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A B S T R A C T   

The global momentum toward decarbonisation complicates existing challenges that regional production com-
munities are navigating as they seek prosperous and sustainable futures. In this paper, we explore local residents’ 
priorities for policy processes in the Upper Hunter in New South Wales, Australia. Our research focused on the 
aim of achieving social wellbeing and economic diversification within this energy-contested region. Using in-
terviews (n = 42), we present several findings that can guide policy processes in the Upper Hunter, and inform 
processes in other communities. We find that local perspectives on the future of coal are more nuanced than the 
often binary public debate, indicating a common ground for local policy dialogue. The legacy of conflict between 
the two dominant sectors – coal mining and thoroughbred breeding – shapes perceptions about new industries for 
the region. There is an expectation that government will take a leading role in the region’s efforts toward 
economic diversification, though this should be in partnership with industry and community. A plan that pro-
vides certainty and diverse, relevant opportunities for the region is desired. From these and other key findings we 
emphasise the importance of focusing on the social dimensions as a core part of the policy process, and suggest 
participatory and deliberative processes.   

1. Introduction 

Production communities in regional Australia, especially those with 
a long tradition of thermal coal mining, are grappling with widespread 
change to their local economies, including diversification from coal 
mining and coal-fired energy production (Oei et al., 2020). This is driven 
in large part, but not exclusively, by the trend toward structural decline 
of the thermal coal industry (Lucas, 2016; Snell, 2018; Downie, 2020; 
Jakob et al., 2020). These global-scale changes compound pre-existing 
needs for policy that encourages prosperous futures for regional com-
munities (Farrugia et al., 2018). To be socially acceptable and therefore 
sustainable, processes of diversification of regional production econo-
mies require policies and plans that are aligned with local priorities, 
responsive to global drivers, and – critically – are developed and 
implemented in processes that are inclusive of community, government, 
and industry (Wiseman et al., 2013; Evans and Phelan, 2016; Green and 
Gambhir, 2019; Chilvers et al., 2021). 

This paper presents findings of qualitative interviews (n = 42) with 
residents of a regional production community, the Upper Hunter in 
Australia’s New South Wales, about attitudes toward and priorities for 

economic diversification and social wellbeing in the context of social 
and political contestation over the future of the region. The Upper 
Hunter has been described as an important site for the interface of 
regional futures with global-scale trends toward decarbonisation (Evans 
and Phelan, 2016; Bowden, 2018). This is in large part due to the 
presence of aging coal-fired power stations and substantial coal mining 
operations in the region (McManus, 2008). The future of the Upper 
Hunter has become a highly-charged topic of public debate (e.g. Morton, 
2021), with political actors, particularly at the federal level of govern-
ment, routinely challenging the force of global trends toward decar-
bonisation (e.g. O’Doherty et al., 2021). This paper, therefore, provides 
an important but often absent contribution to policy and planning dis-
cussions; locals’ perspectives about key factors that are important for 
policy processes to navigate if policy is to be effective and endure over 
time. 

2. Background: positioning regional energy contests in their 
social-political context 

As the world reckons with the need to transition to low-carbon 
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economies, regional production communities – regional communities 
with significant economic contributions from primary industries – are 
being squeezed between the titans of incumbent high-carbon industries 
and the momentum toward decarbonisation (Fleming-Muñoz et al., 
2020). Incumbency of high-carbon industries is buttressed by the mutual 
interests of the fossil fuel sector and government (Baer, 2016; Evans and 
Phelan, 2016; Della Bosca and Gillespie, 2018), which position Aus-
tralia’s high-carbon economy (Connor, 2016) as synonymous with the 
national interest. This causes ‘carbon lock-in’ where the interests of in-
dustry and government are difficult to disentangle, and policy options 
that are in the public interest, but against industry interests, are 
under-explored or excluded from the agenda all together (Green and 
Gambhir, 2019). Carbon lock-in is a threat for regional production 
communities, because if transition planning is marginal to or excluded 
from the policy agenda it can leave the communities exposed to major 
shocks and upheaval as global decarbonisation advances (Wiseman 
et al., 2020; International Energy Agency, 2021). 

Within regional production communities, the fossil fuel sector is 
wrapped into many facets of local economies, providing benefits 
through employment, revenue, voluntary industry contributions, and 
value chains (Spencer et al., 2017). However, these economic benefits 
come at a cost to the communities as local impacts can be significant, for 
example to health, environment, sense of place, and social cohesion 
(McManus et al., 2014; Askland, 2020; Rauner et al., 2020; Harris et al., 
2021). Similarly, mining operations can be party to land use conflicts 
with other sectors, especially agriculture (McManus and Connor, 2013; 
Connor, 2016). It is therefore important to recognise that regional pro-
duction communities do not adopt a singular stance on the fossil fuel 
industry and its place in local futures (Ey et al., 2017); this issue is 
contested not just between the global momentum toward decarbon-
isation and regional production communities, but within the commu-
nities too (Della Bosca and Gillespie, 2019). 

Due to the significant economic position of the fossil fuel sector in 
regional production communities, if the impacts of decarbonisation are 
not managed by transition policies localised net job losses are effectively 
invitable (Burke et al., 2019; Green and Gambhir, 2019; Wiseman et al., 
2020). Alongside these material impacts, non-material social impacts of 
un-managed decarbonisation are likewise important (Muttitt and Kar-
tha, 2020), including local culture, identity, dignity, and quality of life 
(Ey et al., 2017; Bowden, 2018; Della Bosca and Gillespie, 2018; Kalt, 
2021). Approaches to transition planning that seek to ensure that 
workers and local communities do not disproportionally bear the costs 
of decarbonisation fall under the banner of the ‘just transition’ (Green 
and Gambhir, 2019). However, if transition is inevitable, then for it to be 
‘just’, open social dialogue is necessary to align process and outcome 
with workers’ and communities’ priorities (Harrahill and Douglas, 
2019; Roemer and Haggerty, 2021). Therefore, if transition planning is 
kept off the agenda, then decarbonisation is positioned as the chief 
threat to regional production communities. If transition planning is on 
the agenda, then carbon lock-in and the conduct of industry become 
open for scrutiny. 

The political economic factors of carbon lock-in and incumbency 
shape not just the policy agenda, but also the regional production 
community milieu, including discourses about what belongs in visions of 
a prosperous future for the region (Bowden, 2018; Della Bosca and 
Gillespie, 2018). In particular, ‘jobs versus environment’ – and more 
recently ‘jobs versus climate’ – discourses are pervasive and influential 
(Evans and Phelan, 2016), though this “divide is more perceived than 
real” (Kalt, 2021, p.2). These competing discourses reflect competing 
claims about the prospects for fossil fuel workers to transition to com-
parable employment in other industries, particularly renewables (Snell, 
2018; Fleming-Muñoz et al., 2020). High profile social movements that 
oppose the fossil fuel industry (Baer, 2016; Healy and Barry, 2017; 
Harris et al., 2021) also shape local discourses as they can be perceived 
as targeting local residents and particularly fossil fuel sector workers 
(Della Bosca and Gillespie, 2018; Colvin, 2020). 

Taken together, these factors create a highly charged and complex 
local context within which policy and planning for prosperous regional 
futures must be negotiated. This makes the critical task of incorporation 
of local preferences and values into the policy process particularly 
challenging as the dialogue to do so can be fraught with dysfunctional 
conflict that divides communities, creates taboos, and closes off policy 
options. Therefore, achieving effective and enduring policy for regional 
economic diversification and social wellbeing will be assisted by un-
derstanding the policy priorities of regional production community 
residents. 

2.1. About the site: Upper Hunter 

This paper outlines key findings from a research project conducted 
with residents of the Upper Hunter region (Fig. 1) in New South Wales, 
Australia, about their views on the future of the region. The region is 
undergoing structural adjustment due to a range of factors, including the 
global shift from energy sources such as coal and gas to renewable 
sources including solar and wind, and the forecasting of changing 
workforce conditions in the 21st Century (Hunter Research Foundation, 
2016). These global trends can land profoundly given the local pre-
dominance of the coal mining and power generation industries in the 
Upper Hunter (McManus, 2008). While this state of impending industry 
change is not unique to the Upper Hunter, the experiences and prefer-
ences in the region are specific to its own social, economic and envi-
ronmental conditions. 

The Upper Hunter region is geographically defined in this study as 
the amalgamation of the Upper Hunter, Muswellbrook, and Singleton 
Shires, in line with the delineation suggested by the NSW Department of 
Planning and Infrastructure (2019). The physical boundaries of the re-
gion are permeable in this research due to the participants’ experiences 
and construction of ‘local’ and ‘regional’ areas (McManus et al., 2012). 
Much of the Upper Hunter is rural, with population centred around 
several towns, including Singleton, Muswellbrook, Denman and Scone. 
The region’s population numbers about 75,000 people, with roughly 
equal numbers of male and female residents and a median age of 40 
years (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016). In the Upper Hunter, un-
employment levels are low compared with state-wide NSW figures, yet 
inequality is a growing concern for the region (Hunter Research Foun-
dation, 2018). 

The Hunter Regional Plan 2036 prepared by the NSW Department of 
Planning and Infrastructure (2016) calculated the major sector of 
employment for each local government area of the Upper Hunter region. 
In Singleton and Muswellbrook Shires, the mining sector accounted for 
36.1% and 28.4% of employed persons, respectively; in the Upper 
Hunter Shire the major sector of employment was agriculture, forestry 
and fisheries, accounting for 25.5% of employed persons in the local 
government area. The lack of significant mining employment in the 
Upper Hunter Shire can be explained by the ‘no mining policy’ that has 
been advocated by every councillor since 1990 (Upper Hunter Shire 
Council, 2019). And while the mining industry employs about 8000 
people in the Upper Hunter region, not all of the people working in 
mining in the region reside within its geographical boundaries (NSW 
Minerals Council and Lawrence Consulting, 2019). 

Other notable sectors in the region include viticulture, construction, 
manufacturing, retail, education and training, accommodation and food 
services (Hunter Research Foundation, 2016). A further important 
contributor to the Upper Hunter is the thoroughbred horse industry, 
which does not feature in many official regional metrics as it does not 
employ a significant portion of the population directly (less than 2%). 
However, the horse industry is a tourism highlight, bringing in domestic 
and international visitors to the region, along with billions of dollars in 
royalties for the state government (NSW Department of Primary In-
dustries, 2013). The land-use intensity associated with the above-noted 
major industries of the Upper Hunter region – mining and agriculture 
(including thoroughbreds) – has contributed to ongoing conflict over 
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land use (McManus and Connor, 2013; McManus et al., 2014). 
For a detailed discussion of the evolution of coal mining and asso-

ciated policy in New South Wales see Connor (2016), for a nuanced 
exploration of the nature of environmental change and its impacts of 
residents of the Hunter Valley see Askland and Bunn (2018), and for a 
discussion of sustainability in the Upper Hunter see McManus (2008). 

3. Methodology 

This project was undertaken using a qualitative social science 
methodology, based around in-depth interviews with local residents. In 
this way, the interview participants’ expert perspectives drawn from 
their lived experiences form the ‘knowledge base’ for the insights pre-
sented in this paper (Langley and Meziani, 2020). This project focused 
on social wellbeing and economic diversification; two key themes that 
are dominant in discussions around regional futures. These themes were 
interrogated through unstructured interviews with residents of the 
Upper Hunter region during a two-week field visit in early 2020. 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, policy can be perceived as being 
developed at arm’s length from the people it affects (e.g. Witt, 2013), 
leading to local experiences that are characterised by a disconnection 
between lived reality and policy assumptions and priorities. Reflecting 
Eckersley’s (2020) ‘critical problem solving’ approach, this research 
intends to provide a constructive critique that contributes to identifying 
pathways toward a sustainably prosperous future. 

The intended contribution of this research, therefore, is to provide an 
insight into local perspectives explored through in-depth anonymous 
conversations that can inform the development of policy priorities and 
processes. While the application of these findings to the Upper Hunter 
region are self-evident, these findings also have value for other regional 
areas, particularly those confronting change prompted by decarbon-
isation, through explicating the range and depth of how local people 
view policy and planning processes. 

The ethical aspects of this research were approved by the Australian 
National University’s Human Research Ethics Committee (Protocol 
2019/882). 

3.1. Methods 

3.1.1. Interviews 
This project used un-structured, theme-guided conversational in-

terviews. The interviews were based around several key themes, though 
the interaction between interviewer and interview participant was 
conversational (Langley and Meziani, 2020). Accordingly, each inter-
view proceeded based on the nature of interactions between the two 
parties, approaching the themes in a contextually-appropriate way 
(rather than following than a script of prepared questions). The themes 
explored in interviews in this project were:  

• Sense of self and identity in the Hunter  
• Defining the Hunter Valley – what is valued, what is unique  
• Thoughts about and desires for the social and economic future in the 

Hunter  
• Observations and experiences with drivers of change in the Hunter  
• Perspectives on economic diversification and social well-being in the 

Hunter 
• Expectations of government, private industry, civil society, com-

munity with regard to the Hunter’s future  
• Priorities for government policy for supporting the future of the 

Hunter Valley 

The benefit to this approach is across two key dimensions. First, the 
approach did not presume the researcher had adequate information to 
pre-plan the specific themes of discussion that would be relevant to local 
perspectives on the future of the Upper Hunter. By designing the inter-
view protocol around a series of topics, the interviewer and interview 
participant engaged in a conversational exchange, with the interviewer 
transparently guiding the discussion toward the key topics (Holstein and 
Gubrium, 2003). The topics were shared with participants at the start of 
the interview, allowing the participant the option of guiding the dis-
cussion as they saw fit, rather than responding to a series of pre-set 
questions regardless of relevance (Langley and Meziani, 2020). Sec-
ond, this approach allowed for participant agency regarding the topics 
explored in the discussion, while retaining the ability of the interviewer 
to redirect the discussion tactfully if it appeared to be approaching a 

Fig. 1. Map reproduced from Evans and Phelan (2016) (left pane) and satellite view from Google Maps (right pane) of the study region. Map (left pane): the present 
study area overlaps closely with the ‘Mining areas’ highlighted by Evans and Phelan. Reprinted from Evans and Phelan (2016), with permission from Elsevier. 
Satellite view (right pane): the satellite view is taken from Google maps on 4th June 2021. The satellite view highlights the scale of open-cut coal mines in the 
Upper Hunter. 
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subject of discomfort for the participant. 

3.1.2. Participant recruitment 
The strategy for participant recruitment was intended to engage a 

diverse range of participants, particularly including those who were not 
already actively engaged in policy discussions about the future of the 
Upper Hunter. In other words, it sought to engage beyond the “usual 
suspects” (Colvin et al., 2016a). However, we did not actively exclude 
any participants based on their level of involvement in policy discus-
sions in the region for ethical and practical reasons as we could not 
assess this ahead of the interview. Accordingly, participant recruitment 
primarily consisted of ‘cold calling’ residents via phone or email to seek 
interest in joining an interview. The ‘cold calling’ used contact details 
that were available via the web, for example community directories and 
contacts for local businesses and groups. These ‘cold call’ connections 
routinely led to snowballing which expanded the pool of participants. 
This was often but not exclusively through contacts sharing in their 
networks information about the project via email and social media. The 
snowballing approach meant that efforts were taken to interview all 
people who made contact indicating their interest and willingness to 
join the project, within health, safety, and scheduling constraints. In 
addition, we circulated information through key institutions, including 
community action groups and local industry/government organisations 
that were generous enough to promote our study via their networks. A 
drawback of this approach was that we were necessarily limited to 
participants with some degree of social involvement, being those with 
contact details available through business or community groups (though 
snowballing is expected to have attenuated this to some extent). 

Forty-two residents of the Upper Hunter region were interviewed 
across 32 individual or paired interviews in January–February 2020 
(Table 1), shortly before the direct impacts of COVID-19 had signifi-
cantly manifested in Australia. The interviews provided 45 hours of 
recorded audio in total. All were conducted in person. Based on the 
perspectives that emerged in the interviews, a broad cross-section of 
residents professing a diversity of views toward the future of the Hunter 
Valley were included. This includes people with direct financial and/or 
employment interests in key sectors (mining, thoroughbred breeding), 
and people without direct interests in these sectors. Interviewees 
included residents of Muswellbrook, Singleton, Scone, Denman, and 
surrounds. However, there was low to nil representation of First Nations, 
young people, and people of low socio-economic status, despite efforts 
during participant recruitment to engage with people sharing any or all 
of these characteristics. 

3.1.3. Analysis and interpretation 
The present research draws directly on coding conducted by the first 

author, and both authors contributed to sense-making. Thematic coding 
was used to draw out similarly themed sentiment from participants 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). This included sentiments associated with the 
meta-themes that guided the interview protocol (section 3.1.1) and 
sub-themes that were developed into codes based on research reflections 
post-field work and inductively during early stages of coding. In this 
way, coding was used as a tool for supporting the researchers’ 
sense-making and synthesis of interviews. Special attention was paid to 
points of consensus and divergence. The sense-making process was 
explicitly instrumental: drawing out of the synthesis of interviews in-
sights that have the potential to inform policy-making processes in this 
contested region and highlight broader themes that speak to locals’ 
perspectives on priorities for policy and planning in an energy contested 
region. This involved an analytical process that iteratively considered 
interview themes and contextual factors (such as insights from the 
literature on energy contested regions and local policy context) to 
develop a representation of local policy priorities for economic diver-
sification and social well-being for the Upper Hunter. 

4. Findings: results and discussion 

In this section we present the findings of our analysis of interviews, 
inclusive of description of results and interpretation of their signifi-
cance. This paper does not (and cannot) offer a full treatment of all ideas, 
perspectives, and nuances in the rich and wide-ranging interviews. 
Instead, the paper highlights themes that emerged through consider-
ation of the intersections, contradictions, and complementary insights 
provided across all interviews. 

4.1. 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 it 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 contrib-
uted to the region. These include the agriculture sector (particularly 
thoroughbred horse breeding, wine growing, grazing), service in-
dustries, health, and education, alongside mining. There were very 
mixed and uncertain views on the ongoing role of coal in the region. 

“They say ‘well we’ll just replace it with something else’. And you say 
‘what?’ And they say ‘we’ll make steel without coal’. And you say ‘how 
are you going to do that?’ ‘We’ll go to electric cars right?’ Well, coal 
provides you with electricity to charge those cars. They just don’t get it. 
It’s just a very naive thing. And I think most people agree that we have to 
transition. But you can’t just leave it in the ground overnight.” P14 

Points of difference in participants’ responses 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 projected timeframe and extent 
of coal mining as an active industry. 

“I’m not running the [coal mining] industry down either, I’m saying it’s a 
viable great industry but it’s not fair what’s happening. You cannot just 
take over, and that’s where the inequality comes in. No, you need coal 
mining, I have no issue with that but we need to have a balance, which 
does not exist. So, I have been at times anti-coal mining because I’ve just 
been so cranky but the common sense side of me says that yes, we need it 
but not at the cost to everybody else who are not involved in the industry.” 
P30 

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 
disrupted the balance of the region. This was in terms of both balance 

Table 1 
Summary of participant characteristics across gender, age, and location. *Note 
that gender and age attributes are based on researchers’ observations, these 
attributes were not discussed explicitly in the interviews. Location was discussed 
in interviews.  

Category Attribute Count of participants* 

Gender Male 19  
Female 23 

Age group Under 50 8  
50+ 34 

Location Muswellbrook 11  
Muswellbrook surrounds 4  
Singleton 3  
Singleton surrounds 11  
Denman 5  
Denman surrounds 2  
Scone 4  
Scone surrounds 2  
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with other industries and balance with local quality of life. Concerns 
were raised about environmental degradation, air quality, land use 
change, and social equity between those who have benefitted from the 
coal mining sector and those who have experienced material or 
emotional losses. 

“And then, you know, the [mining] noise just got intolerable. To the point 
that everybody was affected. People were losing sleep, people were obvi-
ously very upset and complaining about it.” P24 

Participants highlighted with great negativity their feelings of un-
certainty in, and about the future of, the region. This is particularly 
connected to the future of coal, given it is a dominant industry providing 
wealth and employment in the region. Local residents whose views of 
the coal industry were mostly unfavourable wanted certainty about 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, though not necessarily winding back existing/committed 
operations. Local residents whose views of the coal industry were mostly 
favourable, likewise wanted certainty around the future of the region. 

“I’m so horrified by what mining is doing to the valley and I’ve had 
friends live in this district for years. I spent a lot of time as a young person 
around the district and when you look at it now you just think ‘oh my God, 
what have we done in one generation?’ It’s just so … horrific. People 
often, you’re talking to someone, a politician and they say ‘oh, you’re just 
anti-mining.’ I say ‘well I’m not really just anti-mining. It educated my 
children; it built the home we live in. You know, it was my husband’s main 
source of income. But we’ve just got the balance so wrong here now.’” 
P35 

Many participants emphasised the important economic contributions 
of the mining industry, both via employment and community contri-
butions/donations. These contributions have enabled community 
development and other pro-social outcomes for the local communities, 
but also present a further point of tension in the region. Some partici-
pants considered these contributions as appropriate compensation for 
negative impacts of operations, but others saw a dilemma in that it was 
provision of public goods (e.g. education resources, community ser-
vices) by a private entity (i.e. a mining company). 

“I think yes, even people who are - perhaps anti-coal mining is too strong a 
word, but were perhaps disappointed that the huge reliance on the coal 
industry that the community had - would have to agree that yes, there 
were benefits. If you were going to have a coal mine here, then at least, 
yes, we’re quite happy to accept a lot of community grants that are made, 
a lot of support for different organisations and things like that. The coal 
mining companies did put money back into the community.” P38 

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. 

“I’m worried that if the mining industry doesn’t continue then we’d be 
looking at something else and I don’t know what.” P13 

4.2. There is a gap between perceptions about debate in the public sphere 
and the nature of private discussion regarding the future of the region 

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 coal mining industry would 
lead to being socially ostracised and pejoratively 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 
a broadly held perspective that the dominant social norms of the region 
are of support for the coal industry, and resistant to entertaining nega-
tive critiques. 

“There were two distinct sides there, there was the pro-mining, and of 
course the very much against opening up. ‘Let’s not open up any more, 
we’ve got enough.’ So, you know, you could … you could see that clash of 
ideas.” P32 

A very critical finding of this research is that the perception of debate 
in the public sphere about the role and future of coal in the region was at 
odds with the nature of conversations held in the interview process. 
There was a broadly held view that debate about the role and future of 
coal in the public sphere is binary, 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 close social networks held polarised 
views of either position, even among those with strongly positive or 
negative appraisals of the coal industry. 

“It’s so weird, because it’s all the communities pulling together here again, 
until you bring climate change or the Greens into it. And then the polar-
isation, straight back again.” P19 

Instead, there was a shared view across the interviews 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 timeframe for the industry to 
wind down. But, by no means were the perspectives shared in the in-
terviews indicative of the binary and adversarial views that were 
described as characteristic of the public debate. Rather, they consis-
tently advocated for an approach to the future of coal that would provide 
greater certainty for all inhabitants of the region. 

“So just some sort of stability would be … I’d like to see that. I think the 
mining industry’s important. My personal view is that it’s not going 
anywhere at least for the next three decades, so I think if we can be … take 
advantage of that, and sort of have that level of consistency, people would 
be more comfortable in the region I think, broadly speaking.” P27 

This finding from our interviews highlights the pernicious impact of 
debate in the public sphere in shaping local perceptions and discussions. 
Adversarial debate among political and media elites influences the way 
Upper Hunter residents expect to engage with public debate within the 
region. This expectation is reinforced by experiences in public forums in 
the region, for example public hearings of the Independent Planning 
Commission (IPC) that were described as being physically divided and 
intimidating. The IPC is a state government agency that was created to 
provide independent advice on development proposals (Independent 
Planning Commission, 2021). Some participants described the IPC as an 
institutional check against corruption that gave voice to low power mine 
opponents, while others described it as an extra-judicial arena in which 
mine approval decisions could be overturned on grounds extraneous to 
planning requirements. Aligning with prior research about the IPC’s 
predecessor, the Planning Assessment Commission (Della Bosca and 
Gillespie, 2019), interview participants described IPC processes, 
including key events such as public hearings about mine development 
proposals, as high stakes interactions during which local tensions boiled 
over in an adversarial context. 

“One of the biggest things that mining has done here is it absolutely divides 
communities. Absolutely. And when you go to one of these IPC [Inde-
pendent Planning Commission] hearings or meetings, it literally is like a 
court room. Everybody who’s against sits on one side and everybody 
who’s for sits on the other side. The mines get their employees to come in 
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their high-vis clothing. And it is, it’s like a war. It’s like a court room. And 
that’s a government process that actually splits a community.” P35 

Our findings indicate that the shared spectrum of views about the 
future of coal in the region is an important starting point for a cooper-
ative, solutions-focused debate. Contrary to participants’ described ex-
pectations of division within the region, 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 also 
expressed a desire for certainty around the future extent and role 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. 

“The government needs to review the outdated strategic vision for the 
region. Because one thing that the community wants, industry wants, local 
government wants, is some sort of certainty about where things are 
headed.” P27 

This perception gap between what people are thinking and saying 
privately, and what they imagine others are thinking and saying publicly 
is of significance to policy 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 coal 
as part of the region’s future. This was not reflected in our interviews. 
Drawing on these findings, a priority for policy-makers and other actors 
with influence on the public sphere should be to inject nuanced per-
spectives into the public debate so that it is better reflective of locals’ 
views expressed in private conversation. The social norms of polarised, 
toxic debate should be replaced with perspectives that are more reflec-
tive 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 an 
approach 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. 

“There’s plenty of jobs to be made in renewables, you can be retrained. 
But sort of mention that, and you’re flagged a raving commie or some-
thing, like … it doesn’t go down well.” P32 

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 un-
controversial that more industries to provide diverse employment in the 
region would be good. The participants who see great value in the coal 
industry and the participants who want to see limitations around the 
coal industry both considered diversification important. 

“We can diversify the economy, which has been a considerable effort 
doing that, and that’s supported by … well there’s no one who doesn’t 
support that. Everyone supports diversifying the economy, creating 
broader employment basis.” P27 

4.3. There are mixed views on the compatibility of coal with other 
industries so viable alternative industries that can grow up alongside coal 
in the immediate-term are important 

Mixed views on the compatibility of coal mining with other in-
dustries underscored the demands for a plan that offers certainty around 
the future of coal. There are perceptions that the prospects for alterna-
tive 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 and are 
broadly uncontrolled. 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. 

“I said mate it’s not about mining, it’s about everyone knowing what the 
rules are and at the moment there isn’t any rules. And that’s probably the 
best way to describe it, there are no rules.” P30 

The thoroughbred horse 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 
supported by occasions when the thoroughbred industry has publicly 
opposed coal mine developments/extensions in the region, e.g. the 
proposed expansion of the Drayton South mine in 2015 (Hannam, 2015; 
Hunter Thoroughbred Breeders Association, 2017). 

“A few years ago, they wanted to open Drayton South or expand it, so 
there were a couple of big studs and a lot of vineyards and dairy people 
that left, didn’t want that anymore. The town was divided. There were 
meetings here, and it was really scary.” P25 

As a result, there is a perceived dichotomy between coal and thor-
oughbred horse breeding, which has flowed through to forming what 
appears to be a pro-mine-anti-horse and anti-mine-pro-horse fault line. 
In general, the viticulture industry was positioned alongside the thor-
oughbred horse breeding industry, though the thoroughbred breeding 
industry was the focus of the majority of discussions. 

“There is a lot of local support for the coal industry. I think people 
recognise that it’s the lifeblood of the town. You do hear a few dissenting 
voices, [acquaintance] for example works in a horse stud and she hates 
the coal industry because the horse studs and the vineyards, they don’t 
like the coal industry. One mine had to close down because of the ob-
jections from vineyards and horse studs, they weren’t able to do their 
planned expansion.” P9 

The thoroughbred industry is viewed as the current ‘alternative’ to 
coal, and therefore it creates a 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 thoroughbred industry, as 
there are on the coal industry. For example, there are conflicting per-
ceptions within the region’s residents about whether the wealth gener-
ated by the thoroughbred industry is well shared locally. Some 
participants shared their perceptions that the financial contributions 
from the thoroughbred industry to the local community do not match 
those made by the coal mining industry (and other participants shared 
views to the contrary on this point too). Questions about the moral 
‘worth’ of the thoroughbred industry, as a contributor to problem 
gambling and water use, were raised, alongside concerns about the high 
concentration of wealth in the industry, which in turn raises issues of 
income and class exclusivity. 

“There’s a bit of friction … because the mining … the mining industry 
tends to be a bit messy whilst they’re operating, and the thoroughbred 
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industry is for the … the blue-blooded types from … from Sydney, who 
come up for the day, and if they wanna go into a stud, it’s gotta be pristine 
and they don’t wanna be driving past a dirty old coal mine on the way, 
because the whole thing with selling horses is the beauty of the area when 
you go into it, and the beautifully groomed horses and the whole bit.” P5 

As a consequence, when people are looking around the region and 
thinking ‘could there be anything alongside coal?’, they look at the 
thoroughbred 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. In this way, the adversarial relationship be-
tween the coal mining and thoroughbred 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. 

“Big, big studs in this area. And yes, they employ quite a few people but 
not as much as what your mining industry would. Then you had Drayton 
[proposed mine expansion] and [horse studs] put up a big fight and 
Drayton didn’t get their expansion. And it was all because of the money 
that those people [thoroughbred industry] had to fight against this mining 
group. And the contacts. We had big meetings here in Denman. Jeez, it 
was fiery. I just sat there.” P13 

Our findings suggest that as a result of the zero-sum conflict 
perceived to be at play between coal and thoroughbred breeding in the 
region, additional industries that can co-exist with both industries, but 
particularly coal mining, are necessary. Such new industries would 
provide the material benefits of contributing to economic diversification 
and employment opportunities for the region’s residents. But, impor-
tantly and in addition, new industries that co-exist with coal would 
provide something tangible that enables people in the Upper Hunter to 
be able to experience a diversified economy that can see them through 
many decades ahead. 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’. 

“People would have to see that it’s viable and that there’s real jobs in it, 
not just … ‘cause they keep saying that there’s all these jobs, or that there 
will be all these jobs in renewables, but they’re sort of saying that people 
aren’t going to want to go from working in the mines to fitting rooftops 
solar. And I mean that. I don’t think that was ever what was meant of 
envisaged, so they’ve got to show them that it’s … that it is possible. And 
they’ve got to be able to trust them.” P19 

Some interviewees provided ideas for specific industries that could 
be developed to benefit from the social, infrastructural, and environ-
mental 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. 

“Because those voids are going to be there, so you can’t argue, and they’re 
very controversial in some circles. But you can’t really argue ‘well they 
shouldn’t be there’, they’re going to be there. … Well what if they’re an 
asset? ‘Cause you know, it would cost you millions of dollars to build one 
if you wanted to build one giant hole. So what are some things that we 
could use those for?” P14 

Some ideas for new industries were:  

• 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 needed to provide a 
meaningful contribution to the region. 

“A lot of people just say ‘create an industry.’ And nobody’s yet come up 
with an industry to create. There’s talk of making biofuel here. What are 
we going to grow? No, we’re going to have a refinement that takes in our 
waste grasses and straw. But they’ve tried that overseas for twenty years 
and it’s very expensive … So, I think that’s the problem for people to say 
‘give us $2 billion and we’ll build something.’ But then it comes down to 
the nitty gritty of ‘cows are no good’ … and when you think down each 
industry, there aren’t many that jump out and you say ‘I’ll have some of 
those.’” P9 

4.4. 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 to attract employees. Underpinning this challenge 
is the theme from interviews around the comparatively high wages paid 
to mine workers. Many participants indicated the mining wages are a 
point of contention, with competing views around whether the wages 
are adequate compensation for hard work, or are a disincentive for 
further education and vocational training (or, a combination of both). 

“The big problem here was that you earned so much driving a truck in a 
coal mine, that most boys who were not particularly academic said ‘Why 
am I at school when I could be earning 150,000 dollars a year driving a 
Euclid [Earthmoving truck]?’” P2 

The wage disparity that was described as being between mine 
workers and the mine service sector and everyone else, was raised as a 
significant issue for the people of the region. It was considered that mine 
workers’ incomes increased alongside the cost of living in the region 
(perhaps even contributing to this rise), but those whose incomes were 
not aligned with those provided by the mining industry suffered the 
increased cost of living without the compensation of high wages. 

“There’s a lot of resentment between coal miners anyway, because we’re 
on a higher wage – they seem to think we aren’t worth it, but when you 
take in the fact that we do rotating shift work, we work every second 
weekend. So that’s where a lot of our extra money’s coming from, and 
we’re doing twelve-hour shifts, not eight hour days.” P9 

A related common theme was the presence of drive-in-drive-out 
(DIDO) workers, which was predominantly seen as a negative aspect 
of the sector. DIDO workers were viewed as benefiting without 
contributing or bearing costs in return: they generate income by working 
in mines in the region, but do not spend their income in the region and 
do not experience the negative consequences of mining due to residing 
elsewhere (e.g. on the NSW coast). In that way, the presence of DIDO 
workers in the region was described as a divisive factor, in that they 
form a large constituency with a desire for growth of the mining sector 
regardless of the localised impacts. DIDO workers were viewed as a 
missed opportunity for the growth and cohesion of the local community, 
and also seen as contributing to dangerous road conditions because of 
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their 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. 

“Those people from down there come up here and work. But the 
disconnection is we don’t get the benefit of it locally, except perhaps for a 
packet of [cigarettes] and a fill up of … of petrol or something, you know, 
oh, and a long neck for all their mates that come with them to drink on the 
way home, you know. So that’s about that’s about all that’s spent here. 
Whereas if their families were here, you know, the multiple … the 
multiplier of that would be enormous, just, you know … that’s a problem 
we have, that’s an economic problem we have and must overcome.” P5 

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. 

“And I came back here, and there were twelve-and-a-half hour shifts, plus 
travel either side. The companies say that they’re about health and safety, 
but how can you be? They’re on … it was always shift work, but it was 8 
hour shifts. I’m probably a bit idealistic about the unions and everything, 
but 8 hour days. The whole thing about 8 hours work, 8 hours play, 8 
hours rest. And that’s balance. And small town, very big sporting, very big 
into service clubs. And since all went twelve-and-a-half hour shifts and 
weird two days off, three days on. Not as bad as for people flying in and 
flying out, but suddenly you can’t play the sport, you can’t help at your 
kids’ things. You haven’t got anyone to be on P&Cs [Parent & Citizen 
committees for schools] or sporting clubs or all the different service 
clubs.” P19 

Meanwhile, many interview participants described perceptions of a 
high level of debt held by some mine workers which meant that the idea 
of losing the relatively high income in the mining sector was a major 
threat to their financial security. To put it more bluntly, some partici-
pants described mine workers’ debt increasing apace with their wages, 
such that they were dependent on the continuing high wages. This was 
described as being associated with the increased cost of living (attrib-
uted perhaps to growing wealth) and economic/cultural factors that 
promoted spending and debt ahead of attaining financial security. 

“I used to say they were … they had the ‘golden handcuffs.’ They had one 
handcuff around here to your employer, and the other one over here to 
your mortgage. If you’re stuck in the middle you can’t … you can’t do 
anything. If you whinge and complain and do something and the boss 
gives you the sack, well there goes everything.” P6 

In other words, the high wages were seen to be increasingly 
embedding higher 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 
or vocational training. Some participants described on-site divides be-
tween 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. 

“Like I said, a lot of people can’t afford the housing, because not every-
body works in the mines.” P16 

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/ed-
ucation packaging, debt management, safety, 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. 
However, the complexity of supporting a workforce to adapt to a new 
sector of employment cannot be understated (Snell, 2018; Fle-
ming-Muñoz et al., 2020). 

“No one likes the 12 hour shift or working weekends or night shift, no one 
likes that really, and it’s just, I find it’s really … It’s not good for the 
area.” P23 

Extending on these findings from our interviews, in parallel though it 
is important that the coal mining sector and in particular the sector’s 
workers are not stigmatised or disparaged (Della Bosca and Gillespie, 
2018; Colvin, 2020). The coal mining sector, though contentious, has 
played an important role in the region and made significant contribu-
tions 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. 

“I think they [Scone residents] always look down their noses at Mus-
wellbrook, because they consider Muswellbrook a very working-class 
area. It was very reliant on the coal mines, and the two power stations, 
so there was an image thing as well.” P38 

Our findings suggest that there may be useful social benefits in 
acknowledging the coal mining sector for its historically significant role 
in the region, and recognising the bravery and grit of the industry 
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 debate in the public sphere. 
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 (e.g. as per Oei et al., 2020). 

4.5. Government is expected to take a leading role in the region, 
particularly in developing a socially legitimate plan, 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, incenti-
vising new industries, and potentially investing directly in new in-
dustries too. Existing plans were either not acknowledged, or 
acknowledged but noted as inadequate or lacking social legitimacy. 
There was also the expectation that government should cooperative with 
industry and community sectors. This cooperation is considered essen-
tial for successful outcomes, though there was caution around industry 
influence. 

“I wasn’t involved in the regional process [to develop a prior land use 
plan], but some people were. And I think they felt that the government was 
a little bit dismissive of their feedback, and they [government] had a 
certain vision in mind that they were going to pursue anyway. And I don’t 
think they [participants] felt that it provided enough clarity. ‘Cause I think 
what people wanted physically is like a plan to say ‘this is what the Hunter 
is going to look like over time’. Five years, 10 years, 20 years. Where’s 
mining going to be, where’s it not going to be, where’s housing going to be, 
where is it not going to be. … It was supposed to map out the future land 
use basically. Essentially, have corridors of whatever it was going to be, 
farming, bushland, whatever. And I don’t think it ever got to that depth. 

R.M. Colvin and E. Przybyszewski                                                                                                                                                                                                          



Energy Policy 162 (2022) 112776

9

Or it hasn’t yet, anyway. Which is what people were expecting on both 
sides. Both from town people to industry people, to farmers.” P27 

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, particularly the high 
profile corruption scandal in which former New South Wales ministers 
Eddie Obeid and Ian Macdonald were convicted of misconduct in public 
office for issuing mining licences in the Upper Hunter in pursuit of 
personal gain (Grigg, 2021). Likewise, conflicts were highlighted be-
tween the thoroughbred industry and decision-makers, though this was 
emphasised by participants less often than the same themes to do with 
the coal mining industry. Some participants more broadly described the 
influence of wealth, access, and power across all sectors – coal, thor-
oughbred breeding, and beyond – as disproportionately shaping de-
cisions with local consequences, for example to do with land use 
planning. The concerns around conflicted decision-makers shared in our 
interviews highlighted that the ‘social license to operate’ (e.g. Lacey 
et al., 2016) 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 (aligning with tensions discussed in Wilson et al., 2017; 
Barclay and Everingham, 2020). 

“If the mine donates quite a lot of money to a charity, the charity is quite 
likely to speak in favour of the mine advancing.” P36 

Once again, the coal mining industry was compared to the thor-
oughbred industry, with widespread (but not universal) perceptions that 
in absolute terms the thoroughbred industry 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 propor-
tional terms in a significant way; comparisons between donations and 
company profits fuelled cynicism about the motives behind the industry 
contributions. From the industry perspective, these dynamics were 
perceived as largely unwinnable, with the view that pre-existing atti-
tudes about the industry would inform responses to industry contribu-
tions to the local community regardless of the nature of the 
contributions. 

“I think sometimes people think they’re a bottomless pit of money. Maybe 
they are, but tennis club needs new grass, we’ll ask the mines. The Ei-
steddfod needs something, we’ll ask the mines. If the Con needs some-
thing, we’ll ask the mines, so … maybe our principles are very shallow if 
we think that we’d get rid of the mines, but oh, we want our share. But … 
it’s good PR by the coal mines too of course. They’re not doing it entirely 
from philanthropic motives, I’m sure.” P8 

In sum, sentiments expressed that the contributions for the industry’s 
social licence perhaps create a social dependence on those donations to 
fund public goods (e.g. Wilson et al., 2017). As a result this weakens 
trust in governing institutions to operate with integrity in regard to the 
future of the industry, and creates high stakes associated with the 
continued provision of those public goods. 

“So, the shire council don’t have to pay for the upgrade on that road 
because the increased traffic’s from Mangoola [mine]. You know, Glen-
core pay for that. We pay rates for that road to get fixed. Definitely 
governments, state and especially here, local governments have been very 
lazy with some of the things that are done … everybody just turns to the 
mining industry, you want something, just turn to the mining industry to 
do it.” P10 

Interviewees highlighted that there appeared to be fragmentation 
and duplication in governance. Local government, particularly in 

Muswellbrook, was considered to be 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 
such actions were favourable or unfavourable. Many participants 
expressed the sentiment that there are limitations around the potential 
changes that can be made at the local government level, despite what 
well-intended efforts may be undertaken. In that way, it is useful to 
consider multi-level governance arrangements that seek to harmonise 
the three levels of Australia’s federalist system, Commonwealth, State 
and Local, though with strong local leadership. As local government has 
traditionally been responsible for provision of services, rather than 
strategic policy as at the state and Commonwealth levels (Chou, 2020), 
absolute devolution of power from higher levels to the local government 
is unlikely. However, there is a precedent for the use of complex inter-
governmental agreements to enable regional management of issues, for 
example natural resource management, that are highly place-relevant, 
but under the purview of state and/or Commonwealth governments 
(Dale et al., 2017). 

“A lot of people that I talk to just throw their hands up when it comes to 
state government and feel that they’re abandoned by them unless it’s in 
the mining companies’ interest. When it comes to local government, a lot 
of people … it’s the same anywhere, residents often are shitty with their 
local council, right? I feel sorry for local councils, to be honest. But local 
council here is between a rock and a hard place. You know, those coal 
companies pay them a lot of rates and levies to operate here and without 
that money the council couldn’t do what they do.” P26 

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 be-
tween local actors and global changes around energy sources (such as 
climate change, decarbonisation, and divestment) for the reality and 
perception of the integrity of influential non-state actors, such as mining 
companies. 

“And then they sell to a tier two, if you like, miner and walk away from 
the rehab and although they’ve paid deposits to the state government for 
the rehab, there’s no way the government’s holding enough money to 
rehabilitate everything that’s been disturbed. So, we’re going to be in this 
dreadful situation where we’ve got these second-class companies who 
probably will take the rest of the coal and then go bankrupt and we’ll be 
left with this rehab.” P35 

However, despite concerns about mine sales and transference of re-
sponsibility 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. 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 should not be down-played, as 
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they highlight important issues with the distribution of burdens and 
benefits in the region (e.g. as discussed by McManus et al., 2014) and the 
social significance of landscape change (Ey and Sherval, 2016). Some 
felt that the mining sector has ‘bullied’ local residents, and that gov-
ernments have been complacent, and that this is a strong theme in the 
region driving tension and fear for the future. 

“If you’re not involved in mining you’re not allowed to live peacefully and 
quietly. Even where we are here, I’m up early every morning, go out on the 
veranda at sunrise, and all I can hear is mining operations which are 
probably 20 km away. So you would expect you would hear peace and 
quiet, and it actually gnaws at your soul totally, it gets to the point where 
there’s parts that I drive and I can’t even look at because I’m just so upset 
and in particular we’ve had family who have had beautiful properties, 
absolutely glorious properties that don’t exist anymore.” P30 

4.6. 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 include 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 com-
munity cohesion. Bypasses for the major regional centres Muswellbrook 
and Singleton were raised multiple times as initiatives that would 
contribute to the local quality of life. Town centre beautification ini-
tiatives, likewise, were raised. In this way, an integrated approach to 
policy that enables a positive future for the region is necessary. While 
external actors may view the region as ‘ground zero’ for energy transi-
tion, people within the region instead view the future of the region in an 
integrative way which includes but is not exclusively defined by energy 
transition. 

“It’s got a lot of potential, the Upper Hunter … the Hunter itself is a pretty 
beautiful place, with a lot of exciting and dynamic things happening 
within it, and it’s just a matter of the right people getting it together and 
coming up with the right solutions and it could be a whole lot better.” P5 

Importantly, there were social divides between the key settlements of 
the region, each of which has its own identity and social networks. These 
findings suggest that recognising the differing needs and priorities be-
tween these settlements (e.g. McManus, 2008), 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. 

“Social cohesion is required for any society to operate effectively. We’re 
finding … I think Australian society has a lower level of social cohesion 
now, but maybe it’s just ‘cause I can see it and I didn’t see it before. … And 
I think if you have a cohesive society, then you will probably end up with 
an economically viable society as well because people will want to do 
things that are valuable, or of value to other people.” P2 

This finding connects importantly to any potential multi-level 
governance arrangements (for example, cooperation and harmo-
nisation 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 (Witt, 2013). 
Additionally, policy initiatives that are predicated on extra-local drivers, 
such as ‘energy transition’ or ‘just transition’, may fail to resonate with 
‘life in the Upper Hunter’, and reinforce perceptions (or reality) that 
policy is something that is done to the region, rather than something that 

is done to serve the region. 

“So, a post-coal economy flat out just sounds like death of … well, of 
course, the end of coal. That’s a terrifying concept for anyone here in the 
… well, for a lot of people in the Upper Hunter. Transition? Transition’s 
been bandied around a lot and it’s still considered to mean transitioning 
away from coal or out of coal which is still threatening because you’re 
talking about ending coal at some stage or having less of it.” P26 

5. General discussion 

Our research found that there is a gap between people’s nuanced 
views about the role and future of coal in the region, and their percep-
tion about the nature of public debate on the same. It is very possible 
that a productive, solutions-focused discourse in pursuit of economic 
diversification and social wellbeing can be established for the Upper 
Hunter. Our research suggests that such a discourse could begin 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. Related, it was clear that the Upper Hunter would benefit 
from development of a socially legitimate plan that provides certainty 
around future industries and land use change (Spencer et al., 2017; 
Green and Gambhir, 2019; Jakob et al., 2020). In particular, a plan 
should provide clear guidance on coal mining operations in terms of 
both time and spatial extent (Sovacool, 2016; Grubert, 2020) and be 
generated from participatory and socially legitimate process (Weller, 
2019; Carley and Konisky, 2020; Gray and Bernell, 2020; Chilvers et al., 
2021). 

Importantly, a perceived zero-sum relationship between the coal 
mining and thoroughbred industries creates the sense that any alterna-
tive industry to coal must necessarily be a challenge to coal. Therefore, 
establishing alternative industries in the immediate term that co-exist 
with coal will be a useful exercise in demonstrating economic diversi-
fication and laying the material and symbolic groundwork for a pros-
perous future for the region. However, new industries are unlikely to be 
able to compete with the coal mining sector on wages alone, so non- 
wage benefits may be worthy of consideration. In this way, economic 
diversification may also enable a greater diversity of benefits available 
to workers of the region. 

There was a clear and shared view that government should lead ef-
forts toward economic diversification, but this should be in cooperation 
with industry and community. However, the range of social and insti-
tutional complexities that our research has outlined would create chal-
lenges for a government-led process to develop a plan without first 
investing resources in efforts to create the social conditions that would 
enable (or at a minimum, not prevent) success of such a process. 

There is a need to open up discussion in the region to weaken the 
prevalence of perceptions that social norms encourage binary, zero-sum 
attitudes which inhibit open discussion of the future for the region 
(Crowe and Li, 2020; Kalt, 2021). In particular, given the strong domi-
nance of the coal mining industry in interviewees’ discussions about the 
drivers of life in the region, and the described taboo of questioning the 
role and status of coal in the region, exploring and promoting what we 
discovered to be a shared common ground regarding the future of coal 
would be a useful exercise. Based on the interviews, this shared common 
ground is that there is a desire to see boundaries placed around the time 
and spatial extent of coal mining, including an eye toward eventual (but 
not ‘overnight’) withdrawal of the sector from the region. However, such 
consideration must pay attention to power, and in particular the power 
of incumbency in shaping processes, discourses, and outcomes (Healy 
and Barry, 2017; Bowden, 2018; Avelino, 2021). 

Such a common ground could be explored and promoted through 
creating a participatory space that allows residents of the Upper Hunter 
to explore complexity and engage with others’ views. Deliberative 
processes are a promising vehicle for achieving this outcome (Dryzek, 
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2005; Schirmer et al., 2016; Nordbrandt, 2020; Chilvers et al., 2021). A 
process of this nature could act as a vehicle for building bridges across 
existing social divides and fostering new coalitions that promote a 
prosperous future for the region (Hess, 2019; Gray and Bernell, 2020). 
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, genuinely influential on decision outcomes, a process that 
affects the broader system rather than a single event, and, therefore, 
extensive over time such that participants engagement in multiple in-
teractions that enable relationship and trust building (Boully et al., 
2005; Dryzek, 2015; Colvin et al., 2016b). A well-facilitated and 
resourced deliberative process would offer multiple benefits. First, 
progress towards closing the pernicious perception gap about attitudes 
regarding the role and future of coal in the region can be made. Second, 
the deliberative process can facilitate a bottom-up process of regional 
planning which can then guide policy and plan development and pro-
vide legitimacy to the subsequent policy initiatives, should they be in 
line with the outcomes of the deliberative process. 

The need for an authoritative and socially legitimate plan for the 
region was highlighted as a priority by interviewees. Importantly, such a 
plan should be grounded in local priorities and experiences, not imposed 
from outside in effect nor perception (Connor, 2016; Farrugia et al., 
2018; Barclay and Everingham, 2020). Such a plan would be well suited 
to development in a deliberative process in tandem to efforts intended to 
open up productive dialogue as outlined above. A theme in some in-
terviews was that there are a range of existing instruments and plans, 
and some past examples (such as the region’s prior ‘Synoptic plan’ 
(Department of Mineral Resources, 1999), the ‘Strategic Regional Land 
Use Plan’ (NSW Department of Planning and Infrastructure, 2012), and 
the ‘Hunter Regional Plan’ (NSW Department of Planning and Infra-
structure, 2016)). However, these were 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. Planning should be 
predicated on local experiences and priorities, incorporating into this 
frame how extra-local trends such as the global momentum toward 
decarbonisation affect the local, rather than starting from the global and 
scaling down to the local (Connor, 2016). Policies should work within 
the local social and political realities, while progressing toward a desired 
future (Eckersley, 2020). In this regard, learning from the successes and 
failures of other regions that have grappled with local policy processes 
with reference to extra-local trends would be a useful exercise (Sovacool 
et al., 2019; Weller, 2019; Wiseman et al., 2020). 

In relation to participatory decision-making processes, some partic-
ipants 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. A deliberative process that is aimed at overcoming the 
discourse perception gap and 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 (Chilvers et al., 2021). 

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 (Niemeyer, 2013). 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, such as com-
munity intuitions like faith groups, sports clubs, schools, and volun-
teering organisations, that indicate substantial social capital could be 
activated to engage in deliberative processes (see Putnam, 1993; Sobels 

et al., 2001). These are the existing spaces fostering community cohesion 
and trust that offer opportunities for connecting across the region. They 
would be ideal institutions for supporting a deliberative process that 
seeks to close the public debate perception gap and provide the basis for 
a socially legitimate plan for the region. 

6. Conclusions and policy implications 

In this paper we outlined key insights for informing processes of 
policy development in pursuit of economic diversification and social 
wellbeing, drawn from interviews with Upper Hunter residents about 
their views on the future of the region. This project has highlighted that 
complex issues such as managing the localised impacts of a global in-
dustry undergoing structural adjustment must be attentive to local ex-
periences 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. 

Our research has uncovered local residents’ perspectives on the 
future of the Upper Hunter, an energy contested region broadly 
considered a ‘ground zero’ for energy transition in Australia. There is 
vast social complexity at the local level, related to both material and 
symbolic factors, compounded by the influence of toxic politics and 
divisive debate in the public sphere largely driven by extra-local actors. 
In particular, conflict between the two dominant industries – coal 
mining and thoroughbred breeding – has fostered an influential social 
cleavage that shapes the region both materially and symbolically. 

We draw from our work the implication for policy that an important 
first step toward a prosperous future for the region involves investing in 
the social world, and suggest that a participatory, deliberative process 
may be a worthwhile initiative. This is because a deliberative process 
has the potential to socialise understandings of a shared common ground 
of attitudes toward the future of the coal sector in the region, which is 
currently obscured by zero-sum, binary discourses that argue for ‘coal 
forever’ or ‘coal ending yesterday’. Additionally, a deliberative process 
can serve as the basis for a socially legitimate planning exercise that 
provides certainty about the future of the region, particularly with re-
gard to the time and spatial extent of coal mining and the expansion of a 
diversified economy. These findings, while directly relevant to the 
Upper Hunter, will likely be informative for other regions that are facing 
substantial industrial change, particularly decarbonisation, amidst so-
cial conflict. 

The key findings of interest for developing policy toward economic 
diversification and social wellbeing in the Upper Hunter are:  

• Work to disrupt the polarised and binary debate in the public sphere, 
to draw out the points of shared interests and common ground pre-
sent in the region. While perceptions of the public debate are that 
there is a zero-sum battle between ‘coal forever’ and ‘coal ends 
yesterday’, most residents see coal as coming to an end in the fore-
seeable 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 should be an 
outcome of a deliberative process to provide social awareness and 
legitimacy. 

• Prioritise establishment of new industries in the region in the im-
mediate 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, 
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such as employment security, work-life balance, packaged benefits 
(housing/vehicle/education/etcetera). 

• Government should take a leadership role in the region, in cooper-
ation with industry and community sectors, including direct invest-
ment and incentives for new industries. 

For local people in this regional production community, priorities 
relate to certainty and clarity, with reference to extant and prospective 
future industries. Importantly, our research has shown that fostering the 
social conditions that enable open and constructive dialogue on policy 
options is an important part of the policy process. 
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