme from interviews around the comparatively high wages paid to mine 

workers. Many participants indicated that the wages are a point of contention locally, with 

competing views around whether the salaries are adequate compensation for hard work, 

or are a disincentive for further education and vocational training (or, a combination of 

both).  

The wage disparity that was described as being between mine workers and the mine 

service sector, and everyone else, was raised as significant issue for the people of the 

region. It was considered that mine workers’ income increased alongside the cost of living 

in the region, but those whose incomes were not aligned with the mine workers suffered 

the increased cost of living without the compensation of high wages.  

A common theme was the presence of drive-in-drive-out (DIDO) workers, which was seen 

as a negative aspect of the sector. DIDO workers were viewed as benefiting from 

generating their income in the region, but not spending their income in the region due to 

residing elsewhere (e.g. on the NSW coast). In that way, the interest of DIDO workers in 

the region was described as a divisive factor, in that there was a large constituency with a 

desire for growth of the mining sector regardless of the localised impacts. DIDO workers 

were considered to be a missed opportunity for growing the local community, and also 

contributing to dangerous road conditions due to the commute into the region. Some 

interviewees felt that DIDO workers had little incentive to relocate their lives and families to 

the region given that there was a better quality of life to be had by residing away from the 

mines, and that there should be a responsibility placed on government and the companies 

hiring DIDO workers to prioritise local hires ahead of DIDO hires, or create incentives for 

relocation.  

There were also discussions about mine working conditions declining. This was especially 

focused on increased precariousness in employment conditions and the demands of shift 

work and dangerous conditions on site. For example, shift work was described as 

inhibiting the ability for local parents to commit to social sport for themselves or their 

children, thereby weakening social cohesion in the region.  

Meanwhile, many interview participants described broad perceptions of a high level of debt 

held by some mine workers which meant that the threat of losing the relatively high income 

in the mining sector was a major threat to their financial security. To put it more bluntly, 

some participants described mine workers’ debt increasing apace with their wages, such 

that they were dependent on the continuing high wages. This was described as being 
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associated with the increased cost of living and economic/cultural factors that promoted 

spending and debt ahead attaining financial security.  

In other words, the high wages were seen to be increasingly coming with more embedded 

costs to the workers in recent years. This includes the risk of reduced career/life pathways 

through financial dependence on wages available in few other sectors at a comparable 

level of education/ vocational training. Some participants described on-site divides 

between longer-term employees with permanent positions and newer employees who 

were contracted from labour hire companies (some of which were described as being 

owned by the mining companies) who had comparatively poorer working conditions than 

the longer-term employees.  

Upon reflection on these themes from the interviews, new industries entering the region 

may struggle to compete with the mines for employees based on wages alone. New 

industries, may, however, be able to compete on different dimensions such as work-life 

balance (e.g. no shift work, flexible hours, shorter working week), housing/ vehicle/ 

education packaging, debt management, permanency. A diversity in the types of benefits 

to workers may support economic diversification by also satisfying a diversity of priorities 

of local residents in the region.  

In parallel, though, it is important that the coal mining sector and in particular the sector’s 

workers are not stigmatised or disparaged. The coal mining sector, though contentions, 

has played an important role in the region and made significant contributions to the local 

economy through both wages to workers and direct contributions to the region’s 

communities. Many working families have experienced prosperity that may not have been 

possible without employment in the sector.  

There may be useful social benefits in acknowledging the coal mining sector for its 

significant role in the region, and recognising the bravery and grit of the workers. Such an 

acknowledgement could recognise the place of the industry in the Upper Hunter’s identity 

in a way that deescalates the local manifestations of political contests in the national public 

debate. For example, highlighting the many industries in the region that have contributed 

to the region’s prosperity, and beginning a future-focused narrative that emphasises the 

interface between these industries and the local community.   

  



Upper Hunter Futures: Insights for policy from local perspectives 

The Australian National University | 15 

Government is expected to take a leading role in the region, though this 

should be in cooperation with industry and community.  

Interviewees indicated that they expect leadership from government in developing the 

foundations for a positive future for the region. This leadership was considered to be in 

terms of driving development of a plan, creating clear boundaries around industry 

development, incentivising new industries, and potentially investing directly in new 

industries too. However, there was also the expectation that government should 

cooperative with industry and community sectors. This cooperation is considered essential 

for successful outcomes, though there was caution around industry influence.  

Some government agencies were considered to be in a conflicted position in relation to the 

mining sector. At the local level, this was perceived as being associated with the large 

donations that the mining sector provides for local development and initiatives. At the state 

level, this was perceived as being associated with royalties, and illustrated by recent 

examples of corruption among politicians. Likewise, conflicts were highlighted between the 

horse industry and decision-makers, though this was emphasised less by participants than 

the themes to do with the coal mining industry. Some participants more broadly described 

influence of wealth, access and power across all sectors – coal, horses, and beyond – as 

disproportionately shaping decisions with local consequences, for example to do with land 

use planning.   

The concerns around conflicted decision-makers highlighted that the ‘social license to 

operate’ was seen to cut two ways in the region. While contributions by industry to the 

local community were appreciated and considered appropriate, the risk of these being 

withdrawn or discontinued loomed ominously.  

Once again, the coal mining industry was compared to the horse industry, with widespread 

(but not universal) perceptions that in absolute terms the horse sector did not contribute as 

much or as widely to the local communities. In comparison, there were also perceptions 

that the coal mining industry did not contribute in proportional terms in a significant way; 

comparisons between donations and company profits fuelled cynicism about motives.  

From the industry perspective, these dynamics were perceived as largely unwinnable, with 

the view that pre-existing attitudes about the industry would inform responses to industry 

contributions to the local community regardless of the nature of the contributions.  

In sum, the contributions for the industry’s social licence perhaps create a social 

dependence on those donations to fund public goods. As a result this weakens trust in 

existing governing institutions to operate with integrity in regard to the future of the 

industry, and the high stakes are associated with the continued provision of those public 

goods. 

Interviewees highlighted that there appeared to be fragmentation and duplication in 

governance. Local government, particularly in Muswellbrook, was considered to be 
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proactive. For Muswellbrook in particular, the actions of the Council were closely 

associated with the Mayor, Martin Rush. Not all interviewees indicated favourable views 

toward Mayor Rush, however Rush featured in many interviews. Rush was presented as 

an important local actor taking notable action, for example property purchases, though 

there were mixed views on whether these efforts were favourable or unfavourable. The 

general view was that there are limitations around the potential changes that can be made 

at the local government level, despite what efforts may be taken. In that way, it is useful to 

consider multi-level governance arrangements that harmonise Federal, State and Local, 

though with strong local leadership to ensure such arrangements serve local needs and 

meet local priorities.   

The conduct of the mining industry was also raised as an important factor. There was 

some discussion around the ‘big’ companies like BHP and Rio Tinto selling their mines in 

response to global trends toward shifting from fossil energy sources to renewable sources. 

In the context of the Upper Hunter, this was seen to create risk for the region as a result of 

the larger companies, who are more sensitive to reputational issues, selling to smaller, 

less reputable companies. Ongoing operations by less reputable companies were 

considered to compound issues around declining working conditions and environmental 

remediation of mine sites.  

The perceived consequence is that as ‘tier 1’ companies exit the region and are replaced 

by less reputable companies, the standards of company conduct in the region will decline. 

Just as the social licence to operate raises complexities for governance, so does the 

interface between global changes around energy sources and local actors for the reality 

and perception of the integrity of non-state governance actors. 

However, despite concerns about mine sales and transferences of responsibility and 

management, there were many concerns about the conduct of the sector in the region. 

These concerns included people who felt their lives had been significantly negatively 

affected as a result of coal mining operations in the region. The experiences ranged from 

deep stress and emotional pain, threats of physical violence, social exclusion, financial 

losses, declines in community cohesion and trust, significant negative impacts on quality of 

life, loss of trust in governing institutions, involvement in drawn out legal processes, and a 

range of other cascading impacts.  

These experiences cannot (and should not) be down-played, as they highlight important 

issues with the distribution of burdens and benefits in the region. The view that the mining 

sector has ‘bullied’ local residents, and that governments have been complacent, is a 

strong theme in the region driving tension and fear for the future. Good governance – both 

in terms of government and private actors – is essential for the region.  
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Residents of the region view the region through their lived experience. 

In this way, no sector can be managed in isolation of the rest of the 

region as a whole.  

Interviewees highlighted a range of priorities for the region that sit alongside the emphasis 

on the role and future of coal and economic diversification more broadly. These priorities 

includes opportunities for young people, the cost of housing and increasing debt levels, the 

impacts of climate change on the region, provision of health and aged care, education 

pathways, public transport availability, social services and support for low-income people 

and families, volunteerism and community cohesion.  

Bypasses for Muswellbrook and Singleton were raised multiple times as initiatives that 

would contribute to the local quality of life. Town centre beautification initiatives, likewise, 

were raised. In this way, an integrated approach to policy that enables a positive future for 

the region is necessary.  

Importantly, there were social divides between the key settlements of the region, each of 

which has its own identity and social networks. Recognising the differing needs and 

priorities between these settlements, and navigating equity in opportunities will be 

important.  

This requires beginning with ‘life in the region’ as the starting point, and from there 

planning for industry change and economic diversification in a way that is in reference to 

local priorities, noting differences between settlements. For example, global-level drivers 

such as ‘energy transition’, which are lenses through which some non-locals approach 

governance in the region, are not the lenses through which local people view the region.   

This point connects importantly to any potential multi-level governance arrangements (for 

example, cooperation and harmonisation between Federal, State & Local governments): 

policy that does not begin with local priorities, identity and quality of life is likely to 

reproduce cynicism toward ‘at arm’s length’ public policy. Likewise, the potential 

contribution of a deliberative process that draws in expertise and insight from the people of 

the region would offer a clear grounding in ‘life in the region’ to guide policy priorities and 

implementation.  
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Summary 

To summarise, this report has highlighted key insights for policy drawn from interviews 

with Upper Hunter residents about their views on the future of the region. There are 

important insights here for informing policy priorities and processes.  

This project has highlighted that complex issues such as managing the localised impacts 

of a global industry undergoing structural adjustment must be attentive to local 

experiences and expertise.  

This includes consideration of debate in the public sphere, and how it may open or close 

policy options through shaping perceptions about the ‘social reality’ within which policy is 

to be implemented.  

To recap the key insights:  

 There is a gap between people’s nuanced views about the role and future of coal in 

the region, and their perception about the nature of public debate on the same. It is 

very possible that a productive, solutions-focused debate can be established which 

begins from a common ground of placing time and spatial limitations around the 

coal industry in the local area, but not promoting an immediate phase out of the 

sector.  

 There is great promise through a well-resourced deliberative process in the region 

which serves the dual purpose of uncovering and socialising this common ground, 

while also establishing principles and priorities for future planning from the expertise 

of local residents.  

 The Upper Hunter region would benefit from a plan which provides certainty around 

future industries and land use change. In particular, a plan should provide clear 

guidance on coal mining operations in terms of both time and spatial extent.  

 A perceived zero-sum relationship between the coal mining and horse breeding 

industries creates the sense that any alternative industry to coal must necessarily a 

challenge to coal. Therefore, establishing alternative industries in the immediate 

term which co-exist with coal will be a useful exercise in demonstrating economic 

diversification. 

 New industries are unlikely to be able to compete with the coal mining sector on 

wages alone, so non-wage benefits may be worth consideration for new industries. 

In this way, economic diversification may also enable a greater diversity of benefits 

available to workers of the region. 

 Government should lead efforts toward economic diversification, but this should be 

in cooperation with industry and community. New governance arrangements that 

harmonise existing conflicts between local, state, and federal governments with 

local leadership and local priorities as their focus would likely prove beneficial.  
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