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Letter from the Chief Executive 
of the NSW Minerals Council

The NSW minerals industry recognises the concern in the community about the 
cumulative impacts of mining in the Upper Hunter. The scale of the industry’s 
growth brings with it a responsibility to think about things differently and to do 
things differently as well. 

The Upper Hunter Mining Dialogue (UHMD), through the NSW Minerals Council, 
brings together all of the region’s coal producers – Anglo American, Ashton 
Resources, BHP Billiton Mt Arthur Coal, Bloomfield Collieries, Coal & Allied, 
Muswellbrook Coal, Peabody Energy Australia, Vale Australia – Integra Coal 
Operations and Xstrata Coal – to listen and better understand concerns as an industry 
and to establish a dialogue with the community about the role of mining, minimising 
the collective impact of mining in the Upper Hunter and the region’s future.

The Australian Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility (ACCSR) conducted this survey 
to identify specific issues of concern, so that the industry and the community can work 
together to address the issues in an informed way. A total of 93 organisations 
and individual opinion leaders participated in the survey between October and 
November 2010. ACCSR has provided this report on the findings of the survey.

Understanding the results of this survey is the first step in what will be a 
considerable journey for the industry and the community. Whilst the survey 
established a range of issues as the community sees them and highlighted 
differences between some stakeholders, all participants agreed on the need  
to act collaboratively in the future. 

The NSW Minerals Council thanks those who participated in the survey, including 
mine community consultative committees, environmental interest groups, 
community and residents groups, federal, state and local government, industry  
and business representatives, coal mining companies and individual mine operators. 
You have been generous with your time and frank with your views. We value  
the insights and comments that you have provided for us, they form a basis for  
us to gain a much deeper understanding of your views about the opportunities  
and challenges that our industry presents for you.

Dr Nikki B. Williams 
Chief Executive 
NSW Minerals Council
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The Australian Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility (ACCSR) was engaged by 
the NSW Minerals Council in 2010 to conduct a survey to understand community 
concerns regarding the cumulative impacts of mining in the Upper Hunter Valley. 

This report describes the results of interviews conducted by ACCSR with 93 
participants representing the mining industry, the organised community and 
opinion-leaders in the Upper Hunter. The findings suggest that many challenges 
lie ahead but there are reasons to be optimistic that the mining industry and the 
community can work together to address the cumulative impacts of mining.

We found wide-spread recognition that cumulative impacts exist and that there 
needs to be shared responsibility for addressing the issues. While the community 
appears to have a negative impression of the mining industry as whole, positive 
relationships with individual mines provides hope for future cooperation between 
the industry and the community. 

The study identified wide-ranging concerns among participants, with issues such as dust 
and air quality, water usage and agricultural land impacts chief among the concerns 
raised. Participants also recognised the benefits mining brings to the area mainly in 
the form of employment opportunities and development, and economic growth. 

While it is clear that significant differences of opinion exist on what the issues are 
and how they should be addressed, cooperation among the mining industry and 
with the community will be critical moving forward. The issue of cumulative impacts 
by its nature cannot be resolved by individual action by any one company or even 
by the industry acting without the co-operation of the community.

We fully expect that the results of this research will be challenging for the mining 
industry and Upper Hunter community. A long-term commitment is required from 
the mining industry to improve its relationship with the community and to address 
the cumulative impacts of mining. The community outreach program proposed by 
the NSW Minerals Council in response to the issues identified in this research is an 
important next step in exploring the issues and to begin to develop solutions that 
contribute to the sustainable development of the region overall. 

We commend the NSW Minerals Council and the mining industry for the leadership 
it has shown in developing the Upper Hunter Mining Dialogue. We are proud 
to have been associated with the project and hope it will make a significant 
contribution towards a sustainable future in the Upper Hunter Valley. 

Dr Leeora D. Black  
Managing Director  
30 March 2011

Letter from the Australian Centre for 
Corporate Social Responsibility (ACCSR) 
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KEY FINDINGS

•	 There is a high level of recognition amongst the community that cumulative 
impacts from mining exist. 

•	 Most stakeholders agree that everyone needs to work together to address  
the cumulative impacts of mining. 

•	 The community has a negative perception of the coal mining industry as a whole, 
however, rates relationships with individual mining companies more favourably. 

•	 The study suggests that the community is comprised of several different groups 
who do not always agree on what needs to be done and do not yet have strong 
enough relationships with one another to work together effectively.

•	 Bridging the divide between these groups will be a key challenge in developing 
solutions to the cumulative impacts of mining.

•	 Topics relating to environment, health and safety, the economy, employment  
and income were raised most often by participants.

•	 Dust and air quality, and employment opportunities and development, were  
the two most frequently mentioned topics. 
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Participants in the research

To complete this analysis, we grouped participants together on the basis of similarities 
in organisation type and responses. For example, environment and residents action 
groups are grouped together because their responses were similar, but agribusinesses 
(those dealing with specific agriculturally-oriented issues such as wine-making) are 
shown separately from other industry groups as their responses were dissimilar. 

Participants were categorised into 13 groups in the original interview questionnaire. 
These 13 groups were subsequently reduced to nine on the basis of similarities in 
economic sector, size of the groups, and similarities in responses. The final list of 
groups for analysis was as follows: 

•	 Mining company representatives 
•	 Community Consultative Committee representatives / indigenous organisations
•	 Senior government representatives (includes state and federal government 

politicians and public service members)
•	 Local councils 
•	 Industry / business groups
•	 Environment / resident action groups
•	 Community / education / media 
•	 Individual opinion leaders 
•	 Agribusiness.

The full list of participants in the research appears on page 37.
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Cumulative impacts are successive, incremental and 
combined impacts (both positive and negative) of an 
activity on society, the economy and the environment1. 
By looking at the cumulative impacts of mining, rather 
than individual issues or companies, we are able to 
gain a more complete picture of how mining affects 
the community in the Upper Hunter Valley. 

Research participants were read a statement to assess 
the extent to which they believe that cumulative 
impacts from mining exist: 1 = “Strongly disagree”  
to 5 = “Strongly agree”.

Figure 1 shows the average response by stakeholder 
group. The figure shows there is a high level of 
agreement among the community that cumulative 
impacts exist, with most groups either ‘agreeing’ or 
‘strongly agreeing’. Environment and resident action 
groups most strongly recognised the existence of 
cumulative impacts. Mining companies varied a lot in 
their recognition of the problem but, taken as a group, 
they had lower recognition of the problem than others.

Participants were also asked about who should be 
primarily responsible for cumulative impacts. While 
some groups (eg. agribusiness, CCCs/indigenous 
groups) were ready to hold government responsible 
for solving problems of cumulative impacts, most 
groups recognised shared responsibility.

There is a high level of recognition amongst the community that cumulative 
impacts from mining exist. Most groups agreed that responsibility for 
addressing cumulative impacts should be shared.

Figure 1: Community recognition of cumulative impacts by group
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Community perceptions  
of the mining industry

To measure community perceptions, participants were 
read a series of statements relating to the mining 
industry’s social license to operate, social capital and 
reputation and asked to what extent they agreed or 
disagreed with those statements. 

Social license to operate
The social license to operate of the coal mining industry 
in the Upper Hunter Valley was rated at the acceptance 
level by most of the stakeholders surveyed. Figure 2 
shows the average level of social license granted to the 
mining industry by each group. The majority of groups 
granted a social license at the acceptance level. The 
environmental groups and residents’ action groups, on 
average, rated just below this level. The highest level 
of social license to operate was granted by industry/
business groups. 

The results of the survey indicate that the community has a negative perception 
of the coal mining industry as a whole. People gave below average scores on 
a range of questions used to measure community perceptions, including social 
license to operate, reputation, relationship quality and social capital (comprising 
trust and shared goals). Although the industry as a whole was rated negatively, the 
community rated relationships with individual mining companies more favourably. 

Upper Hunter Mining Dialogue Report on the Stakeholder Survey for the NSW Minerals Council

Figure 2: Average level of social license granted by group

Level Range Indicators

Co-ownership 4.5-5.0 The community has very high trust in the industry. At this level of 
social licence the community will advocate for industry to others.

Approval 3.5-4.5 The community approves of the industry and will be supportive of 
the development of new projects.

Acceptance 2.5-3.5 At the acceptance level the community listens to the industry and 
considers its proposals. At the higher end of the acceptance level 
of social licence the community may request more information  
and take a ‘wait and see’ approach.

At the lower end of the acceptance scale the community sees  
that the industry respects the community’s right to know and  
local norms.

Withheld/ 
withdrawn

1.0-2.5 When social licence is withdrawn the community wants to stop 
progress on projects. Blockades and protests can result.

Governments, industry, 
CCC, indigenous

Individual opinion leaders, 
media, community groups

Environment and 
resident’s action groups

What is a social license to operate?
A social license to operate is an overall measure 
of socio-political sentiment towards a project, 
company or industry. It has four levels, ranging 
from a withdrawn/withheld license, to acceptance 
by the community, to approval of a social license 
to a psychological identification with the industry 
– see Figure 2.

Participants were asked to rate 17 agree/
disagree statements to measure the social 
license to operate. Agreement was rated on a 
5-point scale ranging from 1 “Strongly Disagree” 
to 5 “Strongly Agree”. The ratings given to the 
17 items were averaged to yield mean scores 
ranging from 1 to 5.
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Community perceptions 
of the mining industry CONT’d

Reputation
People were asked to rate three aspects of the coal 
industry’s reputation:
•	 Compared to other industries in the Upper Hunter 

Valley, the coal industry is among the best.
•	 The coal industry in the Upper Hunter Valley  

is widely admired and respected.
•	 The coal industry in the Upper Hunter Valley  

has an excellent reputation.

Figure 3 shows the average rating for each aspect of 
reputation by group on a scale of 1 “Strongly Disagree” 
to 5 “Strongly Agree”. The coal industry’s reputation 
overall is quite low. Environment groups and residents’ 
action groups gave the lowest scores for reputation, 
while senior government representatives gave the 
highest scores. The aspect of reputation that was most 
positive was the statement that compared the mining 
industry to other industries in the Hunter area.

Relationship quality and social capital
Social capital has two components: trust and 
agreement on goals for the future. High levels  
of social capital suggest enhanced opportunities  
for collaboration between groups. 

Figure 4 shows the average level of trust and 
agreement on goals with the mining industry granted 
by each group. The results suggest that there are 
higher levels of trust between different groups and 
the coal industry than agreement on goals. The local 
councils and industry/business organisations reported 
having more social capital in their relationships with the 
mining industry than others. 
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Perception of the mining industry 
versus individual mines 
We analysed all the questions related to relationship 
quality and perceptions of the mining industry in two 
different ways. One method allowed us to look at the 
industry as a whole and the other method allowed 
us to look at stakeholders’ persceptions of individual 
mines and companies. 

Figure 5 provides a comparison of community 
perceptions of the mining industry as whole (the green 
bars) and the average ratings of individual mining 
companies (the blue bars). The figure shows that the 
community viewed the whole industry more negatively 
than they viewed the particular companies with which 
they have relationships.
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What matters most

Participants were asked several broad questions to 
determine priority issues including: what changes 
they have seen as a result of coal mining in the Upper 
Hunter Valley; any benefits they have experienced; 
any concerns they have about coal mining; and what, 
if anything, they think should be changed about the 
industry. Participants were also asked what they 
believed was the most important aspect of sustainable 
development for the Upper Hunter Valley.

Survey responses were analysed to draw out key 
issues and themes. A total of 74 topics were identified 
and the mentions of each counted. Each topic was 
grouped under six high-level categories to simplify 
the analysis and provide an overall sense of the topics 
people see as important (Figure 6).

Dust and air quality, water usage and impacts, public 
health and agricultural land impacts were the most 
common environment, health and safety issues 
raised. These topics were particularly prominent 
amongst environment groups and resident action 
groups, agribusiness, CCC/indigenous groups, 
senior government representatives and individual 
opinion leaders. The issues of population and 
economic growth, and employment opportunities and 
development were mentioned most frequently by 
mining company representatives, industry/business 
groups and community/education/media organisations. 

Visual amenity/landscape impacts, the need for improved 
cumulative impacts management, and the need for 
increased dialogue and collaboration, were other 
important issues raised by a broad range of groups.

Participants were asked questions to understand the issues of most 
importance to them in relation to coal mining in the Upper Hunter Valley. 
A diverse range of issues and interests were identified, with those relating 
to environment, health and safety, and economy, employment and income 
raised most often by participants. The survey identified significant variation 
in the issues and interests deemed most important to different groups. 

High-level categories Total topics

1 Environment, health & safety 13

2 Economy, employment and income 14

3 Socio-economic & quality of life impacts (non-health) 10

4 Regulation of mining and management of impacts 14

5 Relationships and communication 17

6 Infrastructure and community investment 6

Total 74

Figure 6: High-level categories and total number of topics identified
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What matters most –  
top 10 most mentioned topics 
Figure 7 shows the top 10 topics mentioned most by 
participants. Dust and air quality was the issue raised 
the most times in interviews, with 95 mentions of the 
issue. This was followed by employment opportunities 
and development, with 90 mentions.

In the following sections we take a more detailed look 
at the topics mentioned by participants based on the 
six categories identified, including sample quotes to 
show why people see these topics as important. 

Figure 7: Top 10 most-mentioned topics
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Dust and air quality
Dust and air quality related to concerns regarding 
current and future increases in dust resulting from 
mine expansion and its impact on air quality and 
public health. This included perceptions of mining 
companies and their management of dust. 

Dust and air quality was mentioned by all groups. 
While mining company representatives raised this 
issue more often than any other environment, health 
and safety issue, it was raised by companies only half 
the number of times, on average, of any other group. 
The following are examples of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

”Everyone notices the yellow haze that hangs in the 
valley every day; the dust... You wonder what that 
does to your breathing and your kids.” 
– CCC member

“The proposal to actually double production in the 
Upper Hunter of open cut coal will lead to dust 
problems. The more than doubling will double 
overburden. We could go from something that  
is quite dusty to something very dusty.” 
– Industry/business representative 

“There is the immediate issue of dust emanating 
from the mines. We are told very little by the mines 
about what they are doing to mitigate this. Very little 
is being done. The blasts and the clouds of dust 
are scary – I mean they are poisonous clouds. The 
government will say they will dissipate, but they 
shouldn’t be happening at all.” 
– Environment/resident action group

Agriculture land use/impacts
Agriculture land use/impacts included concerns 
relating to mining expansion and its long term impact 
on productive agricultural land and other industries 
such as farming, vineyards and horse breeding.

Agriculture land use/impacts was mentioned most often 
by environment/resident action groups, agribusiness, 
community/education/media organisations and 
individual opinion leaders. By comparison, this issue 
received significantly fewer mentions by senior 
government representatives, CCC members/indigenous 
groups, mining company representatives and industry/
business groups. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“The mining industry needs to keep in mind the 
impacts on agriculture – cropping, grazing and 
vineyards and thoroughbreds. Using agricultural  
land for open cut mining will not protect food  
security for future generations.” 
– Environment/resident action group

“When we were young there was never an issue  
with agriculture and coal mining. They never trod on 
each other’s toes. But now it’s swung in favour of the 
mining. Farmers are an endangered species now.” 
– Individual opinion leader

“Land use conflict is at the heart of many concerns.  
As an example, there’s a very significant thoroughbred 
horse breeding industry in the Upper Hunter. That 
industry is very concerned about the encroachment 
of mines in the Upper Hunter. You’ve got traditional 
farming, winemaking, tourist industries, as well  
as residential.” 
– Senior government representative

Issues relating to environment, health and safety were mentioned more 
than any other category. Dust and air quality was the only issue raised by 
all groups, as well as the issue with the highest number of overall mentions 
in the survey. Agriculture land use/impacts, public health impacts and water 
usage/impacts were also mentioned by a broad range of groups.

What matters most
Environment, health and safety
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Figure 8: Environment, health and safety topics

Figure 8 represents the environment, health and safety issues mentioned by survey participants. The nine groups 
are listed on the left axis and the 13 issues identified are listed on the horizontal axis.

How to read the ‘bubble graphs’	
This report uses a number of ‘bubble graphs’ to enhance our understanding of similarities and differences between 
different groups. The bubble graphs show the groups interviewed in the vertical axis and the issues identified in the 
horizontal axis. In the body of the graph, the size of the circles (ie. ‘bubbles’) reflects the per capita (per person) 
mentions of each issue per group. The larger the bubble, the more times the issue has been mentioned by a group – 
indicating that this is a priority issue for this particular group.

In the survey, an issue was captured one time per question (there were 10 open-ended questions in total). As a result, 
the figures in some cases show bubbles with greater than 1 per capita mention. This reflects the fact that people 
often talked about issues in a number of ways, and often returned to an issue multiple times over the course of the 
interview. Mentions of less than 0.2 per capita have been removed to improve clarity on key differences between groups. 
Therefore, blank cells in the graph show issues that were raised but were mentioned relatively few times.
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Public health impacts	
Public health impacts included all health-related 
concerns relating to mining expansion.

Public health impacts were most frequently raised by 
senior government representatives and was the second 
most mentioned issue by local council representatives, 
CCC members/indigenous organisations. The following 
are examples of comments made by participants in 
relation to this issue:

“The one concern that keeps raising its head all the 
time here is health impacts. The extent of open cut 
mining, the dust and emission that creates, and the 
prevailing winds and the like is seen to be quite a 
big concern. I’m not saying that’s right or wrong. It’s 
quite a dusty town. So it doesn’t mean it’s bad dust 
or dangerous, but it’s often a convenient excuse 
people can use because of the lack of robust research. 
The mines say they’re within EPA guidelines but we 
don’t really understand the impacts and the state 
government is certainly putting in monitoring stations 
so maybe that will help give us real data. But we’re 
no different in health when you look at state averages, 
yet people are still quick to blame and people can get 
quite emotive when it comes to health.” 
– Local council representative

“The other problems are lung cancer and respiratory 
problems. If you have cancer in Newcastle they think 
it is just bad luck, but in Singleton they think maybe it 
is due to the environment and the air quality. People 
wonder why when they go on holiday with their kids 
they are fine but when they return to Singleton they 
are coughing badly.” 
– Individual opinion leader

“I think it’s the community health, particularly relating 
to the dust emissions. I guess it’s probably an area 
where we have a very large focus on, because the 
risk to people is there and we are in close proximity to 
communities. We know we produce emissions and we 
need to control that. I think that is the community’s 
view. And I’m a member of the community and I’m 
concerned about that also.” 
– Mining company representative

Water usage/impacts
Water usage/impacts related to concerns regarding 
mining expansion and its impact on water usage and 
systems, including ground water, alluvial, aquifers, 
rivers, creeks and tank water storage.

Water usage/impacts was the most mentioned issue 
by agribusiness (equal to agricultural land use/
impacts) and the second most mentioned issue by 
environment/resident action groups. The following 
are examples of comments made by participants in 
relation to this issue:

“We are also very concerned about impacts on the 
ecology of river systems in the Hunter and the loss of 
connectivity between ground water and surface water. 
The pollution of surface water and the acid drainage 
from derelict mines in the area has a huge cumulative 
impact on the ecology of the river systems.”
– Environment/resident action group

“I know a lot of the older guys, their wells have dried 
up. They’ve been in the area for 80 years and the 
wells have never run dry until the mining started in 
the area. The water is so salty. The quality of the 
Hunter River below Singleton is just terrible. When I 
was a kid it used to be crystal clear and beautiful.” 
– CCC member

“The most important change has been the increase 
in water usage due to the saturation of mining in the 
Hunter Valley. I would add that with the big operators 
there has been an increased commitment to conserve 
water and sustainability. But some of the smaller 
boutique mining operators have not… but 9 out of 10 
mines are pretty good.” 
– Senior government representative

What matters most
Environment, health and safety CONT’D
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Population and economic growth, and employment opportunities and 
development related to the expansion of mining in the region were the  
two issues mentioned by all groups interviewed. Many people also 
mentioned the rapid pace and scale of mine expansion and the impact  
on the workforce and local business.

What matters most
Economy, employment and income
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Figure 9: Economy, employment and income topics

Figure 9 represents the 14 economy, employment 
and income issues mentioned by participants.
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Population and economic growth
Population and economic growth included mentions of 
population growth in the area and the positive effect this 
has had on the local, regional and national economy.

Population and economic growth was mentioned most 
often by community/education/media organisations, 
industry/business groups, and was the equal most 
mentioned issue by agribusiness (equal to higher 
wages/affluence). While these issues were mentioned 
by environment/resident action groups, they were 
raised significantly less than by most other groups. 
The following are examples of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

“The town’s grown from a small country town to a 
medium-sized mining town. The town’s benefited from 
the mines due to donations for different things around 
town. The population’s changed and it’s brought more 
employment. There are a lot of people who have come to 
the town just because they work in the mines – they can 
be permanent residents or people who just come and go.” 
– Local council representative 

“It’s transformed that part of the Hunter from a rural 
landscape to an industrial landscape. It’s been a driver 
of growth in that area. Muswellbrook in particular 
would be in decline otherwise, and Singleton.” 
– Community/Education/Media

Employment opportunities  
and development
The topic of employment opportunities and 
development related to the belief that the expansion 
of mining in the area has resulted in increased 
opportunities for employment and career development.

Employment opportunities and development 
was mentioned most often by mining company 
representatives, CCC members and indigenous 
organisations, senior government representatives and 
individual opinion leaders. The issue was the equal 
most mentioned by local council (along with higher 
wages/affluence) and environment/resident action 
groups (along with expansion of mining and supporting 
industry). The following are examples of comments 
made by participants in relation to this issue:

“There are job opportunities for our local kids when 
they finish school, with apprenticeship schemes. There 
are also a lot of women that work in the mines, with 
shift changes – they do a shift between two shifts. 
There are employment opportunities in other words.” 
– Community organisation

“I think the economic development of the region and 
job opportunities have been very substantial, to the 
point where the Newcastle and Hunter Region has 
one of the lowest unemployment rates in the state….
Basically it is an area of significant population and the 
flow-on effects not only to the mining region but to 
other industries in the area – it provides a boost.” 
– Senior government representative

“The benefits are economic and social from the point of 
view of having an area with a range of work opportunities 
and the contribution from the mining industry to develop 
the region. So capacity building projects for the region.” 
– Mining company representative

Mine expansion and impacts on 
workforce and local business 
A range of groups mentioned the pace and scale 
of mining expansion of mining in the region and 
the impact this has had on the workforce and local 
business. The following are examples of comments 
made by participants in relation to this issue:

“They’re supporting local businesses. Most of them 
that have the opportunities to start businesses due to 
mining activity do employ within the local community. 
I also know hotel owners in the local community that 
benefit from contractors from out of town keeping the 
rates up. I imagine that hotels and restaurant chains 
benefit from it. As a community it’s nice to have places 
where people can socialise and relax – hotels and 
restaurants contribute to that.” 
– CCC member 

“There has certainly been a huge increase in the number 
of contracting firms. From engineering to trades type 
work, to professional consulting, supply of labour and 
recruitment. So there has been almost an explosion of 
that type of company. Some are based here; others are 
coming from Newcastle and other places.” 
– Industry/Business group

What matters most
Economy, employment and income CONT’D
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What matters most
Socio-economic and quality of life impacts

Figure 10 represents the 10 socio-economic and quality 
of life impacts (non-health) mentioned by participants. 

Figure 10: Socio-economic and quality of life impacts (non-health)

The issue of visual amenity/landscape impacts resulting from mining  
was mentioned by all groups. Social dislocation/divide and proximity  
and land acquisition were important issues for a number of groups.
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Visual amenity/landscape impacts	
Visual amenity/landscape impacts included concerns 
regarding the changes to the visual landscape 
resulting from mining and overburden. 

Visual amenity/landscape impacts was mentioned most 
often by community/education/ media organisations, 
environment/resident action groups, senior government 
representatives and mining company representatives, 
and the equal most mentioned issue by industry/
business (along with socio-economic inequality/cost-of-
living). The following are examples of comments made 
by participants in relation to this issue:

“You can’t avoid overburden hills here; the whole place 
is going to be overburden hills. When we came here 
the Hunter Valley was so pristine, it was the place to 
be. Now I’m not so sure.” 
– Individual opinion leader

“In the last 30 years we’ve seen total alteration of the 
area, the land form, the landscape and the habitat so 
much so that when you Google the area, you can see 
the total different land forms and altering of the land 
forms so that it looks a different place. Moonscape is 
the word that comes to mind.” 
– Environment/resident action group

Social dislocation/divide	
Social dislocation/divide related to the belief that the 
expansion of mining in the area has resulted in the 
social dislocation of communities and a divide between 
mine workers and others in the community.

Social dislocation/divide was mentioned most often 
by local council and agribusiness, and the equal 
most mentioned issue by CCC members/indigenous 
organisations. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“The big Australian dream is a big part of Australian culture 
and most people that have worked all their lives for 
that – it’s another health concern because it’s extremely 
depressing. I know of two families that have been broken 
up because they don’t know what’s going to happen and 
it’s created problems within the family. These are the 
things that don’t get measured or don’t get seen [as] 
having the stigma of having the mining over the land.” 
– CCC member

“Ravensworth haven’t even got a hall anymore, so 
there’s no social interaction between the communities 
that have been pushed aside.” 
– CCC member

Proximity and land acquisition
Proximity and land acquisition included concerns over 
the proximity of mine sites to housing and other public 
sites and issues with the land acquisition process.

Proximity and land acquisition was most often 
raised by individual opinion leaders and the equal 
most mentioned issue by CCC members/indigenous 
organisations. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“There are countless heritage buildings that are sitting 
right in the road of the mining companies. They have 
blast restrictions on them so they don’t get damaged 
but there is very much a bullying attitude from a lot 
of mines. I’m moving very close to them, only 500m 
away from one. We were told that we would never 
see dust and if we complain, we get stood on, talked 
about behind our back and it’s a real petty thing. I 
have another one that’s approaching very close to 
us now; I’m the closest, though residents up the hill 
are getting compensation. I’ve always had a good 
relationship with the mines, but not this.” 
– Individual opinion leader

“It’s a very depressing time for people, who have 
lost land or their land is unsellable. A friend of 
mine has gone into bankruptcy because the land is 
unsellable. It’s very difficult for people to sell… The 
most important thing I think is changing the length of 
time that they have to remain affected by exploration 
licenses and the time that it takes to start mining in 
the area. If you ask most people they would prefer 
that the mine approach them and make them a fair 
offer so that they can move on with their lives. You 
can’t expect a young family or retirees to be held in 
limbo for fair compensation or to wait to see that 
they’re going to be affected so badly that they can’t 
live there anymore.” 
– CCC member

What matters most
Socio-economic and quality of life impacts CONT’D
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Figure 11: Regulation of mining and the management of impacts

Figure 11 represents the 14 governance, regulation and 
impact management issues mentioned by participants. 

The need for improved cumulative impacts management was mentioned 
by all groups. The need to balance the needs and development of other 
industries and the need for improved transparency, regulation, compliance, 
monitoring and reporting were also mentioned by a broad range of groups.

What matters most
Regulation of mining and management of impacts
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Improved cumulative  
impacts management
Improved cumulative impacts management relates  
to the belief that the mining industry needs to improve 
its performance in mitigating the negative impacts  
of mining.

Improved cumulative impacts management was 
mentioned most frequently by local council, community/
education/media organisations and mining company 
representatives. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“We would like to say we are working well together  
[on cumulative impacts] but in reality we are not.  
All the mining companies think they are better  
than the others.” 
– Mining company representative

“A big problem here is that a new mine might want to 
come in and it tends to be assessed on a sole-operation 
basis so they can say this will create 300 more jobs, but 
they don’t talk to each other to find out that others are 
bringing in 400 or 500 and then you’ve got over 1,000 
extra cars on the road. It’s the culmination of every 
little mine acting on their own. They need to work 
together as a larger industry for the benefit of our area.” 
– Local council representative

“I don’t think there should be more expansion until the 
existing problems are sorted out and until the industry 
shows it is truly committed to improving management 
of current operations. Most of the mines already have 
approval for the next 20 years, so most of them have 
plenty to do. We are just seeing major expansions 
everywhere driven by the price of coal and we’ve got 
this ambit claim going on [by the industry] with no 
thought of the implications of the rapid expansion.” 
– Environment/resident action group.

The need to balance the needs/
development of other industries
The need to balance the needs or development of 
other industries related to the belief that planning 
decisions by regulators need to consider the long-term 
sustainability of other industries such as farming, wine 
growing and thoroughbred breeding.

The need to balance needs/development of other 
industries was raised most frequently by agribusiness 
and senior government representatives. The following 
are examples of comments made by participants in 
relation to this issue:

“I’m concerned to ensure that we get the balance right 
between growth in the mining industry and the local 
environment and ensure that mining doesn’t threaten 
local sustainable industry, e.g. thoroughbred racing, 
vineyards and agriculture more generally.” 
– Senior government representative

“The way I see the Upper Hunter, we have a balance 
of rural and mining industries. I think if we lose that 
balance it will be a catastrophe. At the moment it’s in 
favour of the mining companies and I think we need 
to look at that.” 
– Industry/business group

What matters most
Regulation of mining and management of impacts 
CONT’D
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Improved transparency, regulation, 
compliance, monitoring and reporting
Improved transparency, regulation, compliance, 
monitoring and reporting related to the belief that the 
current processes to regulate and report on cumulative 
impacts of mining are insufficient and ineffective. 

Improved transparency, regulation, compliance, 
monitoring and reporting was raised by a broad 
range of groups and was the most mentioned issue 
by environment/resident action groups and industry/
business groups, and the equal most mentioned issue 
for CCC member/indigenous organisations (along 
with the need for boundaries/limits/halt to mining 
expansion). The following are examples of comments 
made by participants in relation to this issue:

“We’ve also got concerns with the regulatory process. 
There has been one coal mine that we know of that’s 
been refused in the last 20 years. That tells us that 
the regulatory process is not rigorous enough. The 
mining industry has the ear of the government in a 
way that community and environmental issues do not.”
– Environment/resident action group

“Once they’re operating, government doesn’t have 
capacity to regulate conditions of consent and there’s 
a general sense that whatever they [the mining 
companies] can get away with, they will and unless 
the community is really vigilant, the industry will cut 
corners on conditions of consent as often as they can.”
– Environment/resident action group 

“I think on regulation as far as government planning 
and environmental assessments are concerned, the 
process is not only long-winded but it is often unclear 
what the rules are. So a change that would be most 
beneficial would be clarification of environmental 
requirements and standards.” 
– Industry/business representative
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The need for increased/improved dialogue and collaboration was the 
issue raised by the greatest number of groups. Positive perceptions of 
dialogue and collaboration and greater transparency and input in planning, 
expansion and approval process were also mentioned by a range of groups.
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Figure 12 represents the 17 detailed-level relationships  
and communication issues mentioned by participants. 

Figure 12: Relationships and communication topics

What matters most
Relationships and communication
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The need for increased/improved 
dialogue and collaboration
Although some groups mentioned positive perceptions 
of dialogue, groups also spoke about the need for 
increased or improved dialogue and collaboration. 

The need for increased/improved dialogue and collaboration 
was raised most often by mining company representatives, 
senior government representatives, industry/business 
groups, CCC members/indigenous organisations, and the 
equal most mentioned issue by community/education/ 
media organisations. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“There needs to be a far more open and transparent 
attitude between coal companies, the state 
government and the community. We want better 
community consultation. They have this consultation 
process but quite often it’s after that meeting that 
something else comes out and it starts people  
thinking ‘why didn’t they tell us that before?’ ” 
– Community/Education/Media

“I think that the coal companies could work a little 
better together. There has traditionally been a closed 
shop mentality between the mining companies and 
they are competing companies so that is completely 
understandable. I think it would be helpful to have 
six monthly or quarterly meetings with councils and 
organisations, such as chambers of commerce, to ensure 
any issues can be resolved collaboratively. So if someone 
has an issue, it should be discussed openly in a forum 
so it may be resolved. If not it remains an issue for that 
person. I think you get some of these lobby groups and 
action groups complaining because they haven’t been 
consulted properly and they only have half the story.” 
– Industry/business group

“There should be a way of notifying people to let them 
know of these meetings. The only announcements are 
when the meetings are. Those happy with their lives 
are content. The ones who are not happy and want 
more, they are out chasing all of these interviews and 
the meetings. There are only three people who always 
attend these meetings and they end up in the paper. 
It’s biased. I think all residents should be notified of 
these meetings individually.” 
– Individual opinion leader

Positive perceptions of dialogue  
and collaboration
Positive perceptions of dialogue and collaboration 
related to the perception that dialogue and 
collaboration between the mining industry  
and the community has been effective. 

Positive perceptions of dialogue and collaboration 
were mentioned most often by environment/ resident 
action groups and were the equal most mentioned 
issue by community/education/media organisations. 
The following are examples of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

“We have had interesting discussions with a particular 
coal mine that consulted us about a plan they had to 
extend a mine underground. That was interesting. The 
benefit was that they had taken the time to talk to our 
organisation. It made us feel as if we were relevant 
and that our opinions would be valued.” 
– Environment/resident action group

“We receive letters of new developments when they 
are going to extend anything. I certainly think that 
they are covering all their bases to keep people up to 
date and let people know what is going on.” 
– Community/Education/Media

“There was one big issue in 2007 when there was a 
huge amount of road traffic in a 24-hour period and 
there were concerns about a collapsing wall around 
the Broke Road. They kept the community informed 
of progress on fixing the situation. There were a lot 
of complaints from the community but the mines did 
respond – the mines were responsible.” 
– Environment/resident action group
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The need for greater transparency 
and input in planning, expansion and 
approval processes
The need for greater transparency and input into 
planning, expansion and approval processes relates 
to the belief that the community has insufficient input 
into planning, expansion and approval processes. 

The need for greater transparency and input in 
planning, expansion and approval processes was 
raised most frequently by agribusiness. The following 
are examples of comments made by participants in 
relation to this issue:

“How licenses are granted is completely non-transparent 
and then once a proposal is worked up, the level  
of community consultation is also extremely  
non-transparent and in different places it depends  
on whether there’s a huge community outcry. There 
will be a requirement for more transparency otherwise 
it slips under the radar. Improved transparency is the 
only way they’ll achieve that.” 
– Environment/resident action group

“I can’t comment on relationships with the individual 
mines because they are prohibited from talking directly. 
I understand we need to have coal, but we also need 
to be a bit more open with what is going on and have a 
greater level of trust between the local coal companies. 
They are all too frightened to talk to anyone. I will say 
that I commend the NSW Minerals Council for taking 
this step. At the end of the day, we recognise the 
value of the industry and a lot of the angst could be 
eliminated with some more frank discussions – remove 
the ‘them and us’ and just make it an ‘us’.” 
– Community/Education/Media

What matters most
Relationships and communication CONT’D
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What matters most
Infrastructure and community investment

Increased company investment in infrastructure and amenities, and 
increased sponsorship of events/involvement in the community were  
the topics mentioned by most groups.
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Figure 13 represents the 6 infrastructure and community 
investment issues mentioned by participants. 

Figure 13: Infrastructure and community investment

Increased company investment  
in infrastructure and amenities
Increased company investment in infrastructure and 
amenities includes mentions of the investments mining 
companies are making towards local amenities such as 
roads, rail, schools and hospitals.

Increased company investment in infrastructure and 
amenities received the highest number of mentions 
by local council and mining company representatives. 
The following are examples of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

“I think in terms of sustainability, there needs to be 
lasting infrastructure as a result of the coal mining 
industry. If the coal mining industry ever stops, there 
needs to be some lasting legacy. In addition to 
leaving the environment in a better place than they 
found it, they should contribute to things like a better 
health system and better buildings that will leave the 
community in a better place long term.” 
– CCC member

“The mining companies provide support to hospitals, 
schools. If you didn’t have private enterprise doing it 
that wouldn’t have occurred so quickly.” 
– Mining company representative
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Increased sponsorship of events/
involvement in the community
Increased sponsorship of events/involvement in the 
community included mentions of improved investment 
and involvement by mining companies in the 
community, such as support of charities and events.

Increased sponsorship of events/involvement in 
the community was the issue raised most often by 
community/education/media organisations, CCC 
members/indigenous organisations, business/industry 
groups and agribusiness. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“I think that people living in the local communities 
do benefit from contributions they make through 
mines directly and on an ad-hoc basis with support of 
charities, community events, and by underpinning local 
communities through the involvement of employees.” 
– Mining company representative

“Our organisation has been financially supported 
by the coal industry for last six years. We lost 
government support some time ago, but one of the 
coal producers came in to support us in their place.” 
– Industry/business group

“The mining companies have their community trusts. 
It’s recognised that the mines contribute quite a bit 
through sponsorships of local teams – I think it is  
well recognised that they do that.” 
– Local council representative	

Increased government/council 
investment in infrastructure  
and amenities
Increased government/council investment in 
infrastructure and amenities included mentions 
of improved investment by government in local 
infrastructure such as roads, rail, schools and hospitals. 

Increased government/council investment in 
infrastructure and amenities was mentioned most often 
by senior government representatives and individual 
opinion leaders. The following are examples of 
comments made by participants in relation to this issue:

“Economic changes are positive – the vibrancy of 
Singleton. There have also been some spin-offs in Kurri 
Kurri. There has been significant rail infrastructure for 
example. I also think the mining industry was why the 
Hunter expressway was approved.” 
– Industry/business group

“Firstly, I start with health and we have Singleton 
Hospital and recently it was assessed to be one of 
the best rural hospitals. As far as schools go, I know 
so many schools have benefited financially from the 
mines. And as well, there have been benefits in terms 
of the numbers of children in the schools. We have 
also benefited from infrastructure development.” 
– Individual opinion leader

“Singleton Council is probably one of the best councils 
in terms of maintenance and I think one of the reasons 
for that is the rates and income that’s available from 
the mines. These are important because they benefit 
all of the community. We see the replacement of old 
timber bridges as being really important.” 
– Individual opinion leader

What matters most
Infrastructure and community investment CONT’D
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The following figures show connections between 
issues mentioned by at least two people. The figures 
are divided up into three different groups: 

a.	�Government (Federal government, State 
government, and local council representatives), 

b.	�Business (mining company representatives and 
industry/business groups), and

c.	�Civic organisations, plus agribusiness organisations 
(community groups, education institutions, media 
organisations, environmental/resident action groups, 
agribusiness, CCC members and indigenous organisations).

Figure 14 shows the connections mentioned by 
government representatives. Government emphasised 
that dust and air quality was a public health issue 
ultimately linked to mining expansion. They saw 
mining expansion as creating a need for improved 
cumulative impact management and dust monitoring 
as helping to make that improvement. They tended 
to see water issues caused by mining expansion in 
terms of conflicts between mining and other industries. 
The following is an example of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

“The continued operation of mining in the Upper 
Hunter Valley is hinged on equitable distribution  
of water between mining and other users.” 
– Senior government representative 

What matters most
How are issues connected?

Reading the issue diagrams	
Participants were asked why they thought 
particular topics were important. This allowed us 
to gain a better appreciation of how issues may 
be connected. For example, when asked why 
they thought the issue of dust and air quality 
was important, participants often mentioned 
concerns regarding public health.

In the diagrams below and on page 30 and 31, 
the circles represent the issues and the lines 
between the circles show connections between 
issues. The issues are abbreviated. The full title 
of the issue can be found in the Issues Key on 
page 38 and 39 of this report.

ConsiderImpctOthrMines/Indsry PublicHealthImpacts

NeedFactsEvidnc4Policy

MiningExpansion

Dust&AirQuality

MoreCorpInfrastInv

Road/RailTraffic 

Jobs&Development

IncrWagesAffluence

Visual/Landscape

Growth-po&econ

IndigenCultrlHrtgImpct

Water-use/impact ImproveCumImpctMgmt

DustMonitors

Figure 14: Connections between issues mentioned by government
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What matters most
How are issues connected? CONT’D

Figure 15 shows the connections mentioned by 
business representatives. The primary concerns of 
business were to maintain a social license to operate 
and the need to engage in more dialogue and 
collaboration with the community. Mining expansion 
was seen as creating a long list of benefits, including 
increasing wages and affluence and jobs and 
development, along with several problems. 

The dust and air quality problem was seen by business 
not only as a public health issue but also a cause of 
public distrust and a threat to the social license to 
operate of the mining industry. Improved dialogue 
and collaboration with the community, along with 
government initiatives, were seen as important to 

address community concerns. A few business people 
worried that a consequence of the community concern 
might be a moratorium on mining expansion with 
its associated negative impacts. The following is an 
example of comments made by participants in relation 
to this issue:

“Our greatest concern would be that we, as a 
company or industry, find that the level of community 
opposition, or overall opposition, is such that it won’t 
be able to continue to operate…If we can’t operate,  
if it’s too hard, and we decide to no longer operate  
it would flow-on to employment to the people and 
flow-on to other direct benefits to the community.” 
– Mining company representative

MiningExpansion

QuickerSimplerRegProcessCumulImpact

NeedKeepSLO NeedMoreDialog&Collab

MoratoriumImpacts
PublicHealthImpacts

IncWagesAffluence

Jobs&Development

BalncNeedsOthrIndsrys

AgricLandUse/Impct

Growth-pop&econ

Road/RailTraffic

MoreCorpInfrasInv

HousingShortage/Prices

MoreEventSponshp

Visual/Landscape

NeedMoreLocalJobs

Water-use/impact

MoreGovtInfrastInv

LackofCorpInfrastInv

SocialDislocatn/Divide

SocEcnInequality/COL

Proxty&LandAcquitn

Distrust(-)ViewofMining

IncrCmtyPress/GovtRegs

ImproveCumImpctMgmt

MoreTrnspncyRegsMonitorRptg

NeedMoreEducReMining

NeedFactsEvidnc4Policy

Dust&Air QualityRoyaltiesProfits

MoreCmtyConcrn/Oytrage

Figure 15: Connections between issues mentioned by business
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Figure 16 shows the connections mentioned by civic 
sector organisations. For these organisations, the 
expansion of mining leads to issues like dust, water 
and agricultural land impacts. These issues in turn are 
seen as leading to long-term environmental damage, 
negative impacts on agricultural land, and public 
health impacts. Limits to mining expansion were 
suggested as a means for dealing with these concerns, 
along with improved cumulative impacts management. 
The following is an example of comments made by 
participants in relation to this issue:

“We believe that the continued expansion of open  
cut mines should be stopped and the mines should  
be forced to go underground. It would ameliorate 
a lot of the concerns I’ve mentioned – noise, dust 
and social disturbance. Most of them would go 
underground from the existing open-cut mines.” 
– Environment/resident action group

MiningExpansion

ImpactonBiodivrsty

Jobs&Development

Growth-pop&econ

SocialDislocatn/Divide

IncrWagesAffluence

SocEcnInequality/COL

Road/RailTraffic

Visual/Lanscape

HousingShortage/Prices

LabourShortages

Noise

DisapprSmlTowns

MoreCorpInfrastInv

(+)DialogCollaborationBalncNeedsOthrIndsrys

DistribRoyaltyProfit

L-TEnvirDamage

PublicHealthImpacts

Limits/HalttoMineExpansion

LackofGovtInfrastInv

EconDiversification

ImproveCumImpctMgmt
AgricLandUse/Impct

CumulImpact

Dust&AirQuality
Proxy&Land
Acquitn

Water-use/impact

Figure 16: Connections between issues mentioned by civic organisations
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Participants were asked about their relationships with 
other groups in the survey to assess the level of social 
capital in those relationships. Groups with high levels 
of social capital between them are more easily able to 
work together to solved shared problems.

Figure 17 shows the network of groups with the 
strongest relationships in the Upper Hunter Mining 
Dialogue. The figure shows a clear divide between 
mining companies on the left and environment and 
resident action groups on the right. Senior government 
representatives, local councils and industry/business 
groups tend to lie between these two dominant 
groupings and can potentially play a key bridging role 
between the groups with very different perspectives. 

The study suggests that the community is divided into groups that have high levels 
of trust and shared goals among one another but that do not necessarily have strong 
relationships between them. One group comprises primarily the mines and business 
groups who value the economic opportunities enjoyed in the area as a result of coal 
mining. Another group comprises primarily environment and residents groups who view 
the negative impacts of coal mining as outweighing the positive impacts. A range of 
groups lie in between these extremes. Bridging the divide between these groups will  
be a key challenge in developing solutions to the cumulative impacts of mining.

The challenge of cooperation

Reading the network diagram
Social network diagrams provide a way for us 
to visualise the relationships between groups 
in the community and better understand which 
groups may be able to cooperate in the future in 
developing solutions to cumulative impacts.

In Figure 17 the circles represent different 
groups in the Upper Hunter Mining Dialogue. The 
graph has been simplified to show only groups 
with strong social capital between them (social 
capital scores of higher than 4.5 out of 5). High 
levels of social capital suggest greater potential 
for collaboration between groups. The lines 
represent the relationship between groups.
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Mining companies

Senior government (Federal and State 
agencies, departments and politicians)

Local councils

Industry/business organisations 
(excluding agriculture)

Environmental & residents action groups

Agribusiness

Figure 17: Groups with strongest social capital relationships (trust and shared goals)
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Communication channels

Participants were asked to identify how they currently 
receive information about coal mines in the area and 
how important they rated those sources of information. 

Meetings were the preferred communication channel 
for most groups. CCCs were used by a significant 
number of groups and were rated as a very important 
source of information by these groups. State/national 
newspapers, local newspapers, mine newsletters, 
radio, employee word of mouth and open days/site 
tours were also mentioned as important means to 
reach out to the community. 

The mining industry in the Upper Hunter uses a range of different methods 
to communicate with the community. The survey indicates that face-to-
face meetings are the preferred means of communication for most groups, 
highlighting the important role of direct communication in developing 
solutions to the cumulative impacts of mining.


