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Abstract 

Many cities, towns and communities in Australia are heavily reliant on the mining industry; 

mines provide well-paid, ‘family wage’ jobs and mining companies may invest in local 

social and community infrastructure and civil society organisations. However, this 

dependence may create vulnerability in those places and the impacts of the cessation of 

mining activities can be devastating. How such communities can effectively transition to a 

post-mining economy and a post-mining future is an increasingly urgent question.  

This critical phenomenological project draws from research on emotional geographies, 

island studies and collective trauma to explore lived experiences of a post-mining transition. 

It takes as its case study North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah (Queensland, Australia), home 

of the Quandamooka Peoples and approximately 2,000 permanent residents (Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous). Specifically, it investigates the transition planning process on the 

Island that followed the State Government’s decision to expedite the closure of the Island’s 

sand mining industry. It explores the roles of place, history, context, shared identities, 

community, civil society, informal networks and structural power in shaping transition 

processes.  

Employing a storytelling approach to interviews, this project draws from the accounts of 

twenty-six participants to explore the emotional geographies of islandness. The complex, 

multi-faceted, and diverse set of relationships between people, place, and community — 

relationships for some which span millennia — was key to understanding the varied 

attitudes towards mining and to a post-mining transition, and the actions and experiences of 

individuals in the face of change. This research also considered the construction of lived 

experiences and of difference, and explored how those attitudes and actions were influenced 

by relationships to structural power. 

I found intimate relationships between place (in this case, islandness), histories, community, 

local knowledges, and shared identities in shaping responses to change and possibilities for 

the future. The emotional geographies of islandness, the effects it had on civil society, 

community, shared identities, and attitudes toward mining, tourism, and other forms of 

economic activity had a potent impact on transition planning. Civil society organisations 
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and informal networks were mobilised in response to the mine closure decision — to oppose 

the decision and lobby for the continuation of mining, to organise involvement in transition 

planning, and to improve and expand upon the Queensland State Government’s official 

transition planning process. Their mobilisation highlights the critical importance of 

understanding emotional geographies when undertaking transition planning processes, and 

this work offers a methodological approach to effectively explore and express emotional 

geographies; one that may be readily adapted for use in other communities facing (post-

mining) transitions.  

This research also found that during transition, communities — particularly close-knit 

communities with a shared identity — may be particularly vulnerable to collective trauma; 

that is, damage to the relationships, networks and identities that create ‘community’. 

Collective trauma presents a particular problem for transition planning, as effective 

transitions often rely on local actions organised and implemented through local networks 

and as such rely on a strong and relatively cohesive community. To explore this problem, 

this research draws on an understanding of the Island’s history and emotional geographies 

in order to understand the construction and experience of collective trauma. It considers 

how differences became divisions, the role of (mis)perceptions and misinformation in 

contributing to the conflict and damage and how conflict was connected to place and 

community dynamics, how ‘new’ collective trauma intersected with existing ones, and how 

the subsequent damage may be healed.  

Alongside the problem of collective trauma, it was also found that transitions offer an 

opportunity for engaging communities in a positive reimagining of their futures. Transitions 

may have transformative potential, and may offer a way to address existing inequalities and 

injustices, and to plan for and enact a more just future.  
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Preface 

“In the new Dreamtime there lived a woman, an Aborigine, who longed for her lost tribe, and for the 

stories that belonged to her people; for she could remember only the happenings of her own 

Dreamtime. But the old Dreamtime had stolen the stories and hidden them. The woman knew that she 

must search for the old stories — and through them she might find her tribe again… 

One day, as she searched, the woman came upon the ashes of a fire her own tribe had kindled long ago. 

Tears came to her eyes, for she yearned for her tribe, and felt lonely. She sat down by the ashes and ran 

her fingers through the remains of the fire that had once glowed there. And as she looked at the ashes, 

she called to Biami the Good Spirit to help her find her tribe. Biami told her to go to the paperbark-

trees and ask them to give her some of their bark. The paperbark-trees loved this woman who had lost 

her tribe, and they gave her their bark. They knew she was not greedy and would not take more than 

she needed. So she put the bark in her dilly-bag. Then Biami told the woman to return to the dead fire 

of her tribe, collect all the charred sticks, and place these, too, in her bag — and to do this each time 

she came upon the dead fire of any lost tribe. Time did not understand what the woman was doing, so 

he followed her… 

Biami loved this woman, and he put into her mind a new way in which she might find those stories 

and her tribe. The woman sat down and drew from her bag the charred pieces of stick she had taken 

from the dead fires, and placed the paperbark flat upon the ground. She drew the sticks across the 

paperbark, and saw that they made marks on its surface.  

So she sat for many years, marking the paperbark with the stories of the long-lost tribes, until she had 

used up all the charred remnants she had gathered and her bag was empty. In this way she recalled the 

stories of the old Dreamtime, and through them entered into the old life of the tribes” (Walker, 1972: 

100-102). 

Excerpts from the story Oodgeroo, by Kath Walker (Oodgeroo Noonuccal), North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah’s greatest and most beloved storyteller.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Problem statement 

“I don't think any of the miners think that the mine is going to be here in a hundred years’ 

time…Communities all over the place get shut down every day” – I.8.51 

Things change, and for all manner of reasons. At the community scale, industries open and 

close, towns are flooded, burned, or torn apart and rebuilt, and new suburbs and towns are 

constructed while others decline and die. Some of these changes can be planned for, others 

perhaps cannot. Some communities can bounce back from drastic or traumatic change, 

others never recover. Given the range of emerging threats to people, places and 

communities presented by issues such as climate change and peak oil (or peak resource) 

adding to existing ones, it is perhaps more important than ever to understand how change 

affects communities, the contextual factors shaping impacts and experiences of change, and 

how communities can successfully respond to change. In Australia, the national and many 

local economies are heavily dependent on the mining industry; yet as the quote above 

expresses, mines don’t last forever. How communities will be affected by mine closure and 

how they may successfully transition to a post-mining future are increasingly urgent 

questions.  

Mining has shaped much of colonial and post-invasion Australian history, and Australia has 

been experiencing a mining boom in recent years (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; Haslam 

McKenzie & Rowley, 2013; Howlett et al., 2011; Measham et al., 2013). It is an industry 

characterised by booms and busts (Measham et al., 2013) and a wide range of social, 

                                                      
1 This is a quote from a research participant. Participants have been assigned a three part code 

number – the first part is an ‘I’ or an ‘M’, indicating whether they are an Islander or a mainlander. The 

first number indicates the month of 2012 that the participant was first interviewed, and the second 

number differentiates those interviewed in the same month. This participant code, for example, 

indicates that the participant is an Islander, and was interviewed in August of 2012, and was the fifth 

person interviewed that month. All participant quotes are bolded and italicised to differentiate them 

from my own words and from extracts from the literature or other sources.  
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environmental and economic issues are associated with both of these phases. Mining also 

tends to dominate other local industries and can result in a lack of economic diversity and 

concomitant vulnerability (Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013). There is increasing concern 

about the degree of dependence on the mining industry at local and national scales and 

about what this dependence will mean in times of economic downturn, declining 

commodity prices, or resource depletion. Despite the increased concern, there is currently 

little in the way of planning for more diverse and resilient local economies, or for post-

mining economies (Giurco et al., 2012).  

Alongside concern over dependence on extractive industries, there is an emerging discourse 

around ‘transition’, usually framed in the context of climate change, peak oil, and/or 

sustainability (Meadowcroft, 2009; van den Bergh, Truffer, & Kallis, 2011). This body of 

work explores the strategies people and organisations have employed to transition their 

local economies, or their behaviours, to be more in line with principles of resilience and 

sustainability, as well as theories about how structural change at national and international 

scales may be effected. This literature often emphasises the importance of local scale and 

context, and the roles of community and civil society organisations in enacting transitions 

plans and strategies (Beer et al., 2012; Feola & Nunes, 2014; Neal, 2013; Newman, 2007).  

Given how dependent many local communities in Australia (and elsewhere) are on the 

mining industry (Cleary, 2012a), the volatility and inherent unsustainability of resource 

extraction, the growing recognition of the imperative to plan for post-mining economies, 

and the acknowledged importance of the local scale and context in shaping transition 

planning processes, it is important to understand the ways in which post-mining transitions 

are experienced at the local scale. How do contextual factors like place, community, history, 

identity, and other existing issues and activities shape transition processes? What are the 

structural influences on how transitions are enacted and experienced? How do people 

become involved in them, shape them, change them, or resist them? What can lived 

experiences of transition illustrate about the way transitions are likely to be experienced 

elsewhere and the ways they may succeed and fail? And how can such questions be 

effectively studied? 
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This research tells a story about people dealing with such a change — with a mine closure — 

in their community, in their place. In order to gain deep, rich, and contextualised 

perspectives on this issue a single case study approach was selected, and the case chosen 

represented a unique opportunity for this kind of inquiry (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; 

Hammersley & Gomm, 2000). This project looks at North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah,2 an 

island off the coast of South East Queensland (Queensland is a State in the Australian 

federation) that has been inhabited by the Quandamooka Peoples for millennia, and which 

was one of the first places in Queensland settled by European colonisers. It is the second 

largest sand island in the world, has a permanent population of approximately 2,000 people, 

with an economy underpinned by tourism and sand mining – specifically, the mining of 

mineral sands. It presented a unique opportunity to explore questions surrounding 

community, place and transition, as in 2010 the Queensland State Government of the time 

(led by Premier Anna Bligh and hereafter referred to as the ‘Bligh Government’) announced 

that it would introduce legislation to expedite the closure of the sand mining industry on 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah (also referred to as ‘the Island’, and residents are 

referred to as ‘Islanders’). Specifically, the legislation would stipulate that the current mines 

would be allowed to operate for several more years, with the majority of mining concluding 

by 2019 and the cessation of all mining by 2025. The legislation would also prohibit any 

extension to those mining leases. This announcement and the legislation that followed 

triggered a range of transition planning activities, both a formal Economic Transition 

Process and community-based activities, and it is the lived experiences of these phenomena 

that form the basis of this research. 

Taking a critical phenomenological approach informed by emotional geographies (a sub-

discipline of human geography) and island studies (an interdisciplinary field with links to 

human and physical geography, natural history, social science and humanities), this 

research tells a story about people in a community facing a significant change. It centres 

locals’ lived experiences and stories about the Island, their community, their family and 

                                                      
2 ‘Minjerribah’ is the Indigenous name for the Island, however there is some doubt as to its origins 

despite its common use today. ‘Minjerribah’ may have been the term used by mainland Indigenous 

Peoples to describe the Island, and it is possible the first Islanders did not have a name for the Island 

itself, but rather only for different places within the Island (Steele, 1994). 
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friends, their feelings about the Island and towards mining and economic development, 

their hopes for the future and their experiences of transition, and the relationships among 

these factors. It tells of their reactions to the closure announcement examines and why they 

think the decision was made and in the way that it was. It tells of how they participated in 

transition processes, how they transformed transition processes, how they resisted change, 

and how they imagined and fought for the future they wanted for themselves, their 

community and their place.  

This story illustrates issues associated with mine closure and transition planning that may 

be relevant for other communities elsewhere, highlights the importance of emotional 

geographies in shaping transitions, and outlines a research approach that can effectively 

explore the relationships between place, people, community, identities, and change. 

Empirically, this research contributes to scholarly understanding of transition planning; in 

drawing from emotional geographies and island studies it explores the construction and 

experience of transition and illustrates a range of issues and challenges for transition 

planners to consider. The case study also identified the danger of ‘collective trauma’, that is, 

damage done to the social fabric of a community (Erikson, 1995; Krieg, 2009). Stories from 

participants are used to further develop scholarly understanding of the nature, construction 

and experience of collective trauma as a phenomenon and explore the relationship between 

collective trauma and emotional geographies. This research also considers how collective 

trauma may present an issue for transition planning in other contexts.  

This research is aimed at a depth of understanding, one that is situated and contextual, 

focussed on lived experiences in a particular community and in a particular place, and is 

concerned with how transition is constructed and experienced within that context. As such, 

this story cannot be decontextualised, and cannot be told, heard, or understood without a 

rich understanding of context, place, and community; the findings are not and cannot be 

predictive. However they can offer some insights for exploring and understanding these 

issues in other places, and the methodological reflections and contributions may aid further 

research by academics, public servants and communities undertaking transition planning 

activities.  
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Aims and scope 

The overarching aim of this research is to explore lived experiences of an ongoing transition 

process, in community and in place, in order to gain a phenomenological understanding of 

transition. To this effect, it also seeks to achieve the following sub-aims: 

1. Analyse the relationship between local contexts — including space and place, 

community, identities, histories and relationships (‘emotional geographies’) — and 

transition planning processes. 

2. Explore the role of local civil society organisations and informal networks in 

transition planning processes.  

3. Investigate how structures and agents of structural power influence transition 

planning processes. 

4. Outline a research approach that can effectively and critically explore lived 

experiences and emotional geographies in the context of change that unites analysis 

of both experiences and the construction of experiences.  

It is hoped that this work will contribute to both the research and practice of transition 

planning through an improved understanding of the construction and experiences of change 

and of collective trauma. The research approach outlined here may also present a practicable 

and comprehensive strategy for studies of communities, transition, and collective trauma, 

and to other topics grounded in social justice and an emancipatory axiology.  

This research explores the lived experiences of policy and legislation, but this is not a policy 

analysis or governance thesis. I am not concerned with the quality of the policy or the 

governance structures, but rather how they are experienced by people in the affected 

community. As such, any analysis of the quality of the relevant policies is grounded in the 

stories participants related. As the case study site was an island it was neatly bounded, and 

participants were primarily drawn from those who lived at least part-time on the Island and 

identified as Islanders. 

This research also explores a transition in progress, and as the situation continues to unfold 

on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah it is necessary to stipulate a timeframe for this 

research. Primary research was conducted from February to August 2012, with follow-up 
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conversations with participants occurring primarily in February and March of 2014. More 

recent developments have been outlined in the Epilogue, but are not included for analysis in 

this study.  

Outline 

To address the sub-aims listed above, I begin with a discussion of the research approach in 

Chapter 2, which presents the ontological, epistemological, and methodological theories that 

shaped the critical phenomenological approach this project takes. Chapter 2 also details the 

specific methods used for data gathering and analysis, and provides an overview of the 

single case study approach and the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah case study in 

particular.  

Chapter 3 explores the literature that formed the ‘orienting framework’ of the research; 

namely the literature on post-mining transitions, emotional geographies, and island studies. 

Given the critical phenomenological approach employed, scholarly literature and theory is 

used to inform the overall approach of the research, but in a loosely defined and non-

predictive way. The literature cited here informed the decision to consider the role of place, 

community and civil society in transition planning processes and lived experiences of 

transition, and the island studies literature provided a foundation for exploring the role and 

influence of place — specifically, of islandness. 

Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7 are ‘data’ chapters that centre the individual stories and voices of 

research participants. Chapter 4 explores the history of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

to sketch a picture of the Island prior to the decision to close the sand mines being 

announced. It details a range of historical, structural, cultural, contextual and situated 

influences on experiences and knowledges, and aims to give the reader a sense of what the 

Island is like. Chapter 5 explores the emotional geographies of the Island, focussing on 

people, place, and community. This chapter outlines some of the reasons why people have 

decided to be Islanders, the way islandness shapes emotional geographies, the Island’s civil 

society and informal networks, and some of the social inequities and injustices on the Island. 

Chapter 6 introduces the North Stradbroke Island Protection and Sustainability Act (2011), which 

formalised the Bligh Government’s decision to specify an end date to sand mining on the 
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Island. It considers the lead-up to the decision and the factors thought to have been 

influential, the nature of the Act itself, and how it was received by Islanders. Chapter 7 

discusses the transition planning processes that followed the announcement and the Act, 

both those of the State Government and those that were more community-based. It explores 

the range of opportunities and constraints identified through these processes and the hopes 

Islanders have for a post-mining future. As ‘data’ chapters in a phenomenological research 

project these chapters are rich with quotes and stories from participants, including some 

quite long extracts from interviews.3 The goal here was to centre these diverse perspectives, 

with as little of my own voice as is possible and practicable. 

Chapters 8, 9, and 10 are analysis and discussion chapters. Chapter 8 reflects on the selection 

and framing of stories by participants and explores the emotional geographies of islandness 

as a source of resilience and as a constraint in the context of transition. Chapter 9 introduces 

collective trauma theory as a means of understanding the conflicts, divisions, and tensions 

that emerged in the Island community over the mine closure and transition process. It 

investigates the construction and experience of divisive difference in what was previously a 

fairly close-knit and harmonious community, considers how shared identities can shift and 

change in response to upheaval, and asks what collective trauma might mean for transition 

planning. Chapter 10 comprises reflections on the research framework outlined in Chapter 2 

and on how it worked in practice. Herein I reflect on my experiences conducting research in 

an over-researched place, and reflect on my own positionality and how this may have 

affected the research. I consider the ‘where of method’, and discuss how the Island and the 

experience of being on the Island, influenced the research encounter. I also reflect on 

researching a transition ‘in process’, and ask how the changes over the life of the project 

influenced research findings.  

Chapter 11, the conclusion, draws the stories, analysis and reflections together and identifies 

some key findings that may be of particular interest to researchers, planners, and 

communities facing transition. These findings include the value of local knowledges, the 

importance and challenges of early planning, the importance of emotional geographies, and 

                                                      
3 This is the primary reason why this thesis is as long as it is – giving space to diverse perspectives 

and voices is important methodologically, but does result in a lengthy thesis overall.  
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the risk of collective trauma as a by-product of transition that may ultimately undermine a 

community’s capacity to transition effectively. Based on these findings, it also outlines some 

avenues for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Research Philosophy and Approach 

“Stories help us to connect to a world beyond the self. In telling our stories we make connections with 

other stories…A powerful way we connect with a diverse world is by listening to the different stories 

we are told. These stories are a way of knowing. Therefore, they contain both power and the art of 

possibility. We need more stories” (hooks, 2010: 53). 

Introduction 

In this chapter I outline the ontological and epistemological theories that underpin this 

work. This chapter precedes the review of literature in the field, as it is necessary to explore 

the perspectives and influences that guided the formulation of research aims and the 

literature I engaged with. Crotty (1998) argued that we tend to begin research with a 

problem or question we wish to investigate, and then devise an approach incorporating 

ontology, epistemology, methodology and theoretical frameworks that support this 

endeavour, rather than starting from ontology and moving from there. Yet undoubtedly the 

problems and questions we start with are shaped by our philosophical positions and values 

— thus I wish to preface this chapter by explaining my starting point, and from there I will 

explore the various theories and frameworks that I was drawn to and pursued.  

I embarked upon this PhD with a strong commitment to justice and empowerment through 

research. I wanted to explore how existing marginalities exacerbated vulnerability to the 

impacts of change, such as climate change, peak oil, and economic restructuring 

accompanying transition. I was especially interested in the construction and experience of 

vulnerability, particularly as shaped by present disadvantage, and of the lived experiences 

of change. As such, I was drawn to critical realism and social constructionism as ontological 

and epistemological positions; (weak) social constructionism, for its rejection of teleological 

understandings of the world, and critical realism for its explicitly critical approach to 

problems, and to both for their transformative potential. It was clear to me that many of the 

other theories I encountered (including feminist standpoint theory and critical Indigenous 

epistemologies) were influenced by critical realism and social constructionism, though as 

these influences were not always explicitly explored it took me some time to understand the 
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ways in which weak social constructionism and critical realism differed, and how they could 

sit together within a framework. 

I came to phenomenology via a slightly indirect route; my reading of feminist, womanist, 

critical race, Indigenous and queer theories gave me an appreciation of and passion for the 

importance of lived experiences, and an awareness of how the daily, the mundane, the 

embodied, the relational, the situated can help us understand the underlying structures 

shaping our worlds. These bodies of work (and others) pressed upon me the importance of 

understanding my own positionality, how it is shaped by structures and my own lived 

experiences, and the need to attempt to put it aside in order to understand the worlds of 

others. In this rather roundabout way I arrived at phenomenology as a research 

methodology. The same literature also introduced me to feminist standpoint theory, which 

appealed given its focus on valuing the perspectives and experiences of marginalised 

peoples and in the direction it gave in handling difference.  

This chapter begins with a discussion of critical realism as an ontological stance, then moves 

on to (weak) social constructionism and feminist standpoint theory as epistemological 

positions, and phenomenology as methodology. I am aware that some may see this 

framework as an unusual one, and may apprehend some inconsistencies. As such, 

throughout this chapter I strive to emphasise those synergies and overlaps that enable these 

theories to work together and what each contributes; having acknowledged the route taken 

to get to this point I hope my thinking and analysis will be clear. The approach detailed in 

this chapter and reflected on in Chapter 10 address research sub-aim 4, and speak to the 

methodological contribution I hope this work makes. 

Critical realism as ontology 

Critical realism is an ontological position first articulated thus by Roy Bhaskar (Sayer, 2000); 

it is based neither on foundationalism (Sayer, 2000) nor a pure postmodern, poststructuralist 

anti-foundationalism. It is, in a sense, a post- post-modern theory; it developed after the 

postmodern critiques of positivism and foundationalism that emerged largely during the 

twentieth century. Postmodernism challenged the ontological and epistemological premises 

of positivism and ‘Enlightenment’ science, argued that knowledge must be understood as 
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something situated, social and contextual (Potter & López, 2001), and called into question 

the emphasis on categorisation (Sayer, 2000). It also critiqued grand narratives, particularly 

(though not exclusively) in the social sciences, as they belied the complexity and variability 

of the world and experiences of it (Potter & López, 2001). Ambiguity rather than certainty 

characterised the work of postmodernists (Potter & López, 2001). In questioning the validity 

of grand narratives postmodernists also questioned the nature of ‘Truth’ and reality, and 

argued instead for the possibility of multiple, even competing narratives, truths, and 

realities. Although this problematisation is necessary and well-founded it presents social 

scientists with the problem of relativism (Sayer, 2000), that is, a “philosophy that claims that 

the truth or falsity of a statement is relative to an individual or to a social group” (Bricmont, 

2001: 108). Relativism makes it very difficult to ground research and mount arguments from 

a social justice perspective that values a particular point of view over others. This problem, 

along with others, drove the need for a new ontological position, a third approach; one that 

drew from the work of postmodernists whilst providing a more helpful orientation to 

research (Potter & López, 2001), particularly research with emancipatory goals. This position 

is critical realism. 

As neither pure foundationalism nor anti-foundationalism, critical realism offers a third 

approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005); one that responds to the poststructuralist critiques of 

positivism without succumbing to the relativism plaguing much of postmodernism (Sayer, 

2000). Indeed, “critical realism seeks to avoid both scientism and ‘science-envy’ on the one 

hand and radical rejections of science on the other” (Sayer, 2000: 3). In confronting relativism 

critical realism addresses one of the central operational difficulties with postmodernism and 

social constructionist thought by incorporating both an awareness of how we play a role in 

defining our experiences, whilst also acknowledging the role of structures in shaping our 

worlds and individual agency (Houston, 2001).  

In critiquing structures and social practices and linking experiences of phenomena to 

structures, critical realist research can make political, value-based, or normative arguments, 

and can be emancipatory and transformative (Cruickshank, 2003; Jessop, 2005; Sayer, 2000). 

Critical realism offers “an explanation of the structural impediments to human 



12 

 

development, it facilitates programmes that lead to the emancipatory transformation of 

those structures” (Houston, 2001: 846). In the words of Bhaskar:  

“All human change centrally involves changing consciousness. There is no other way in 

which we change, as a result of a change in our intentional behaviour, except through a 

change in our consciousness. And that basically means that the main way in which we’re 

going to change is through raising our consciousness, increasing our understanding, 

increasing our knowledge about ourselves and the social world. This is the method of change” 

(Bhaskar in Buch-Hansen, 2005: 68). 

This perspective on change from a founder of critical realism may resonate with social 

constructionists, who have argued that “to change our understanding is to change the 

world” (Gibson-Graham, 2008: 615, emphasis in original). 

There are several key components of critical realism relevant to the research approach which 

will be briefly discussed here. These include a tripartite conceptualisation of reality, 

intransitive and transitive dimensions and the critical realist understanding of causation. 

Following this discussion I will discuss the kinds of inquiry critical realism has been 

employed in and guided by, illustrating the relevance and power of this approach to my 

research sub-aims.  

Tripartite reality 

The third approach offered by critical realism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) is based on a 

stratified, tripartite conceptualisation of reality. Reality has three nested components or 

levels, “the empirical level consisting of experienced events; the actual level, comprising all 

events whether experienced or not; and, lastly, the causal level embracing the ‘mechanisms’ 

which generate events” (Houston, 2001: 850). This last causal level is also dubbed ‘the real’ 

(Jessop, 2005; Oladele et al., 2013; Sayer, 2000). These levels are distinct but not separate; the 

‘actual’ influences our empirical experiences and both actual and empirical may be part of 

the ‘real’ (New, 2005). Behaviour and experiences are shaped by structural forces and 

agency, and the ‘real’ can affect the ‘actual’ (Oladele et al., 2013). This conceptualisation 

explains how critical realists can embrace a seeming contradiction: an objective reality exists 

whether we are aware of it or not; and realities and knowledges are socially constructed. In 

this understanding, although the empirical and the causal levels may be (largely) socially 

constructed, the actual reality a) exists and b) exerts influence over the other levels (Easton, 

2010), and although “phenomena are affected by, or even partially constructed by, the ways 
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in which we think about them…the structures of the world cannot be reduced to our 

knowledge of them” (New, 2005: 57).  

Intransitive and transitive dimensions of knowledge 

This tripartite reality means that the things that are and the things we know about are 

distinct. Critical realists talk of ‘intransitive’ and ‘transitive’ dimensions of knowledge; the 

first relating to physical objects, things that just are, or what we might understand as 

corresponding to that ‘actual’ level of reality (Dean, Joseph, & Norrie, 2005; New, 2005; 

Potter & López, 2001; Sayer, 2000). ‘Transitive’ on the other hand relates to situated and 

partial theories and knowledge about those objects (Jessop, 2005; New, 2005; Sayer, 2000), 

and “those things which have been saturated with human activity or knowledge” (Dean, 

Joseph, & Norrie, 2005: 8). To borrow an example from Sayer (2000), when transitive 

knowledge of the Earth changed from ‘flat’ to ‘round’, the actual shape of the Earth — which 

belongs to the intransitive dimension — did not change. Critical realism emphasises the 

social construction, social situatedness, contextually-dependent nature and fallibility of 

transitive knowledge (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Oladele et al., 2013; Potter & López, 2001), 

and in doing so draws from postmodern theory, whilst acknowledging that the intransitive 

exists, thus differing from it. There is a gulf, then, between what the world is and what we 

are capable of knowing about it; our knowledge of the intransitive will never be perfect or 

direct, and we cannot ever claim to have achieved Truth, or a complete explanation or 

understanding of a phenomenon, but we can seek better interpretations of it (Cruickshank, 

2003; Jessop, 2005). Furthermore, this understanding allows critical realists to not only 

acknowledge the partiality and situatedness of knowledge but to study the structures 

shaping that partiality and situatedness, or in the words of Potter and López (2001: 14), 

critical realism, “presents the possibility of examining as an object of knowledge the social 

distortion of knowledge”.  

Non-linear causation 

Critical realism espouses ‘generative causation’; a complex, non-linear model of causal 

relationships that incorporates multiple influencing factors and mechanisms (New, 2005; 

Oladele et al., 2013). Critical realists argue that linear models of causality — such as noting 

correlations or frequencies of and between phenomena — are not sufficient for 
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understanding the nature of them, or why they are, and may not give us much information 

on the causal mechanisms underlying them (Cruickshank, 2003; Sayer, 2000). Rather, 

explanation “depends instead on identifying causal mechanisms and how they work, and 

discovering if they have been activated and under what conditions” (Sayer, 2000: 14).  

As such, critical realists focus on the engagement and influence of multiple structures and 

mechanisms that influence phenomena and how they are experienced (Oladele et al., 2013; 

Sayer, 2000). Importantly, effects or events can have a variety of causal mechanisms and may 

be thought of as tendential rather than certain, as the effect of a given causal mechanism is 

shaped by social, spatial, and temporal contexts and relationships with other objects, 

structures and mechanisms (Jessop, 2005; New, 2005; Potter & López, 2001; Sayer, 2000).  

Critical realist inquiry 

Critical realist research can focus on behaviour, events, and the processes and structures, 

causal tendencies, mechanisms and relations that shape those behaviours, events or 

outcomes (Easton, 2010; New, 2005). It may also be concerned with the construction and 

acceptance of misleading or false ideas and beliefs, particularly when they are founded in 

structural power (Dean, Joseph, & Norrie, 2005). Critical realism allows for a range of 

epistemological and methodological approaches on the proviso that they are ontologically 

consistent in that they follow from a belief in an ‘actual’ realm, and that they are, to some 

extent, ‘critical’ (Coole, 2005). Critical realism also emphasises the importance of 

understanding meaning and thus there may be interpretive or hermeneutic aspects to critical 

realist inquiry; however meaning must be considered in light of material and structural 

components (Sayer, 2000).  

Critical realism — as suggested by the use of the term ‘critical’ — is often associated with 

emancipatory politics and goals and, as such power and structures are often objects of 

critical realist inquiry. Structures are understood as something we inherit, as having an 

existence that affects us, and as something we reproduce and thus may change (Buch-

Hansen, 2005; Potter & López, 2001). Their causal power and the relative powers accorded to 

structure versus agency is debated even amongst critical realists (Jessop, 2005; Potter & 

López, 2001), however critical realism at least provides a framework that links and can 

explore both, as well as how they interact (Cruickshank, 2003; Jessop, 2005).  
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Epistemology 

Social constructionism 

“The only way of knowing a socially constructed world is knowing it from within. We can never stand 

outside it” (Smith, 2004: 28). 

Social constructionism is a theory that states that realities and meanings are created and 

constructed socially; through interactions, relations, and language (Burr, 2003; Houston, 

2001). Social constructionists contend that all knowledge, all understandings, are situated; 

they are spatially, culturally, historically, temporally contextual and contingent (Houston, 

2001). Enlightenment and foundationalist thinkers held that scientific knowledge was 

objective, certain, and that objects contained inherent meaning that could be discovered 

through scientific inquiry (Crotty, 1998). Social constructionism emerged out of postmodern 

and poststructuralist critiques of these fields, challenged the idea that knowledge is ever 

objectively produced, and urged us to question the assumptions we have made about our 

world (Burr, 2003; Gergen, 1985; Houston, 2001; Usher, 1997). Social constructionists are 

sceptical of rationality and objectivity and dispute that anything is (pre)determined or has 

universal or (pre)ordained meaning and existence (Crotty, 1998; Houston, 2001). 

Rather, in social constructionism all knowledge is thought to be situated; produced from a 

particular perspective, and through interactions with particular people, is influenced by 

history and culture (Burr, 2003; Usher, 1997). Knowledge and meaning “are constructed by 

human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting” (Crotty, 1998: 43), and 

that engagement is socially, temporally, and culturally mediated (Crotty, 1998). Indeed, 

knowledge, “is therefore seen not as something that a person has or doesn’t have, but as 

something that people do together” (Burr, 2003: 9).  

Crotty (1998) argued that true social constructionism does not argue that all meaning is 

entirely subjective, which is what some researchers who identify as ‘strong’ social 

constructionists contend. Rather, he argued that “subject and object emerge as partners in 

the generation of meaning” (Crotty, 1998: 9), which differentiates social constructionists 

from what might be called the ‘pure’ or ‘strong’ postmodernists and poststructuralists who 

contend that all meaning, knowledge, and even reality emerge from individual 

consciousness. Crotty’s ‘true’ social constructionism is more aligned with what is described 



16 

 

by others as ‘weak’ social constructionism; the idea that our experiences and knowledges are 

socially constructed but that we construct them from a reality which has some actual 

existence (Byrne, 2009). 

This differentiation is particularly important in the present work as strong social 

constructionism is incompatible with a critical realist ontology, given that critical realists 

acknowledge an ‘actual’, intransitive realm of reality, and strong social constructionists deny 

that the intransitive exists (New, 2005). Weak social constructionism, or Crotty’s (1998: 45) 

view of social constructionism leaves room for ‘intentionality’, that is, the idea that subject 

and object, “distinguishable as they are, are always united.” This is a foundational idea in 

phenomenology, discussed below. As such, critical realism and weak social constructionism 

need not be incompatible. Both share a kind of epistemological relativism; that is, the view 

that knowledge is situated, partial, contextual, and socially and discoursively produced (Al-

Amoudi & Willmott, 2011; Potter & López, 2001; Sayer, 2000) and “bears the mark of its 

social origins” (Sayer, 2000: 90). Yet this is not the ‘radical relativism’ of postmodernists and 

strong social constructionists, in that there is an ‘actual’, referent reality to ground 

knowledges in. As expressed by Potter and López (2001: 9), the “production of knowledge is 

a social process…However knowledge cannot be reduced to its sociological determinants of 

production. Truth is relative to be sure but there is still both truth and error (as well as 

lies!)”. The epistemic overlap has often been overlooked; given the ontological conflict 

between strong social constructionism and critical realism, scholars have been polarised, 

which has limited the exploration of shared theories and positions (Al-Amoudi & Willmott, 

2011). 

Social constructionism, particularly weak social constructionism, has been employed in 

emancipatory research. Social constructionists deny that anything about our worlds is 

inevitable or fixed and, as such, their research may examine both how the world has come to 

be this way and shed light on how it might be changed. If structural forces are thought to 

have come into existence because of human actions, and re-constituted in our daily existence 

(Healey, 2006), then we can “make other worlds possible” (Gibson-Graham, 2008: 623). 

Problematising the way things are, positioning things that are seen as ‘given’ or ‘fixed’ as 

things that have been made thus, and critiquing the status quo are important contributions 
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of social constructionism (Hacking, 1999). This positioning is something that Sara Ahmed 

(2004: 180) described as ‘wonder’:  

“what appear before consciousness, as objects of perception, are not simply given, but are 

effects of history…Wonder is about learning to see the world as something that does not have 

to be, and as something that came to be, over time, and with work”. 

She cited both Marxism and feminism as philosophies or theories of wonder, and these are 

schools of thought perhaps more commonly linked to critical realism. Yet, critical realism, 

social constructionism and, as will be explored later on, phenomenology, all share this 

orientation of ‘wonder’ toward the way the world is. 

Feminist standpoint theory 

Feminist standpoint theory stems from critical realism, critical theory and constructionism, 

and has its roots in Marxism, feminism and womanism (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; Collins, 

1997; Hekman, 1997; Sismondo, 2001; Smith, 2004). The crux of feminist standpoint theory is 

the idea that those experiencing phenomena may have direct and unique access to 

knowledge of them, and thus their perspective should receive epistemic privilege; for 

example, those who are oppressed are best positioned to inform researchers about the 

nature of structural privilege and oppression (Jagger, 2004; New, 2005; Sismondo, 2001; 

Walby, 2001; Wylie, 2003). Feminist standpoint theory is often used when the focus is on 

understanding everyday lives and relationships between members of marginalised groups, 

and between them and structural power (Kasper, 1994). Feminist standpoint theory suggests 

that in some contexts some people and groups may be “epistemically privileged” (Wylie, 

2003: 26); it equips researchers with a way to navigate and evaluate “rival knowledges” 

(Walby, 2001: 488) and competing realities and worldviews. As such it ties in with critical 

realism, in that the structures shaping experiences do exist, can be known about, and that 

some interpretations and understandings may be considered ‘better’ than others. This 

epistemological approach also requires researchers to situate themselves and consider their 

own positionality, particularly in the context of structural power, and consider how this may 

affect their research (Campbell & Wasco, 2000).  

Although feminist standpoint theory originated from feminist scholarship and feminist 

critiques of a science that had ignored the personal and subjective (Kasper, 1994), it has since 

been extended and expanded. Women’s lives are shaped by a number of different factors 
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after all, and gender is not the sole axis of oppression (Hall & Stevens, 1991; Walby, 2001). In 

rightly criticising white feminists who ignored (and indeed, often continue to ignore) race as 

something central to the experiences of women, bell hooks (2000: 16) argued that black 

women have a “special vantage point” and can use their knowledge to challenge the status 

quo and, “create a counter-hegemony”. Further to this, feminist standpoint theory 

encourages a critical lens for looking at established frameworks and privileged knowledge 

systems, which are often a “suspiciously good fit” with the way that privileged people 

understand social life, or are particularly convenient for those who hold structural power 

(Harding, 2004: 17). As Jagger (2004: 56) argued:  

“In a society where the production of knowledge is controlled by a certain class, the 

knowledge produced will reflect the interests and values of that class…the prevailing 

knowledge and science interpret reality from the standpoint of the ruling class”. 

This version of standpoint theory, informed by an intersectional4 understanding of identity 

and kyriarchal5 conception of privilege and structural power, has been employed in this 

project.  

Feminist standpoint theory is useful in understanding lived experience, the construction of 

lived experiences, and the positioning of people as experts on their own lives — a 

perspective shared by phenomenologists. As such, it is embedded in the personal, the 

embodied, the situated, the contextual, the mundane, and the partial. For a study focussed 

on lived experience, feminist standpoint theory offers an epistemological framework 

                                                      
4 The term ‘intersectionality’ and the notion of ‘intersectional identities’ is attributed to critical race 

theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991), and it describes the existence of multiple axes of identity 

that govern an individual’s lived experiences and relationships to power. An intersectional 

perspective of identity recognises intragroup difference, the fact that one may simultaneously belong 

to multiple marginalised or privileged identity groups, may belong to one identity group that is 

privileged and another that is marginalised, that an individual’s different identities may be in conflict 

with one another at times, and that identities cannot be divided from one another in the analysis of 

lived experience (Bruns, 2010; Cole, 2009; Maddison & Scalmer, 2006; Matsuda, 1991). For example, 

‘islander’ is an identity that all in the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah community share, but it is 

not their only identity, and within the bounds of ‘islander’ identity is scope for a great deal of 

difference. 
5 ‘Kyriarchy’ is a term coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (1992) and derives from kyrios, which 

means ‘master’, and archein, which means ‘to rule’ (Bobel & Kissling, 2011). It describes a system of 

“interlocking structures of domination” (Schüssler Fiorenza, 1992:8), which recognises that gender is 

not the sole determinant of one’s lived experiences and access to power. Kyriarchy expands on the 

notion of ‘patriarchy’ to incorporate the multiple, intersecting and co-constitutive structures of power 

that shape lived experiences (Aquino, 2007; Bruns, 2010), that intersectionality (see above) requires us 

to account for.  
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sensitive to both the personal and the structural, that allows for a complex understanding of 

identity, privilege and marginality, and that leaves room for multiple truths and 

perspectives.  

Lessons from critical Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies 

The case study selected for this project — North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah (see 

discussion of case study below) — included a sizeable Indigenous community, primarily the 

Quandamooka Peoples, who had recently achieved the first successful Native Title Consent 

Determinations in South East Queensland (see Appendix 1). This Determination was a 

critical factor shaping the North Stradbroke Island Protection and Sustainability Act (2011) (see 

Chapter 6) and the transition processes that followed. As such, it was necessary to consider 

Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies in order to ensure this research would be 

ethical, meaningful, and would not contribute to the tradition of non-Indigenous researchers 

exploiting and appropriating the experiences of Indigenous Peoples without any kind of 

reciprocity (Battiste, 2008; Louis, 2007). The specific case study was chosen about 14 months 

into the research process so much of my research approach had already been established, 

which is not ideal.6 However, given my approach was grounded in feminist and other 

critical epistemologies and storytelling methodology (see below) there was considerable 

overlap and an overall compatibility between these approaches and critical Indigenous 

epistemologies and methodologies.  

Critical Indigenous epistemologies emphasise experiential and contextual knowledges that 

are grounded in place (Battiste, 2008; Louis, 2007); thus relationships to place, and between 

people and place, are critical. As Wilson (2008: 87) expressed, knowledge “itself is held in 

the relationships and connections formed with the environment that surrounds us”. The 

emphasis on place in critical Indigenous epistemologies is consistent with my use of 

emotional geographies (see Chapter 3). Critical Indigenous epistemologies also tend to 

position knowledge as something relational; it emerges from and through relationships, as 

opposed to being something owned by individuals (Christensen, 2012; Wilson, 2008). In 

order to share this knowledge, then, it is important to present it in a holistic, contextual, and 

                                                      
6 It took some time to find a case study to research an ongoing transition planning process that fit 

within the time and resource constraints of a PhD.  
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situated way (Wilson, 2008), and the researcher must situate themselves and critically reflect 

on their own positionality and subjectivity (Baskin, 2005; Hart, 2010). This emphasis on the 

social situatedness of knowledge and its relational construction suggests a consistency 

between critical Indigenous epistemologies and both social constructionism and feminist 

standpoint theory (Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2001). 

Storytelling (discussed later in this chapter in the section ‘Interview style – “Voices from the 

Borderlands”’) is an important part of Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies 

(Battiste, 2008; Cajete, 2008; Christensen, 2012; Hart, 2010). Storytelling is central in the 

knowledge traditions of so many Indigenous communities, and storytelling as a research 

method can be appropriate (Bird et al., 2009; Gorman & Toombs, 2009). Indeed, Christensen 

(2012: 233-234) writes that, “in collaborative research with Indigenous 

communities…storytelling and knowledge sharing are often one and the same”. Listening 

and being open to the ideas of others is a fundamental part of this process (Louis, 2007). 

Hart (2010: 10) calls for “deep listening and hearing with more than the ears”, that is, paying 

attention to the emotional content of stories and our own responses to them. Again, this 

emphasis on listening and feeling resonates with emotional geographies (see Chapter 3), 

which values emotions as a site of knowledge, and with phenomenology, which requires an 

openness to new perspectives.  

A fundamental principle of ethical research with Indigenous Peoples is reciprocity (Baskin, 

2005; Hart, 2010); reciprocity is important for any collaborative, community-based, or 

justice-oriented research, but is especially so when working with Indigenous communities. 

When non-Indigenous researchers engage in research relationships with Indigenous people, 

“the research should empower and benefit Indigenous communities and cultures, not just 

researchers, their educational institutions, or Canadian [read: mainstream] society” (Battiste, 

2008: 501). Ideally, such projects should be highly collaborative and jointly managed 

(Battiste, 2008); unfortunately this was not achieved in this project, partly due to the late 

stage at which a case study was selected, and partly due to the project’s scope. As this 

project included the entire North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah community, rather than 

focussing particularly or exclusively on the Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples of 

the Island, a truly collaborative partnership with a local Indigenous organisation was not 
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thought feasible. In order to offer something in the way of reciprocity, and something that 

may be of some use to the Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples of the Island (as 

well as the non-Indigenous community), I am producing a discussion paper summarising 

findings for their use, focussed on the key issues and priorities that emerged in this research. 

This paper, along with all other products of this research project, will be made available to 

the Island community (see Chapter 10).  

Social constructionism, feminist standpoint theory, and critical Indigenous 

epistemologies 

The first two epistemologies discussed here — weak social constructionism and feminist 

standpoint theory — are not often explicitly employed together. Yet, both share connections 

to a critical realist ontology and to a phenomenological methodology, and both can shed 

light on the other. Social constructionism informs us about the nature of knowledge as 

inherently situated, partial, and shaped by social, cultural, and temporal contexts, and 

feminist standpoint theory gives researchers a way to understand these different 

perspectives in light of the relationships they bear to structural power — something that is, 

in and of itself, a social construction with material impacts on lived experiences. Critical 

Indigenous epistemologies also highlight the situated, contextual and experiential 

dimensions of knowledge, and often have an emancipatory orientation. Together, social 

constructionism, feminist standpoint theory and critical Indigenous epistemologies present 

an epistemological framework for exploring the construction of situated knowledges and 

meanings and for understanding how and why those knowledges and meaning can differ as 

dramatically as they may do. As such, they lead quite naturally to phenomenology.  

Phenomenology as methodology 

Phenomenology was founded by Edmund Husserl (Crotty, 1998; Luft, 2011) and is a 

theoretical framework for the exploration phenomena as they are (Latham, 2001; Moustakas, 

1994; Silverman, 1980). It is particularly concerned with lived experiences (Pernecky & 

Jamal, 2010; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007) and the structures shaping those experiences 

(Brearley, 2001). In this section I explore some of the key concepts in phenomenology, its 
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ontological and epistemological underpinnings, and the research methods used in 

phenomenological inquiry.  

There are various branches to phenomenology, including descriptive, hermeneutic, 

interpretive, transcendental, and existential phenomenologies (Barnacle, 2001a; Lopez & 

Willis, 2004; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). These approaches can be quite different from one 

another (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010), including by differing in their ontological positioning 

(Converse, 2012). However, these terms are not always used consistently, and different 

phenomenologists have been ascribed by others to varying branches. It is beyond the scope 

of this chapter to provide a comparative overview;7 the works cited in this section are drawn 

from several different branches of phenomenology, particularly hermeneutic, transcendental 

and existential phenomenologies. There is one key point of difference between 

phenomenological approaches that must be explicitly reconciled to maintain the 

compatibility and coherence of this framework; in early phenomenology (as outlined by 

Husserl and often described as ‘descriptive phenomenology’), it was thought that 

phenomenological inquiry could achieve an understanding of the universal ‘essence’ of a 

phenomenon in a way that transcends culture and context (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Simpson, 

2007). This is an assertion that later phenomenologists, and those in, for example, 

hermeneutic and interpretative traditions disputed, and instead they argued that context — 

or the ‘lifeworld’ — could never be wholly overcome or set aside (Lopez & Willis, 2004; 

Simpson, 2007). Guided as I am by critical realism and social constructionism, I follow the 

later phenomenologists in their belief that context and culture can never be entirely shed 

and set aside, and as such I do not pursue a universal or decontextualised understanding of 

the phenomena explored in this thesis.  

There are two foundational concepts critical for understanding my application of 

phenomenology to the case study, which I will briefly explore here. Intentionality is a central 

concept in phenomenology and is a philosophy of consciousness which holds that all 

thinking, all conscious activity, is always directed to or at something (Creswell, 2007; Crotty, 

1998; Moustakas, 1994; Pernecky & Jamal, 2010). Intentionality describes an iterative 

relationship between subject and object; when “the mind becomes conscious of something, 

                                                      
7 For such an overview, see Barnacle (2001c) and Lopez & Willis (2004). 
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when it ‘knows’ something, it reaches out to, and into, that object… Consciousness is 

directed towards the object; the object is shaped by consciousness” (Crotty, 1998: 44). 

Intentionality thus challenges the subject/object divide (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994) by 

foregrounding the object — the other — in the understanding of the subject, and suggesting 

that in meaning the two are inseparable (Barnacle, 2001b; Moustakas, 1994). That said, some 

phenomenologists have argued that the object being perceived may not necessarily exist 

(Moustakas, 1994), or in critical realist terms, the object need not be in the realm of the 

‘actual’. 

‘Bracketing’ is when the researcher seeks to identify and then set aside — insofar as is 

possible given the ontological lessons of critical realism and the epistemological lessons of 

social constructionism — their own pre-existing notions, experiences, and ideas about a 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). This process is also described as adopting the state of 

‘epoche’: “to refrain from judgment, to abstain from or stay away from the everyday, 

ordinary way of perceiving things” (Moustakas, 1994: 33). Bracketing allows for the 

researcher to consider new perspectives and to reimagine the thing as it is. 

Phenomenologists:  

“attempt descriptions of presentations without prejudicing the results by taking for granted 

the history, causality, intersubjectivity, and value we ordinarily associate with our 

experience, and to examine with absolute care the fabric of the world of daily life so that we 

may grasp its source and its direction” (Natanson, 1973: 8).  

In descriptive Husserlian phenomenology, bracketing suggests the process of entirely 

setting aside one’s own perspective, cultural influences and preconceptions; however 

phenomenologists influenced more by Heidegger see this objective perspective as 

impossible (Latham, 2001; Lopez & Willis, 2004; Sharkey, 2001). Rather, for this tradition of 

phenomenologists, the bracketing process is about critically reflecting on and making 

explicit the preconceived notions brought to research, and the structures, norms and 

cultures that shape our thinking (in critical realist terms, the ways of thinking and 

understanding that we have inherited, and the structures in which we think and act) (Lopez 

& Willis, 2004). Bracketing might also perhaps be understood as adopting the position of 

wonder that social constructionist, feminist and critical theory-based research advocates 

(Ahmed, 2004) — indeed, Barnacle (2001b: 3) argued that, “phenomenology begins with 

wonder” — wherein we position ourselves to question our understanding of the things and 
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phenomena we believe we know, not only in order to understand them differently but in the 

hopes of changing them.  

Ontological and epistemological underpinnings of phenomenology  

Phenomenology can be consistent with critical realism (Archer, 2000; Coole, 2005). This is 

because (most types of) phenomenology and critical realism acknowledge the actual 

existence of things, emphasise the importance of perception, and recognise an embodied, 

perspectival, subjective partial consciousness in understanding our worlds and experiences 

(Archer, 2000; Coole, 2005; Moustakas, 1994). Indeed, phenomenology calls for a return to, 

or focus on, the things themselves (Latham, 2001; Moustakas, 1994; Silverman, 1980), which 

demonstrates a faith in and the importance of the actuality of things that critical realists 

would certainly sympathise with.  

Phenomenologists acknowledges that our understanding and interpretations of phenomena 

are shaped by (pre)conceptions and (pre)understandings, and that our understanding is 

always situated and contextual (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). We are 

participants in the world that we are trying to understand, not observers (Latham, 2001). In 

critical realist terms, we inherit structures and meanings that shape our understanding of 

the world — we do not construct meaning from a state of tabula rasa. Phenomenology 

provides a means both to examine lived experience of a phenomenon and to consider the 

structures shaping said experience (Creswell, 2007; Sharkey, 2001), an important goal of 

critical realism. Phenomenological research moves from individual lived experiences to “the 

underlying structures or essences in that experience” (Sharkey, 2001: 19).  

In focussing on lifeworlds and trying to problematise, and even set aside (to the fullest 

extent possible) preconceptions about objects in order to see them differently, 

phenomenological inquiry may help critical realists understand ‘the real’ (Coole, 2005). 

Coole (2005: 127) argued that the way phenomenologists have conceptualised agency — “as 

emerging out of the body-world dialectic” — is both appealing to and compatible with the 

way Bhaskar conceptualised the mind as the “emergent power of matter” (Bhaskar in Coole, 

2005: 127). Phenomenologists (like critical realists) share an interest in the structural 

influences on and of phenomena (Natanson, 1973), and in the constitution, experience and 

particularities of difference and identity (Hay, 2006; Natanson, 1973; Pernecky & Jamal, 
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2010). In this way, and in the space for phenomenology to focus on “embodiment and 

embodied experience” (Simonsen, 2012: 15) phenomenology may support emancipatory 

research. Ahmed (2007: 150), for example, has taken a phenomenological approach to the 

study of ‘whiteness’ and explored how this privileged racialisation “is lived as a background 

to experience.” Similarly, Simonsen (2012: 18) argued that, “relationship between power and 

experience draws attention to encounters with different bodies”, highlighting the connection 

between phenomenology and feminist and postcolonial research.  

Phenomenology is also closely linked with social constructionism. In the words of Crotty 

(1998:12), phenomenology and constructionism “are so intertwined that one could hardly be 

phenomenological while espousing either an objectivist or a subjectivist epistemology.” This 

is because of the intertwined nature of the object and observer in phenomenology, expressed 

by the notion of ‘intentionality’. Here, phenomenology is closely tied with the social 

constructionist notion that knowledge emerges from relationships and interactions between 

people and things.  

Phenomenological research methods 

Phenomenological methods typically include in-depth interviews (Creswell, 2007; 

Moustakas, 1994) and may also involve other forms of data, such as observations, creative 

expressions such as poetry and paintings, and documents (Creswell, 2007). 

Phenomenological research will select participants who have or are experiencing a 

phenomenon, and explore their lived experiences of it (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). As 

such it recognises, as consistent with feminist standpoint theory, that participants are 

experts on their own lived experiences (Welch, 2001). Phenomenologists often understand 

the research process as a co-construction of data, meaning and knowledge (Welch, 2001); as 

expressed by Pernecky and Jamal (2010: 1069):  

“The researcher and the participant co-construct the data and work together to produce 

meaning; together, they elucidate the conditions in which understanding takes place. The 

participant engages in interpreting and assigning meaning to the experience; in recounting 

this to the researcher, another level of interpretation occurs: co-construction of the experience 

as recounted by the participant to the researcher (also influenced by particular cultural and 

social forces”.  

This emphasis on the co-construction of knowledge has a strong affinity with the 

storytelling interview method, discussed later in this chapter. Indeed, Welch (2001: 65) 
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recommends the use of stories in phenomenological research as an important way lived 

experiences can be shared and understood; he argued that, “our lives are inextricably 

intertwined with stories giving expression to our life narrative. It forms the basis of 

meaning-making giving shape to our lives”, and they can help us understand “the essence 

of experience”. 

Analytically, phenomenology instructs researchers to analyse data thematically, being 

guided by significant quotes and passages (Creswell, 2007). We are then to develop:  

“a textual description of the experiences of the persons (what participants experienced), a 

structural description of their experiences (how they experienced it in terms of the conditions, 

situations or context), and a combination of the textual and structural descriptions to convey 

an overall essence of the experience” (Creswell, 2007: 60). 

This approach provides a way to move from individual experiences to collective themes to 

structural contexts, and a means to create a composite picture of the nature of a 

phenomenon and the way in which it is experienced (Creswell, 2007). 

Thematic analysis in phenomenological research is not guided by abstract theories or 

principles. Rather the analysis should start from a position of ‘wonder’, and the themes 

created should be built around what it was like to experience the phenomenon being 

studied from the perspectives of participants (Welch, 2001). Phenomenological writing tends 

to involve thick, evocative language and descriptions, and “invites the reader to encounter 

the phenomenon in a new and fresh way”, in a way that may illuminate the meanings and 

structures of lived experiences (Sharkey, 2001: 18). 

Phenomenology is less about a list of fixed protocols to adhere to strictly than it is a 

“philosophical stance that values the nature of human existence and the personal meaning 

of experience” (Welch, 2001: 66). This stance guides both the conduct of interviews — which 

must then value lived experience, stories, personal meanings and the role of participants as 

experts and co-creators of knowledge — and a process of analysis that seeks to understand 

the construction of those perspectives and experiences (Welch, 2001). 

A critical phenomenology 

Phenomenology is sometimes critiqued for being too descriptive or interpretive, and for 

lacking a critical orientation. Crotty (1998), for example, condemned much modern 
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phenomenology, as he believed it is focussed too much on describing subjective experiences 

of research participants in a way that is subjectivist — that is, a pure post-modern approach, 

not what he described as a ‘constructionist’ approach — and is thus uncritical. These 

phenomenologists, according to him, are neglecting the phenomenon —the ‘thing itself’ that 

is supposed to be the centre of phenomenological inquiry— and in doing so may be 

allowing oppressive structures to escape critique (Crotty, 1998). Although some 

phenomenological research may fit this critique, phenomenology is not inherently uncritical. 

Indeed, Crotty (1998: 61) argued that phenomenology continued the “radical critique” in the 

critical tradition of Marxist theory, and asserted that “the phenomenological movement 

declared itself from the start a philosophy of radical criticism”. Phenomenology often calls 

for a critical lens to be used in re-examining our accepted, socially and culturally constructed 

beliefs, views and meanings, and to seek other perspectives on phenomena (Crotty, 1998; 

Moustakas, 1994). Lopez and Willis (2004), for example, outlined a ‘critical hermeneutics’ 

approach to phenomenology, which centres marginalised voices and the historical, 

structural and other ‘hidden’ influences on lived experiences. The social constructionist 

influence on certain branches of phenomenology, of course, suggest that these attempts to 

set culture and preconceptions to one side when examining phenomena is not wholly 

possible, as meaning emerges through the interaction between objects of inquiry and a 

situated consciousness. Therefore, the result of phenomenological inquiry is not:  

“a presuppositionless description of phenomena, but…a reinterpretation. It will be as much a 

construction as the sense we have laid aside, but…reinterpretation — as new meaning, or 

fuller meaning, or renewed meaning — it is precisely what phenomenologists are after” 

(Crotty, 1998: 82). 

The critical phenomenology I seek to use here is based on the lived experiences and 

meanings of people experiencing a ‘transition’ phenomena, underpinned by an interest in 

how lived experiences are shaped by power structures. The experiences and meanings are 

valued in and of themselves, but also in the light they shed on the ‘thing itself’ — on the 

transition process — and how they illuminate the construction of those experiences and 

meanings, i.e. the social, spatial, temporal, cultural, and hegemonic structures that mediate 

our understandings of the world. As such I draw from the branch of phenomenology that 

has emphasised the value of lived experience. Yet by drawing these experiences back to ‘the 

thing itself’, by examining the factors that have shaped those experiences and by considering 
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the influence of and resistance against dominant structures, I hope I continue in the critical 

tradition of some phenomenologists, and the critical realists and critical theorists drawn 

upon in this work.  

Methods for data collection and analysis 

Interview style — “Voices from the Borderlands”8 

Stories — defined as “a conceptual space representing events, people and objects” (Collins et 

al., 2003: 105) — can be an important part of phenomenological research (Welch, 2001), and 

are often used in case study research (Woodside, 2010). Stories can be told in a number of 

different ways in order to elicit different emotions and convey different meanings (Collins et 

al., 2003; Throgmorton, 2003) and provide a means to explore lived experience. As forms of 

data and as ways of interpreting and presenting research, stories have become more 

prominent in social research as multiculturalism and feminism have advanced (Koch, 1998). 

These bodies of theory have often stressed the importance of the personal and the lived in 

order to understand phenomena, and, as in standpoint theory, the expertise of people 

experiencing an event rather than of detached researchers and observers.  

Storytelling has been employed in a wide range of social research areas, including health, 

education and youth research, planning and human geography, and critical race studies (see 

Bailey & Tilley, 2002; Bird et al., 2009; Kasper, 1994; Koch, 1998; Nelson et al., 2008; Parker & 

Lynn, 2002; Sandercock, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Throgmorton, 2003; Williams, 

Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003). As a form of data, stories convey a depth of meaning and allow 

for a contextual and nuanced understanding of the experiences of others, and storytelling as 

a process of data collection can help both participant and researcher draw out patterns, 

memories, mistakes, strengths, lessons, knowledge, emotions, contexts, and perspectives 

(Nelson et al., 2008; Throgmorton, 2003; Williams, Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003). Storytelling 

can also be used to challenge the status quo and existing power structures and bring 

subjugated knowledges to light (Parker & Lynn, 2002; Saarikoski, 2002; Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002; Williams, Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003). As such, this method may help us shift 

                                                      
8 Sandercock (1995). 
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perspectives and dominant ways of understanding phenomena, making storytelling a 

valuable tool in phenomenological and critical realism-oriented research.  

Storytelling is also valuable in another sense; it can be beneficial for participants, as well as 

for researchers. It can strengthen the identity of participants, build confidence in 

marginalised and vulnerable people and communities, discover commonality and shared 

experiences, create a sense of belonging, and identify issues for further research and action 

(Williams, Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003). Storytelling can also be cathartic; this method gives 

people a space to talk about themselves, and the experience of having their stories, 

knowledge, emotions and experiences heard and valued can be healing and empowering in 

and of itself (hooks, 2010; Koch, 1998; Russell, 1999; Sandercock, 2001; Williams, Labonte, & 

O’Brien, 2003).  

Stories are not only important generators of knowledge by exploring past experiences, 

storytelling about the future may be constitutive. Planners and the people participating in 

planning and transition processes shape the future as they craft stories about it, and those 

stories can shape our imagination of alternatives and constitute the future (Sandercock, 2001; 

Throgmorton, 2003). Storytelling may allow new narratives to be created and shared and 

may contribute to the reconstructing and reconstituting of systems and communities 

(Throgmorton, 2003; Williams, Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003). When we tell and retell stories, 

“we are also reproducing ourselves and our behaviours” (Sandercock, 2001: 16), and being 

listened to on one’s own terms may make a person, “more conscious of her world and, thus, 

better able to act upon it” (Rutledge Shields & Dervin, 1993: 76). The social constructionist 

influence on storytelling is clear — in this emphasis on the importance of the way we think 

and create meaning, the stories we tell help to constitute our worlds (Gibson-Graham, 2008; 

Healey, 2006). Further to this, storytelling method does not claim nor does it seek any one 

Truth; rather this method is about exploring meanings and analysing interpretations of 

phenomena (Bailey & Tilley, 2002; Sandercock, 2001; Sarkissian, 1997; Throgmorton, 2003), 

and as such, it is consistent with critical realism, social constructionism, and 

phenomenology.  
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Methods for finding and creating stories 

Stories can be found and told through a number of different methods, including journaling, 

observing, and listening (Koch, 1998). Semi- or un-structured interviews, sometimes 

independently and sometimes in tandem with other methods, are an established way for 

finding stories and exploring the knowledge contained therein (Bailey & Tilley, 2002; Bird et 

al., 2009; Kasper, 1994; Koch, 1998).9 In this section I give Anne Kasper’s (1994) study 

particular consideration, because it substantially informed my methods of data collection 

and data analysis. Kasper conducted phenomenologically-influenced research into how 

women with breast cancer manage the crisis and handle the effects on their identities as 

women. She inquired into their ability to cope with serious situations, and asked how they 

created meaning, how they made decisions in difficult circumstances, and how they “were 

able to reweave the patterns of their lives” (Kasper, 1994: 278). Kasper (1994: 268) employed 

a qualitative feminist methodology linked — albeit not explicitly — to feminist standpoint 

theory, where the goal was to centre the experiences of women “from the standpoint of the 

women themselves”. She conducted long, open-ended, largely unstructured interviews with 

breast cancer survivors, and empowered them to participate actively in shaping the research 

process (Kasper, 1994). Recasting participants as active co-creators of knowledge as opposed 

to passive objects of study is an important component of a methodology that seeks to 

challenge conventional power structures reproduced in traditional research (Hall & Stevens, 

1991; Kasper, 1994; Rutledge Shields & Dervin, 1993), something important to critical realist, 

social constructionist, phenomenological and feminist standpoint research. Kasper (1994: 

271) only had one formal question that she posed to each participant, and “listening, rather 

than dialogue or a string of questions is an essential component of this methodology. 

Listening may be more valuable to the collection of data than the most carefully crafted 

questions”. Open-ended ‘how’ questions can also be useful for this style of interview, as 

they can encourage reflection and prompt storytelling (Bernard & Ryan, 2010). I adopted 

this open-ended, listening-focussed approach to interviews.  

                                                      
9 For examples, see Reardon et al. (1993), Solórzano & Yosso (2002), Veroff et al. (1993), and Williams, 

Labonte, & O’Brien (2003). 
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Analysing storytelling data  

In addition to the analytical approaches previously discussed in the ‘Phenomenology as 

Methodology’ section, Kasper’s case also provides some valuable guidance for analysing the 

data yielded by story-based interviews. The first stage of analysis is “accomplished by the 

respondents themselves” (Kasper, 1994: 275). The information shared with her during 

interviews had already been analysed, interpreted, and selected by participants for its 

personal meaning and importance (Kasper, 1994), and this early stage of analysis has been 

noted by other researchers using storytelling method (Bailey & Tilley, 2002; Throgmorton, 

2003). The second stage involves finding connections between statements and meanings, 

how meanings are connected to the broader themes within the participant’s story, and then 

finding connections across the stories of all participants (Kasper, 1994). This process echoes 

what other researchers recommend for analysis in phenomenology, where themes emerge 

based on significant quotes and passages and not from abstract theories (Creswell, 2007; 

Welch, 2001). The third stage of analysis focusses on linking and comparing the connections, 

meanings and themes identified in the second stage to the theoretical framework of the 

research process (Kasper, 1994). The focus on thematic analysis and looking for emergent 

themes has been used by other researchers working with story data (Bird et al., 2009; Nelson 

et al., 2008; Veroff et al., 1993). This three-stage approach enables researchers to “move from 

the particular and personal, through increasingly more generalized levels of meaning, and 

finally to an analysis of private meanings in a larger social context” (Kasper, 1994: 277). This 

process of making connections between stories, broader meanings and contexts and 

thematic analysis ties in with phenomenological approaches that use stories of lived 

experience to learn about structures and to create a composite understanding of the ‘essence’ 

of a thing (Creswell, 2007; Sharkey, 2001; Welch, 2001). This was the basis of my analytical 

process (see the section ‘My research process’ later in this chapter). 

Single case study  

Case studies are a way to explore a particular real-world issue or phenomenon in 

considerable detail, depth, and in its given context, with the goal of a deep and rich 

understanding of the case in question (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Woodside, 2010; Yin, 2009), 

particularly when that case is particularly complex or distinctive (Schrank, 2006). The case 

study approach allows for the description of a phenomenon, and for it to be explored in a 
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multi-faced, multi-perspectival way which “supports the deconstruction and the subsequent 

reconstruction of various phenomena” (Baxter & Jack, 2008: 544). It can be used to study, 

“emerging practices” (Fischler, 2000: 194), and can yield results to inform practice 

(Flyvbjerg, 2004). Case studies are often concerned with both what is unique about the case 

and what is common about it, with attention to context, history, and place (Stake, 2005). 

They can be used to ask ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, exploring behaviour, relationships, 

experiences of and within power structures, experiences of difference and conflict, and for 

deepening our understanding of events (Fischler, 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2004). As such, the case 

study is a valuable tool in phenomenological research and can be consistent with a critical 

realist ontology (Easton, 2010) by enabling the critical exploration of structures and power.  

There are various types of case studies (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2009); this study employs a 

single case study approach. Single case studies are generally employed when there is a 

unique or rare opportunity for access to a case or phenomenon, or because the case is 

unusual in some way (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Single case studies allow for a rich 

exploration and description of phenomena (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and more detail 

than could be collected if multiple cases were included (Hammersley & Gomm, 2000). They 

can challenge preconceptions about a phenomenon, and/or about what is known (Gillham, 

2010), as phenomenology calls upon researchers to do. The proposed closure of the sand 

mining industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and accompanying transition 

process offered a unique and rare case study opportunity. The section ‘Significance of case’ 

explains this further; not only would finding other cases to compare and contrast it to be 

difficult (if not impossible), the complexity and uniqueness of the case warranted as much 

depth and detail as could be feasibly achieved in a PhD project.  

There are a few challenges with case study research. Case studies explore an issue “within a 

bounded system” (Creswell, 2007: 73) but determining the boundaries — spatial, temporal, 

demographic, and more — can be difficult (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this particular case much 

of that is resolved by the fact that North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is clearly delineated 

by water (and by identity), and the Act that instigated the transition process also defined the 

case study area. A second difficulty is that anonymity can be difficult to achieve in case 

study research, as the ‘boundedness’ of the case may enable people to identify participants, 
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even when they are cited anonymously (Darlington & Scott, 2002). Anonymity is especially 

the case in a single case study, where cases cannot be discussed together to protect 

anonymity, and when the case study area is a small as North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. 

This difficulty was handled through the research protocols.10 I made the risk known to 

participants, and gave them the opportunity to review interview extracts before I included 

them in my research so that they could indicate anything that might reveal their identity. 

Although some participants were quite concerned about anonymity, many others were 

fairly relaxed about it — perhaps because their views were already widely known in the 

community.  

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — essential background 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is a sand island just off the south-eastern coast of 

Queensland (see Figure 1). The region of South East Queensland has been experiencing 

rapid growth in recent years, which is expected to continue (Department of Infrastructure 

and Planning, 2009), and Brisbane, Queensland’s capital city, is about 40 kilometres as the 

crow flies from North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

is the largest and outermost island in Moreton Bay, but there are several other inhabited 

islands in the Bay including Coochiemuldo Island, Russell Island, Lamb Island, Karragarra 

Island, Macleay Island and Moreton Island/Moorgumpin (see Figure 2). The former five 

islands and North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah fall under the local jurisdiction of Redland 

City Council. 

  

                                                      
1010This research was initially considered and approved under the expedited review 1 model by the 

Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (Protocol Number: ENV/07/11/HREC). An 

amendment to the ethics application was required after the case study was selected, as the research 

now necessitated a particular focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and additional 

ethical scrutiny was required. The application for amendment included a discussion on how the 

principles for ethical research with Indigenous Peoples as expressed by the Australian Institute of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (2010) and the National Health and Medical Research 

Council (2003) were addressed in my research approach. The amendment was approved by the 

Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee on 10 November, 2011. See Appendix 2 for 

examples of ethics materials. 
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FIGURE 1: LOCATION MAP OF NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND/MINJERRIBAH  

SOURCE: MADE FOR THIS PROJECT BY L. PORUSCHI (2014) IN ARCINFO 10.1 (2012), USING DATA SOURCED FROM STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF SCIENCE, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, INNOVATION AND THE ARTS (2014); STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATIONAL PARKS, RECREATION, SPORT AND RACING (2014); STATE OF 

QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND MINES (2013); AND AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS 

(2010). 
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FIGURE 2: DETAILED MAP OF NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND/MINJERRIBAH AND 

NEIGHBOURING ISLANDS  
SOURCE: MADE FOR THIS PROJECT BY L. PORUSCHI (2014) IN ARCINFO 10.1 (2012), USING DATA SOURCED FROM STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF SCIENCE, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, INNOVATION AND THE ARTS (2014); STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATIONAL PARKS, RECREATION, SPORT AND RACING (2014); STATE OF 

QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND MINES (2013); AND AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS 

(2010). 
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There are three levels of government in Australia; federal, state, and local. The Australian 

Constitution divides power and responsibilities between federal and state governments, and 

local governments are a function of state legislation (Jaensch, 1994). State governments have 

powers over resource management, development, and planning activities, though they 

devolve some of those responsibilities to local governments (Williams, 2007). North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is in the State of Queensland and was placed under the 

jurisdiction of Redland Shire Council (now Redland City Council) in 1947 (Moore, 1993); 

prior to this point, there had been no council governance over the Island. The Island’s 

population is not large enough for them to have their own representative at any level of 

government so they are incorporated into mainland electoral divisions. Even at the local 

government level, the councillor for the Island also represents parts of Cleveland, a 

mainland coastal suburb (see Figure 2).11  

The level of government most relevant and most discussed in this project is the State 

Government of Queensland, as it bears primary responsibility for the management and 

regulation of the mining industry. Indeed, most of the actions leading up to and following 

the transition planning process on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was a result of State 

Government actions, either under the Bligh Government (Australian Labor Party, led by 

Anna Bligh) 2007-2012, or the Newman Government (Liberal-National Party, led by 

Campbell Newman) 2012 — 2015. Redland City Council had limited involvement and little 

influence.  

Without wishing to get too enmeshed in the complex political history of Queensland, there 

are a few key points necessary for comprehending what follows. Firstly, the Australian 

political landscape, including in Queensland, is dominated by political parties; the 

Australian Labor Party (ALP),12 which broadly speaking is centrist or left-of-centre and has 

ties with the unions, the Liberal Party (LP), which tends towards economic conservatism, 

                                                      
11 North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah currently has a Councillor who has been a full time resident of 

the Island, and who still lives there part time. However, the Councillor could just have easily been a 

mainlander living in Cleveland, with little understanding of Island life and few connections with the 

community. 
12 The Island’s votes have generally supported the ALP, and there was a strong Labor Party branch on 

the Island. Party branches composed of citizens who are active members of political parties 

participate in candidate selection, policy development and campaigning.  
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and the National Party (NP), which traditionally represents the views of rural Australians 

and agricultural interests. The Liberal and National Parties typically form a Coalition in 

Parliament, however in Queensland these parties have been officially merged to form the 

Liberal-National Party (LNP).  

Secondly, Queensland — unlike the other Australian state governments — does not have a 

bicameral parliament. The other states (as well as the federal government) have both a lower 

house of representatives and an upper house senate; Queensland only has the lower house. 

The unicameral system increases the power of the executive and limits oversight.  

Thirdly, the regulation and control of development in Queensland by the State Government 

has a murky and complex history. The long reign of Premier Bjelke-Petersen (1968-1987) was 

characterised by “unbridled development of mining and tourist projects” (Gibson, 1991: 

291). It was also marked by allegations of conflicts of interests and bribery in relation to 

development projects (Pilger, 2011; Wear, 2011) and an authoritarian approach to dissent 

that influences political discourse in Queensland to this day. For example, today when the 

Queensland police act in a way thought to be threatening or overly repressive toward 

protesters and dissenters it is likened to a return to the Bjelke-Petersen era (Australian 

Associated Press, 2010; Johnson, 2014), and Steele and Dodson (2014: 142) link that era’s 

“rapacious development-at-any-cost ethos” to the Newman Government’s policies. In terms 

of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah in particular, the Bjelke-Petersen government tried 

to build a bridge linking the Island to the mainland in order to increase development; 

indeed, documents recently made public indicated that they had explored gifting North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah land to developers in order to help fund the bridge (Moore, 

2013a). Ultimately the proposal was dropped due to the expense, but the revival of the 

unpopular plan remains a concern for Islanders, as will be explored in later chapters (see 

Appendix 3 for a plan of the bridge proposal). 

On census night in 2011, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah recorded a population of 

2,026 divided principally amongst three townships, Dunwich, Point Lookout, and Amity.13 

                                                      
13 Although I draw from census data in this thesis it is important to note that census data for North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah may be less accurate than elsewhere. This is partly due to the fact that 

islands are known to attract those seeking to ‘drop out’ of society, who do not enrol to vote and may 
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The populations of the townships, their median age, income and employment status are 

shown in Table 1, and the locations of the townships are visible on Figure 2.  

TABLE 1: 2011 CENSUS DATA FOR NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND/MINJERRIBAH 

Township Total 

pop’n 

A&TSI14 

pop’n 

Median 

age 

Median 

household 

income per 

week 

Employed/ 

unemployed 

Employed 

in mining 

Employed in 

accommodation 

& food 

services15 

Dunwich 

(D) 

883 355 39 $834 348/29 79 44 

Point 

Lookout 

(PL) 

678 24 48 $850 329/20 21 79 

Amity (A) 348 7 53 $842 138/9 7 31 

Elsewhere 

(E) 

117 34 59 $511 39/0 6 0 

Total 2,02616 420 – – 854/58 176 154 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2012d). 

  

                                                                                                                                                                     
be unlikely to participate in the census; “with islands in particular there is a whole bunch of people 

who don’t want to be found. So they’ll never enrol to vote, they just don’t exist, and there’s quite a 

few on these islands” – I.8.2. The census may also undercount the population of Quandamooka 

Peoples, who may also be less inclined to participate in formal government processes; “the 

Indigenous community doesn’t vote [laugh], they think it’s like, this is an attitude within a lot of the 

Indigenous community that to vote is sort of playing into the whole paradigm” – I.6.1. Those living 

in informal housing, without an official postal address, and/or without electricity, may be less likely 

to participate for purely practical reasons as well. 
14 ‘A&TSI’ stands for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander; I use this term here because it is the 

category used in the Census. This number would not include Indigenous Peoples who aren’t 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.  
15 This category was thought to be the closest proxy for the tourism industry available in the Census 

data; it should only be considered as a limited indicator of the relative importance of the industry. 
16 This figure represents the total permanent population of the Island. As will be discussed in later 

chapters, during peak tourism periods the population can increase to approximately 30,000.  
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TABLE 2: COMPARISON BETWEEN NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND/MINJERRIBAH AND 

QUEENSLAND 

 Total 

pop’n 

%A&TSI 

pop’n 

Media

n age 

Median 

household 

income per 

week 

% labour 

force 

participatio

n 

% labour 

force 

unemployed 

% labour 

force 

employed in 

mining 

% of labour 

force employed 

in 

accommodation 

& food services 

North 

Stradbroke 

Island/ 

Minjerribah 

2,026 20.7 D: 39 D: $834 45.01 6.35 19.2 16.88 

PL: 48 PL: $850 

A: 53 A: $842 

E: 59 E: $511 

Queensland 4, 

332, 

739 

3.5 36 $1,235 50.10 6.05 2.43 6.53 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2012d, 2012e). 

The primary industries are mining and tourism, with mining more associated with 

Dunwich, tourism with Point Lookout. As Table 2 indicates, both sectors employ a greater 

proportion of the Island’s labour force than in Queensland generally. Household incomes 

are lower on the Island, unemployment a little higher, and the Island has a much higher 

proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples than Queensland overall. 

Workforce participation is also lower on the Island, perhaps due to its popularity amongst 

retirees.  

Significance of the case 

There were several reasons underpinning the selection of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah as a case study site. Islands are frequently the subject of research, and are 

often subjected to exploitation and objectification (Baldacchino, 2008, 2010; Butler, 2012) — 

thus residents may be subject to ‘research fatigue’. Similarly, Indigenous communities are 

also over-researched (Knight et al., 2009; Martin, 2003). Therefore, if one wishes to conduct 

research with either (or both) groups, a robust rationale (and an appropriate methodology) 

is needed. The reasons underpinning the choice of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah as a 

case study are more fully explored in Chapters 4 and 5, which, in sketching a history and 

contextual framework of the place, further underline its uniqueness and significance; 

however there are a few factors I will summarise here.  

Firstly and most importantly in this project I sought to study lived experiences of transition, 

therefore it was important to find an ongoing/current transition planning process where 
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these experiences would still be fresh and at the forefront of participants’ minds. I began my 

PhD in 2010, just before the closure of sand mining was announced, and identified it as a 

potential case study in early 2011, upon speaking to a person involved in the transition 

planning process. As it was a current project there was plenty of materials available, and 

identifying participants was made easier as many individuals were publicly participating in 

the process and in the surrounding debates.  

Secondly, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was a compelling case because of the equity 

issues apparent on the Island, as I was interested in exploring how difference, and how 

power and privilege affect experiences of transition. There are disparities between Island 

and mainland populations as well as between the often ostentatious wealth of Point Lookout 

and deprivation elsewhere on the Island. The fact that the Quandamooka Peoples were in 

the latter stages of negotiating Native Title Consent Determinations — the first of their kind 

in South East Queensland — also offered another avenue for exploring issues of equity and 

justice.  

Thirdly, it was apparent (even to a mainlander/outsider) that there was a strong sense of 

Islander identity and a thriving civil society on the Island, two factors of particular interest 

in understanding transition from an emotional geographies perspective (see Chapter 3). 

Finally, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah offered a case study site a logistically feasible 

distance from my hometown of Brisbane, which would allow me to make multiple visits 

over the course of my research. Multiple visits were necessary given the phenomenological 

approach taken, therefore distance and affordability were key considerations. As I began to 

get further acquainted with the place and the community I gained a deeper appreciation for 

its uniqueness and its appropriateness as a case study for studying the interactions of 

community, place, and identity in transition planning processes (see Chapters 4 & 5). 

Participant selection and sample size 

Phenomenological methodology instructs that research participants must be those who have 

experienced, or are experiencing, the phenomenon in question (Creswell, 2007). Almost 

everyone on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah could be thought to be experiencing the 

phenomenon and thus a candidate for participation. So, to select participants I decided to 

start with prominent members of civil society organisations given their visibility and the 
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perspective they would have on the community and the role of civil society in transition 

processes. The Redland City Council website hosted a community directory which listed 

community organisations active on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and their contact 

details, which helped me identify participants. I also looked for individuals who had been or 

continued to be involved in the official transition planning processes.  

Whilst a number of participants were identified through these means, this is not a complete 

picture. My first interview came about because I had been corresponding with the manager 

of the accommodation I had booked, and the manager recommended that I speak to one of 

their neighbours. This neighbour then put me on to another neighbour, and thus the 

‘snowballing’ began — that is, asking participants to suggest others who might also be able 

to discuss the phenomenon (Sarantakos, 2005). Given that this case study is of a small Island 

community where people know each well, and can be suspicious of outsiders, snowball 

sampling was particularly important. Indeed, it helped me identify participants and 

encouraged participation. I asked permission to use the original participant’s name, e.g. 

“Joanne17 suggested I contact you” in the research ‘pitch’, which seemed to help overcome 

the initial suspicion of strangers and outsiders. It also functioned as something of an 

endorsement, as people in small communities are unlikely to offer the names of their friends, 

family, neighbours, or co-workers if they do not think much of you. In a similar vein, I asked 

a friend and colleague of mine who had once lived on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

if she could recommend anyone to me (and me to anyone). Together, we sat and went 

through her friend-list on Facebook, and she sent messages to people she thought might 

participate. I obtained several interviews this way. Some participants also encouraged others 

to speak to me; some participants who made recommendations about who I should contact 

emailed or called those potential participants as well to let them know that I might be in 

touch and to (gently) encourage their involvement. 

I faced a number of difficulties recruiting the diversity of participants I had hoped to. I 

recruited several people who were either employed by the mines or whose partners were 

employed by the mine, but more would have been beneficial. On my second trip I spoke to 

two people who worked for the mines (and/or whose partners worked for the mines), but 

                                                      
17 Name changed to protect anonymity. 
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we were not able to find a time to meet. I asked if I could contact them on my next research 

trip, which they readily agreed to. However, in the lead-up to and during the third trip my 

calls and texts to these people went unanswered. Later, I found that those involved in 

transition planning processes had also had trouble engaging with miners; “the mining 

company wouldn’t let us do a survey of its workforce” – I.8.4; “the people that tell you 

[accurate information about the mine] are going to get the sack” – I.5.2. 18 These comments 

(and others), suggested that the mining company was exercising a degree of control over 

their employees on this issue, explicitly or tacitly discouraging their involvement in 

transition planning and speaking publicly on this issue. For obvious reasons this is not 

something I can check or prove one way or the other, but if mine workers were discouraged 

from getting involved in transition planning, they may also have felt unable or unwilling to 

participate in this research. Scott (2007) experienced a similar difficulty in her research on 

mine closure, finding that due to the controversy surrounding the issue of closure in her 

case study, as well as the long hours miners worked, it was difficult to find willing 

participants who were currently employed by the mine. Others have also found mine 

workers suspicious of researchers, or reluctant to speak publicly about mining and related 

issues (Basson & Basson, 2012; Solomon, Katz, & Lovel, 2008). As a result, in Scott’s (2007: 

488) study, and to an extent in this one, “the workers’ perspective is represented here mostly 

through the voices of retirees and family members”.  

My ‘outsider’ status and affiliations may also have exacerbated the difficulty of recruiting 

miners. It is possible that despite my best efforts to communicate that I was a researcher 

with a genuine interest in the full range of experiences and opinions on mining and 

transition, and without a particular conclusion or argument in mind, given that I am a 

student from the Griffith University School of Environment19 some may have assumed me to 

be a mainland ‘greenie’ with an agenda, discouraging participation. I believe this was 

primarily an issue with cold-calling recruitment; I had many successful interviews with 

people who supported mining (including some with strong ties to the mine) who were 

                                                      
18 This was a general ‘you’; the participant was not talking about me in particular.  
19 Griffith University – particularly in the School of Environment, but also more generally – has a 

reputation locally for being a university with a strong focus on environmental issues, and may be 

seen by some as a bit of a ‘hippie’ institution. My affiliation may have encouraged some participants 

to speak with me and may have deterred others.  
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happy to help me recruit more participants. Indeed, there were a couple of people who I had 

unsuccessfully approached for interviews who later agreed to speak to me on the 

recommendation of another participant. This experience suggests both the importance of 

local recommendations, support, and word-of-mouth for community-based research, 

particularly on contentious topics and when the researcher is an outsider, and also that 

participants were comfortable enough with the research methods used, and indeed with me, 

that they were willing to encourage their friends, family, and colleagues to participate.  

In terms of sample size, phenomenological studies generally include in-depth interviews 

with between 5-25 people (Creswell, 2007; Mason, 2010). At the commencement of this study 

I hoped to interview between 20-30 people, depending on how readily I could recruit 

participants, the quality and richness of the interviews and the grasp participants 

demonstrated of the topic (Morse, 2000). Given the fact that lived experiences are always 

varied and diverse saturation is difficult to determine; I decided that I would look for the 

point where there was enough repetition of the emergent themes, with no brand new ones 

offered, and the point where the additional possible participants identified by snowballing 

were mainly individuals I had already approached and/or spoken to.  

Ultimately, 26 people were interviewed. Some of them were employed by the mines, or their 

partners were or had been employed by the mines. I also spoke to people directly involved 

in the official Economic Transition Process as well as in community-based transition efforts 

and people active in many of the Island’s civil society organisations. Participants included 

people who had actively campaigned for mining and against mining, as well as 

environmentalists, local business owners and operators, and retirees. I also interviewed 

several people who identified as Quandamooka or other Indigenous Peoples of the Island, 

who held a diverse range of views on Native Title and land rights. Despite my best efforts I 

was unable to recruit any Quandamooka or other Indigenous person who expressed support 

for the continuation of mining, though there certainly are some prominent members of the 

community who do. 18 of the 26 people interviewed were women; women tended to be 

more prominent in civil society organisations on the Island, and in snowballing people 

seemed to identify more women than men as potential candidates for this research.  
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Other data 

In addition to interviews, there are two supporting sources of data for this project; 

documents and field notes. Documents include books about North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, publicly-available reports produced as part of the transition process and 

other relevant planning documents, materials produced by the mining company active on 

the Island, Sibelco (including web documents and videos produced) in opposition to 

NSIPSA (2011), campaign materials (such as bumper stickers, signs and flyers) produced by 

both sides and media (including news stories, letters to the editor and comment pieces). 

Materials were considered relevant if they supplied background information on the Island’s 

history and context, or if they were linked to the issue of sand mining, Native Title, or the 

transition planning process. Some of these materials were given to me by participants who 

thought they might be relevant for my research because it supported their arguments or 

because they thought it would improve my understanding of the Island. These sources were 

used primarily as background and to contextualise the stories of participants.  

During each trip to the Island I recorded field notes, usually by hand but at times I recorded 

my thoughts on my voice recorder for later transcription. These notes were concerned 

chiefly with the research process, such as reflections on the process of finding participants, 

the interviews themselves, and feelings I was having about them. They also included 

reflections and experiences of being on the Island and observations of Island life and Island 

places. These data were primarily used to analyse the value and efficacy of the methods 

used and to consider the ‘where of method’, as well as to reflect on how my positionality 

and emotions may have affected the research encounter (see discussion in Chapter 10).  

My research process 

Between February and August 2012 I interviewed 26 people in un-structured interviews. I 

had a list of open-ended questions that could be used as ‘prompts’ if necessary, but 

following the storytelling method, I used them sparingly and focussed primarily on listening 

and following the lead of the participant. Prompts were only used to get the conversation 

moving or if things stalled; it was important to create an atmosphere of openness, where 

participants would have the space to go beyond the perceived boundaries of the interview 

or any specific prompt to tell their story, which would then inform further questions. The 
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prompts I used most frequently were variants of, ‘how would you describe community life 

on the Island?’ and ‘how do you think the closure of the mining industry will affect life on 

the Island?’ Usually these prompts (which were guided by the orienting framework 

discussed in Chapter 3) were sufficient to start the sort of conversation I wished to have and 

prompt the kinds of stories I wished to hear. Once started, most interviews continued in a 

conversational style and input from me tended to be in response to things they had said, 

such as me asking to elaborate on something, with very occasional references to the 

prompts. However, in two or three interviews I was unable to achieve this dynamic with the 

participant; they seemed to expect me to be asking questions from a list, and they tended to 

give shorter and less discursive answers. In these cases I had to modify the approach a little, 

and drew more heavily from the prompts, asking more targeted questions about their 

involvement in transition planning, civil society organisations, and their views on the 

Island’s future. In most cases, however, the storytelling dynamic was achieved either quite 

quickly, or with only a few gentle prompts in that direction.  

Interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 3 hours in length depending on the time the 

participant had to give me and the way the interview unfolded, though they generally fell 

around the mid-point of these extremes. Most interviews were conducted one-on-one, but in 

one interview a person brought a friend, and that friend then called a relative who came to 

join us, and I interviewed all three of them at once. In another instance the interview began 

one-on-one but the participant called over people who were passing by to meet me and to 

have a chat, and then I later interviewed some of them in a one-on-one format.  

Most interviews occurred during field visits to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah; I made 

four visits to the Island between February and August 2012, ranging in length from two to 

nine nights. Three participants were interviewed on the mainland within that time period. 

Early on, I realised that few people would commit to an interview in advance of my coming; 

even if they agreed in principle, participants would usually ask me to call when I was on the 

Island to arrange a specific time and place to meet. As such, I soon developed the practice of 

coming to the Island and then lining up interviews, and was often only able to schedule 

interviews for that day or one or two days in advance. I offered to meet participants 
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wherever they wished; I would generally meet participants at their homes, though a few 

asked to meet at a café or at their place of work.  

Some participants when initially approached told me that they did not think they would be 

a ‘good’ participant; that they did not know anything about mining, or were not involved in 

the official process. This reaction is a challenge with community-based research centred on 

lived experiences and knowledges; scientific and positivist knowledges are not only 

privileged in academia, many in the general community have also internalised this 

epistemology. This hesitation was particularly common amongst women I approached, 

which was not unexpected given that “many women are socialized to believe they have 

nothing valuable to say” (Sandercock & Forsyth, 2005: 71). Although I was also interested in 

speaking to — and did speak to — people who were knowledgeable about mining and were 

actively involved in transition planning processes, I was also interested in the experiences of 

those who were not. For some of these people it seemed odd that I still wished to speak to 

them after them telling me ‘oh no, I don’t know anything’; however, I told them that really I 

just wanted to chat (I used ‘chat’ rather than ‘interview’ a lot, especially with those who 

seemed uncertain about the value of their input) with them about their lives on the Island, 

what they loved about the place, and what they wanted for their community. Most then 

agreed, and seemed to quite enjoy — even though it was sometimes difficult — talking 

about the Island, their communities, experiences and stories. Framed in this way, 

participation became much more accessible; something noted in the literature about 

storytelling methods (Sandercock & Forsyth, 2005). For those who go on to read some of the 

outputs of this research, I hope they can see how valuable their contributions were, and how 

their feelings, hopes and fears, perspectives and stories can also be the stuff of research and 

knowledge.  

Interviews (and recorded field notes) were transcribed in full; the total word count of 

interviews when transcribed was over 230,000 words, or about 900 pages of data. I 

transcribed all the interviews personally, which was very time intensive; however going 

over the recordings again myself, hearing the voices and emotions and background noises 

on the tapes helped me revisit the research encounter and revisit the Island, and through 

this process I began to identify the ideas and themes that formed the foundation of my 
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analytical process. Transcriptions were as detailed and faithful as possible; stammers, 

hesitations, and fillers like ‘um’, ‘uh’, and ‘you know’, repetitions, aborted or incomplete 

sentences and pauses were noted in transcription, as it was thought that these features may 

indicate emotion or would act as reminders of non-verbal cues in the interview, and at times 

they influenced the direction of the research encounter. Following Harwood (2011), I have 

largely removed these from the quotes I have used in this thesis, unless they seem to convey 

meaning in context, or support the point the participant was expressing. This is partly 

because when retained they can obstruct or confuse meaning (Harwood, 2011) and Corden 

and Sainsbury (2006) noted that there may be a risk that accounts will be taken less seriously 

if not given a grammatical tidying up. Also, although fillers like, ‘you know’, are quite 

common, one or two participants used fairly unique fillers that may have compromised their 

anonymity if retained. That said, the most compelling reason for doing so was because on 

seeing faithfully transcribed excerpts some participants expressed embarrassment, and/or 

asked me to tidy up any quotes I used. Out of respect for them and their wishes I complied. 

Pauses and other suggestions of emotion such as a cracking voice, laughter, sniffling, sighs, 

were also noted where possible, and have been retained in quotes if they seemed to convey 

meaning. 

During the interview process I began to take note of common stories and threads, and 

possible ‘themes’ that seemed to emerge (some were quite clearly identified by participants). 

Some participants, usually as the interview was winding up, began asking me what I found 

so far, which gave me an opportunity to partially test my analysis by sharing it with 

participants, and relating what I had just been told with other stories and emergent themes 

from previous encounters.  

As mentioned above, during the transcription process I began to develop those themes 

further. When complete, transcripts were highlighted (colour-coded for themes) and 

annotated. The primary themes were ‘islandness, civil society and community’, ‘lived 

experiences of transition’, ‘government, instability, uncertainty’, ‘origins, shared visions, 

shared stories’, ‘collective trauma’, and ‘where of method’, and secondary themes were 

‘social equity’ and ‘tourism’, which upon writing up became subsumed into other themes. 

Of course, many stories and passages related to multiple themes. Once this colour-coding 
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was complete I then compiled all statements/passages/stories relating to a given theme, from 

all interviews, into a ‘theme’ document (with many statements appearing in multiple 

documents) that I used to guide further analysis and the writing of data and analysis 

chapters. 

At this point I contacted all participants again; some by email or letter, others by phone. This 

process was a stipulation in my ethical protocols; given the fact that my case study is a small 

community, and given the contentious nature of the issue being discussed, I needed to 

confirm with people that they were still comfortable with being quoted (anonymously) and 

that I had understood them correctly. Providing an opportunity to check and review data is 

a particularly important process when conducting research with Indigenous people (Baskin, 

2005). I also asked participants if they wished to see extracts from their interview (the 

extracts I was thinking of quoting) or a full transcript. Some participants wished to do so, 

but most just confirmed their consent without viewing the extract/transcript. Of those 

participants that asked to view their transcript or extracts from their interview a few asked 

me not to include quotes from certain passages; either because they were too sensitive, could 

possibly identify them, or because they could be misunderstood or misinterpreted. As 

mentioned above, most participants also asked me to make sure I would ‘clean up’ their 

quotes (as in remove their fillers). One participant asked me not to quote any material at all 

from their interview; whilst this was disappointing it was not especially surprising as this 

person had previously expressed some nervousness about participating. That participant 

did ask to see outcomes from the research, which indicates that they were still interested in 

the project and wanted to remain engaged on some level. These conversations also provided 

an opportunity to get ‘follow-up’ comments which some participants offered. Given how the 

circumstances changed over the life of this project (see Chapter 10), this opportunity was 

especially valuable.  

In terms of the expression of these stories and my attempts to reach a phenomenological 

understanding of the transition planning process I have broadly separated my analysis into 

‘data’ chapters and ‘discussion’ chapters. The four data chapters (Chapters 4–7) have been 

structured to give accounts of the Island and its community and context, factors contributing 

to NSIPSA 2011 and the community’s reactions to it, and then discussions about the 
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transition planning process. These chapters are intended to share a range of diverse stories, 

to centre the voices of participants and their individual perspectives. As such they contain 

many quotes, including some that are quite long. I have grouped these perspectives and 

assigned them to rather porous categories at times (because of the nature of storytelling-

based interviews, comments from participants are rarely linear and usually contain a 

complex mix of ideas), but I have tried to centre individual voices and perspectives whilst 

crafting a coherent but collaborative Island narrative. The ‘discussion’ chapters (Chapters 8–

10) are where I attempt to draw together these diverse stories and perspectives to analyse 

the structures and systems shaping these lived experiences of transition on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. It is in these chapters where I draw more heavily on theory 

to conceptualise and explore these experiences, and to reflect on the roles of power, place, 

community and context in the transition planning process. This approach to analysis and 

writing draws from phenomenology and from storytelling method (Creswell, 2007; Kasper, 

1994; Welch, 2001) as outlined above.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has explained the ontological, epistemological, and methodological influences 

underpinning this project and the methods these influences led me to. Ultimately what the 

combination of critical realism, social constructionism (further informed by feminist 

standpoint theory) and phenomenology offers is a way to critically examine both lived 

experiences and the construction of lived experiences through factors like place, community, 

and power. Critical realism, social constructionism and phenomenology overlap in 

particular ways, and can be deployed as a compound theoretical framework to approach 

both the study of lived experience and the construction of lived experience from a position 

of ‘wonder’ (see Figure 3). This framework also suggests a relationship with theory that is 

non-prescriptive, but which is still informed by, and may in turn inform, theories about the 

construction of lived experiences in a given context.  
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In Chapter 10, I revisit this framework and consider its effectiveness and its influence on the 

research process. Having outlined this research approach and given a brief introduction to 

the case study site, the following chapter reviews a range of literature from various fields 

and describes the ‘orienting framework’ of this research. What is presented in Chapter 3, 

however, does not represent the sum total of literatures used in analysis; given the 

phenomenological and participant-led approach to research it became clear that more 

literature was needed to comprehend some of the data, and this is introduced where it is 

used.  

  

FIGURE 3: OVERLAP OF THEMES IN ONTOLOGICAL, EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 

FRAMEWORK 
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CHAPTER 3 

Empirical Context – An Orienting Framework 

Introduction 

This research explores lived experiences of a transition process; one that emerged in 

response to NSIPSA (2011), which put a firm end date to the sand mining industry on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. As the previous chapter explained, the critical 

phenomenological approach I adopted stipulates that researchers approach an issue from a 

position of ‘wonder’ (Ahmed, 2004; Barnacle, 2001b) and, rather than bringing a strongly 

defined or predictive theoretical framework to the issue, explicitly seek a new, or renewed 

perspective on it (Sharkey, 2001). Phenomenological studies may have somewhat 

abbreviated literature reviews preceding the presentation of results, with additional 

literature being introduced in the discussion/analysis sections as needed (Haverkamp & 

Young, 2007), or may use literature to shape a kind of “orienting framework”, which may 

not be prescriptive or predictive but does shape the focus of the research and influences 

analysis (Lopez & Willis, 2004: 730). As such, the following chapter does not constitute a 

conventional ‘searching-for-a-gap’ literature review, nor does it set out a prescriptive 

theoretical framework. Rather, although I do briefly review the literature on mine closure 

and planning for transitions, most of this chapter is devoted to the literature that informed 

my approach and orientation to the exploration of lived experiences of transition, 

particularly my foci of community, identity and place; namely, the emotional geographies 

and island studies literatures. These bodies of work informed how I approached interviews 

and my analysis, as will be made evident in later chapters, but it became clear during data 

analysis that I also needed to review and draw on other literature (namely, ‘collective 

trauma’) in order to understand the construction of lived experiences of transition and the 

stories I was being told. As I came to it later and as it did not inform the design of this 

research, this literature on collective/cultural trauma will be reviewed in Chapter 9, where it 

is employed in analysis. 
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I begin with a brief overview of the literature on transitions, post-mining transitions in 

particular. I then discuss ‘emotional geographies’, a body of literature that explores the 

social and spatial construction of emotion, and how emotion influences lived experience. 

This is a body of theory that draws on phenomenology and social constructionism in its key 

theorising, but places these theories (previously discussed in Chapter 2) in a more empirical 

context. Given the importance of place indicated by emotional geographies, I then review 

the literature on islandness from the field of island studies, considering how the fact that my 

case study is an island may influence lived experiences of transition.  

(Post-mining) Transitions 

Many fields, many scholars, and many communities have concerned themselves with 

questions of ‘transition’; transition to a post-oil world, transition to a world with a 

substantially different climate, transition to a locally-based economy, transition to a post-

resource economy, and others. Much of this literature is focussed on processes of transition, 

evaluations of specific strategies (Transition Towns, local currencies, or grassroots initiatives 

for example), or policy analyses, or historical analyses of earlier transitions. In this section I 

give a brief account of these literatures, before moving on to emotional geographies and 

island studies which form the greater part of my orienting framework.  

Transition 

“Depending on how environmental and social conflicts are resolved, global development can 

branch into dramatically different pathways. On the dark side, it is all too easy to envision a 

dismal future of impoverished people, cultures and nature. Indeed, to many, this ominous 

possibility seems the most likely. But it is not inevitable. Humanity has the power to foresee, 

to choose and to act. While it may seem improbable, a transition to a healthy planet is 

possible” (Raskin et al., 2002: ix). 

Given the recent rise of concerns about climate change, peak oil and resource exhaustion, 

and an increasing population with increasing demands, more and more work is being 

published on the subject of transition; i.e. how communities, and global, political, economic, 

and socio-technical systems and structures may respond to these pressures and their 

impacts, and how we can move to a future that treads more lightly on, and in greater 

harmony with, the planet (Meadowcroft, 2009; van den Bergh, Truffer, & Kallis, 2011). Some 

write in the discourse of ‘sustainability’, and refer to how we can transition to a more 
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sustainable world (Longhurst, 2012; Meadowcroft, 2009; Middlemiss & Parrish, 2010; Rose, 

2009). Much of this work is written for an academic audience and some for a more diverse 

audience (see Holmgren, 2009; Homer-Dixon, 2006). Some of this diverse work explores 

transition, innovation and adaptation at the level of systems and structures, over-arching 

frameworks, policy, government, governance and national and global economics (Bulkeley, 

Broto, & Edwards, 2012; Elzen, Geels, & Green, 2004; Meadowcroft, 2009; Moloney, Horne, 

& Fien, 2010; Park et al., 2012). Some of it considers more grounded, locally-based initiatives; 

their manifestations, activities, structures and effectiveness (Middlemiss & Parrish, 2010; 

Preston et al., 2009; Sarkissian et al., 2009). Some of it focusses on social practices (Shove & 

Walker, 2010). It is beyond the scope of this work to review such literature in depth. Given 

its breadth, the wide array of philosophical and theoretical frameworks used, the range of 

contexts, scales, and tones, the overlapping yet often fiercely debated boundaries of 

‘adaptation’, ‘resilience’, ‘sustainability’, ‘capacity’ and ‘transition’, and the fact that each has 

their own adherents, own literatures, own frameworks, and own applications, I would have 

to devote this entire chapter to it to begin to do it justice. Yet even in doing so, I would make 

little progress toward developing an ‘orienting framework’ to the exploration of lived 

experiences. There are, however, a couple of key points from the literature that I will discuss 

before considering at post-mining and mine closure transitions specifically.  

One key point drawn from the literature on transition is the importance of the local scale in 

transition initiatives, or in a post- climate change, post- peak oil world. It is argued that we 

need to move (back) toward a more local — albeit still globally connected and aware — 

mode of living (‘localisation’ or ‘relocalisation’),20 and thus many transition initiatives and 

experiments are focussed on the local and grassroots scale, but with ‘trans-local’ awareness 

(Bailey, Hopkins, & Wilson, 2010; Feola & Nunes, 2014; Guibrunet, 2011; Hale, 2010; Neal, 

2013; Newman, 2007). In speaking of transitioning to a world after the age of cheap oil, 

Newman (2007: 25) argued that localism “is the required modus operandi for the post oil-

peak world, just as globalism was for the cheap-oil era”. As such, it is important to 

understand how local contexts will shape the experiences of impacts (Beer et al., 2012) and 

                                                      
20 Although this, in and of itself, is unlikely to be sufficient and it should not be taken for granted that 

‘local’ is inherently more sustainable, resilient, or that it has less impact on the environment (North, 

2010). 
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how local contexts and geographies shape transition activities and processes (Neal, 2013). In 

a recent study exploring the factors influencing the successes and failures of initiatives in the 

Transition Town movement, Feola and Nunes (2014) found that context and place were 

particularly important factors in the success of initiatives. Projects in close proximity to 

others tended to be more successful, whereas, “geographically isolated transition initiatives, 

even if virtually connected (online) in the Transition Movement, seem more at risk of being 

discontinued, or to struggle to achieve momentum and thrive” (Feola & Nunes, 2014: 248). If 

this is the case for transition initiatives generally, this would suggest a particular challenge 

for transitions on an island, given they are landforms often defined by their separation and 

isolation (at least from the mainland — see discussion later in this chapter).  

Related to the importance of the local scale and context is the importance of civil society,21 

social movements, and social networks in transition processes. Their capacity, labour, 

organising, creativity, innovation, and their mobilisation (and creation) of social capital22 is 

thought to play an important role in transition processes (Beer et al., 2012; Bergman et al., 

2010; Guibrunet, 2011; Hale, 2010; Longhurst, 2012; Preston et al., 2009; Raskin et al., 2002). 

Although the extent and type of their involvement is context specific (Middlemiss & Parrish, 

2010) in many circumstances these are the critical channels through which actions are 

devised, organised and implemented. 

Given that “transition initiatives remain largely determined by situated processes…local 

and global ‘place attachments’ encourage pro-environmental behaviour, but local contextual 

                                                      
21 Civil society can be defined and deployed in many different ways; for this project I have adopted 

Friedmann’s (1992: vii) definition of civil society as “those associations beyond the reach of the state and 

corporate economy which have the capacity for becoming autonomous centers for action…a complex, many-

stranded order that arises from those values and interests which, in any particular region of the world, are 

shared by most of its members” because it encompasses both formal organisations and informal 

networks, and is inherently tied to action. 
22 Social capital may be defined as the networks and groups, patterns of reciprocity and exchange, and 

shared norms that enable collective action in a given community or group (Adger, 2003; Dale, 2005; 

Leonard & Onyx, 2004; Pretty, 2003; Rydin & Holman, 2004). There are three forms of social capital; 

bonding, bridging, and linking social capital. Bonding social capital relates to connections and 

relationships between a particular group/community and bridging relates to links, networks and 

relationships between separate groups/communities (Newman & Dale, 2005; Norris et al., 2008; Rydin 

& Holman, 2004). Linking social capital – somewhat less prominent in the literature than the other 

two types – relates to links and networks between a group/community and formal institutions; 

‘vertical’ links between a community and institution, where (unlike with ‘bridging’ social capital) 

there is a marked power differential (Blakely & Ivory, 2006; Brooks, 2006; Woolcock, 2000). 
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factors largely determine the success and failure of associated community initiatives” (Feola 

& Nunes, 2014: 249), understanding those situated and contextual processes as well as the 

nature of a given community and its civil society are critical to understanding transition. The 

literatures discussed later in this chapter — particularly emotional geographies and island 

studies — informed my exploration of situated, local, contextual processes and factors in 

shaping lived experiences of transition. In sum, this reading of the literature on transition 

suggests the importance of understanding local contexts and factors and how they shape 

both experiences of impacts and possibilities for community-based initiatives, that civil 

society organisations, local networks and social capital can contribute to locally-driven 

transition processes, and that there is value in locally-driven and locally-based activities in 

supporting effective transitions.  

Mine closure and post-mining transitions23 

In the last few years Australia has been experiencing a mining boom (Carrington & Pereira, 

2011a; Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013; Howlett et al., 2011; Measham et al., 2013) and the 

economy has become increasingly dependent on the mining sector (Cleary, 2012a). As 

mining is an industry characterised by boom and bust cycles (Measham et al., 2013) the 

issues pertaining to mine closure and the ability of communities in mining towns — or those 

whose local economies are underpinned by mining — to remain viable after mine closure 

                                                      
23 Although there are a number of exceptions (indeed, I cite many exceptions in this discussion), when 

reviewing the mine closure literature I found that much of the work failed to take a critical stance in 

relation to the issues being discussed. ‘Sustainable development’ was often deployed in simplistic 

ways that failed to account of its complexity, or any of the critiques levied at the term, or to critically 

examine whether mining can realistically contribute to sustainable development (Jenkins, 2004). The 

impacts of colonialism, racism, and other systemic injustices were often left out of analyses of why 

many mining communities experience a higher degree of socio-economic inequality despite the 

presence of highly profitable mining operations. Terms such as ‘corporate social responsibility’ and 

‘social licence to operate’ were often deployed uncritically - for an analysis and critique of this trend, 

see Browne, Stehlik, & Buckley (2011) and Hamann & Kapelus (2004). In discussions of closure 

although often ‘the community’ was mentioned, and the importance of engaging with communities 

emphasised, the voices of those communities and individuals within those communities were more 

often than not absent. A significant proportion of the extant Australian work has been funded by 

mining companies (McDonald, Mayes, & Pini, 2012; McIntosh, 2012), and although in and of itself this 

does not discredit the research, it does raise some questions, particularly when paired with some of 

the deficiencies I have noted here.  
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are increasingly pressing. In this section I will review some of the key themes from the mine 

closure literature, though again, it is not an exhaustive account. 

Firstly, mineral development, even in boom periods, is associated with a range of social, 

economic and environmental issues. The impacts of mining — positive and negative — are 

not equitably distributed (Azapagic, 2004; Carrington & Pereira, 2011b; Esteves, 2008; 

Guerra, 2002; Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013). Some benefit enormously, others — often 

people living in close proximity to the mine — do not, and may be further impoverished by 

mining and left to deal with a contaminated and scarred landscape and degraded natural 

resources. Mining can create a ‘two speed’ economy characterised by widening inequality, 

though this impact varies and its effects are debated (Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013; 

Measham et al., 2013). Some dub this the ‘resource curse’ — where mining generates wealth 

at the scale of a region or nation (or indeed, for a multi-national company), but at the local 

scale, the impacts are often socially, economically, and environmental negative, and the 

wealth does not translate into improved development outcomes (Ivanova & Rolfe, 2011; 

Prior et al., 2011). Whether the resource curse exists as such in Australia is subject to some 

debate (Hajkowicz, Heyenga, & Moffat, 2010; Prior et al., 2011), but it is clear that the 

benefits are inequitably distributed. Some mining communities are associated with a higher 

degree of socio-economic inequalities, poverty and welfare dependence than comparable 

non-mining communities, as well as a vulnerable workforce with few transferable skills and 

limited educational attainment (Tonts, Plummer, & Lawrie, 2012). However, others are 

associated with improved and comparably better socio-economic outcomes (Hajkowicz, 

Heyenga, & Moffat, 2010; Measham et al., 2013). It is also important to note that in Australia 

Indigenous Peoples have often borne the brunt of the negative impacts of mining, including 

the theft, loss and destruction of homelands and places of cultural significance, and they 

have often been excluded from the benefits, including participation in the mining workforce 

(Petkova et al., 2009; Tonts, Plummer, & Lawrie, 2012). The impacts of mining, and how they 

will be experienced, depend a great deal on the local context as well as the type and extent of 

mining activities (Tonts, Plummer, & Lawrie, 2012). 

Negative impacts of mining do not conclude when mines close. In a study of Blair, a coal 

mining town in the United States, Scott (2007: 485) described the way mine operations 
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damaged the town and the lives of those who lived there, but once it closed, the town 

experienced “economic death”. Some residents blamed damaging mine practices for the 

harm done to their town and others blamed the end of them; this polarised the community 

and damaged relationships, in addition to the damage done to their environment, homes 

and economy (Scott, 2007). Identities were also challenged; those who opposed mining were 

denigrated by being dubbed ‘non-workers’ which called into question their character, 

morality, and their right to speak (Scott, 2007). 

These kinds of social and economic impacts of mine closure have only relatively recently 

become prominent concerns in the literature and in mining practice (Andrews-Speed et al., 

2005; Marais & Cloete, 2013; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). Work on socio-economic 

factors generally in the Australian mining context is limited (Tonts, Plummer, & Lawrie, 

2012). Much of the older literature on closure focusses on safety considerations, preventing 

contamination, rehabilitation, and company finances, but more recently this conversation 

has been expanded to consider other concerns (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005; Halvaksz II, 

2008; Marais & Cloete, 2013). However, reporting on a survey by PriceWaterCoopers, 

Azapagic (2004: 645) noted while “88% of surveyed companies have environmental post-

closure mitigation plans, only 45% have detailed socio-economic plans that are regularly 

reviewed and have updated cost estimates”; there remains a significant gap in closure 

planning, particularly in relation to small-scale mines (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005). Closure 

that is planned-for, in particular, gets some coverage, however unplanned-for closures, due 

to economic downturns, mistakes made about the life of the resource or technological 

capabilities, or policy change, is less often covered (Browne, Stehlik, & Buckley, 2011). Yet, 

unplanned-for closures are overwhelmingly more common (Laurence, 2006), with one study 

reporting that 75% of closures over a thirty year study period were unplanned (Browne, 

Stehlik, & Buckley, 2011). That said, there is a good deal of literature on coal mine closure 

during the Thatcher years in the U.K. (Beynon, Hudson, & Sadler, 1991; Enticknap, 2010; 

Turner, 1997). Unprofitable coal mines were shut down across the country, making 

thousands unemployed, and leading to widespread industrial conflicts and a range of social 

and economic impacts. Other case studies of mine closure have paid attention to social and 

local economic impacts (Culter, 1999), however given the critical phenomenological 

approach of this work I have not adapted these into any kind of predictive framework, nor 
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have I applied any of the various models of mine lifecycles, mining engagement and 

management strategies and frameworks for looking at mine closure (for examples, see 

Giurco et al., 2012; Guerra, 2002; Laurence, 2006; Lockie et al., 2009).24 

Mine closures and the issues surrounding them are varied and contextually dependent 

(Fraser et al., 2005; Ivanova et al., 2007; Marais & Cloete, 2013; McDonald, Mayes, & Pini, 

2012), but without effective advance planning there are likely to be significant detrimental 

impacts (Guerra, 2002; Mallikarjun Rao & Pathak, 2005). Some areas are highly dependent 

on mining activities with little diversity in their local economies; as such, they are 

particularly vulnerable when mines close (Culter, 1999; Fraser et al., 2005; Haslam McKenzie 

& Rowley, 2013; Lockie et al., 2009; Marais & Cloete, 2013). Single-operator mining 

industries (like that of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah) can be particularly vulnerable 

(Tonts, Plummer, & Lawrie, 2012).  

Impacts of mine closure may include loss of jobs (both in mining and in related or linked 

industries), population decline, decline in local productivity, decline in revenue, loss or 

decline in quality of services and infrastructure, closure of other businesses, damage to 

families and community networks and social tension, a declining property market (making 

it difficult and costly for resident homeowners to relocate to other employment centres), and 

former mine workers may find themselves with skillsets that can’t readily be transferred to 

other economic activities (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005; Browne, Stehlik, & Buckley, 2011; 

Fraser et al., 2005; Haney & Shkaratan, 2003; Lockie et al., 2009; McDonald, Mayes, & Pini, 

2012; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). The stress associated with unemployment can also 

lead to illnesses, including depression and substance abuse, as well as higher rates of suicide 

(Culter, 1999). Should facilities and services like schools, shops, and hospitals, or civil society 

organisations decline or close due to loss of population and/or economic decline, the 

remaining community may experience a loss of community identity and cohesion (Fraser et 

al., 2005).  

Few mining towns remain viable and sustainable after the mines close (Basson & Basson, 

2012). The literature suggests that early planning is crucial if a mining town is to remain 

                                                      
24 As it is not the purpose of this thesis to test the case study against a particular theory or model, it is 

outside the scope of this work to detail them here. 
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viable post-mining (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). 

Considering that most mines will not close in a ‘planned’ manner (Laurence, 2006) this 

planning must happen well in advance of any suggestion of closure. Indeed, the closure of 

the mine and departure of the mining company/companies should be considered and 

planned for during the impact assessment process and through engagement with local 

communities well in advance, possibly before the mine even opens (Guerra, 2002; 

Hegadoren & Day, 1981; Ivanova et al., 2007; Jones, 2011; Limpitlaw, 2004; Marais & Cloete, 

2013; McCullough & Lund, 2006). This planning, assessment and engagement should be 

ongoing throughout the life of the mine (Ivanova et al., 2007).  

Planning activities should focus on using the boom times offered by mining to generate 

alternative forms of community and economic development to limit the community’s 

dependence on the mine and increase the diversity of it economic base, and to build 

supporting social infrastructure and social and human capital through education and skill 

development (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005; Azapagic, 2004; Guerra, 2002; Limpitlaw, 2004; 

Lockie et al., 2009; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). Providing funding to support these 

activities is “necessary but not sufficient” — capacity building is also required (Haney & 

Shkaratan, 2003: 62). Mining should also not obstruct the continuation of existing economic 

activities (Andrews-Speed et al., 2005) — ideally, they should be nurtured and encouraged 

so that they remain functional during the life of the mine and can contribute to the post-

mining economic base. At closure, mining companies should also provide employment 

counselling and assistance with retraining, relocating and finding employment (Laurence, 

2006), though the relocation of workers may be damaging both to the communities who lose 

those people and the people who leave and find themselves cut off from — often 

longstanding — social networks and relationships (Culter, 1999). 

This kind of early planning allows for royalties, grants and other forms of income and 

largesse created by the mine to be deployed in a way that builds the long term sustainability 

and resilience of the town. As Guerra (2002: 30-31) argued:  

“A key issue is to identify economic opportunities for local communities outside of mining, 

and to use some of the rent from the mine to develop an economic base to support local 

communities after the mine has closed…it needs to be subject to local consultation and public 

participation throughout the design and implementation stages to gain long term 

acceptance…local communities need to build capacity to manage their own affairs…there is a 
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need for the positive and active role of NGOs. Their presence and active participation 

encourages transparency and accountability by the other two main stakeholders, mining 

companies and governments”.  

Here, Guerra highlights the importance of civil society organisations in planning for mine 

closure and transition to a post-mining economy; however it has been noted that civil 

society in mining towns may be quite limited or insignificant (Haney & Shkaratan, 2003). 

Indeed, civil society organisations and community services may be weakened by 

relationships to mining companies; a mining company  that provides funding for 

community projects or community development (perhaps stepping into roles previously 

undertaken by governments) may foster a sense of dependency that can undermine a 

community’s resilience in the face of mine closure, as well as threaten people’s ability to 

critique the actions of the mining company (Basson & Basson, 2012; Esteves, 2008; Kemp, 

2009). Indeed, Browne, Stehlik and Buckley (2011: 716) suggest that mining companies may 

“trade on the sense of dependency” to ground their social licence to operate. Still, an 

empowered population with strong attachment to place and community, a high degree of 

capacity and social capital and with experience in organising and decision making, is 

thought critical for successful post-mining transitions (Lorch, Johnston, & Challen, 2004; 

Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). Indeed, if people desire to stay in place after the mine 

closes the town is much more likely to adapt well, and a strong community that they feel 

connected to and integrated with would be a critical consideration here (Lorch, Johnston, & 

Challen, 2004). For example, in a study of mine closure in Utrecht, South Africa, Binns and 

Nel (2002) found that partnerships between the community, local government, and the 

mining company aided in the development of tourism facilities in an attempt to diversify the 

economy ahead of closure. In order for this partnership to work, it required willing and 

active participation from all three parties. 

The importance of early and collaborative planning is a relatively new development in the 

theory and practice of mining, however, and therefore it is unlikely to have occurred in the 

planning stages for mines that have closed recently, or will be closing shortly. In a study of 

coal mining in Queensland, Australia, Lockie et al. (2009: 338) emphasised:  

“the importance of impact mitigation strategies that focus not only on immediate, or acute, 

concerns, but on the development of human and social capital necessary for communities to 
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cope with a wind-down of mining activity that is likely to see significant outmigration of 

skilled workers and professionals”.  

However, as legislation and practice currently stands in Queensland, the impacts of projects 

are generally assessed once and at their outset through the environmental impact 

assessment process (which in and of itself is limited and problematic — see Cleary (2012a)). 

How those impacts are affected by changing contexts, cumulative effects — and most 

importantly the impacts of closure — are generally not assessed, or considered in other 

planning activities (Lockie et al., 2009; Rolfe et al., 2007). In the case of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah no such evidence of early planning for closure could be discovered.  

A particular challenge for post-mining transitions relates to the housing arrangements for 

mine workers during the life of the mine — are they local residents and will they be hoping 

to remain in the town after mine closure, or are they based elsewhere? There is growing 

interest in the literature on housing arrangements and the benefits and drawbacks of 

different models. Increasingly, mine operators in Australia are moving towards long 

distance commute models, namely FIFO (Fly In-Fly Out) or DIDO (Drive In-Drive Out) 

models (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013; Ivanova & Rolfe, 

2011; Measham et al., 2013), where workers (and their families) are based in a regional centre 

or city and fly/drive to the mine location to work. They then stay in temporary work camps 

for the duration of their block shift. This is distinct from earlier patterns of mineral 

development in Australia where it was more typical for townships to be expanded or newly 

established to support local mining operations (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a). This new 

approach may ease pressure on the infrastructure of towns near the mine, and avoids, or 

lessens, upwards pressure on property and rent prices (Akbar & Rolfe, 2013; Measham et al., 

2013). However, it may also increase pressure on infrastructure and services (Carrington & 

Pereira, 2011a; Ivanova & Rolfe, 2011; McIntosh, 2012; Petkova et al., 2009), as there is little 

rationale (or available funding) to upgrade infrastructure to cope with a transient population 

that only needs them some of the time. 

The long distance commute model can be very disruptive, both to towns and communities 

receiving workers for mere weeks at a time, and the towns and communities losing those 

workers for those weeks (Measham et al., 2013). When mine workers are residents of the 

mining town or nearby centre they make some kind of commitment to the place; they may 
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put down roots, spend their salary in the community, pay rates, have their children in the 

schools, and participate in the social and community life of the place; under long distance 

commute models, this does not occur (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; Ivanova et al., 2007). 

Instead, mining wages are being spent in cities (Cleary, 2012b; McIntosh, 2012). It has been 

argued that long distance commute models tend to undermine civil society and community 

organisations (Ivanova & Rolfe, 2011; Measham et al., 2013; Petkova et al., 2009), which is 

particularly problematic for post-mining transitions, given the apparent importance of civil 

society organisations as discussed above. In addition an ‘us-and-them’ dynamic may 

develop between locals and non-resident workers (McIntosh, 2012), and can cause problems 

in the workers’ interpersonal and familial relationships and networks (Carrington & Pereira, 

2011a; Cleary, 2012a; Measham et al., 2013; Petkova et al., 2009). There are also concerns 

surrounding safety, violence and substance abuse under the long distance commute model, 

where workers are separated from their families and have little to do between their shifts 

(Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; Cleary, 2012b; Petkova et al., 2009), and concerns around 

fatigue and exhaustion due to long shifts in the block shift model (Carrington & Pereira, 

2011a; Cleary, 2012a; Ivanova et al., 2007; Petkova et al., 2009). Research by Carrington and 

Pereira (2011b: 358) found that residents are generally far less supportive of projects that are 

highly dependent on non-resident workforces:  

“the social license to develop new mining projects is strong for projects requiring a 25% or 

less non-resident workforce, diminishes significantly thereafter and is very weak for projects 

planning to recruit a non-resident workforce in excess of 75%”  

but despite this the trend is towards non-resident workforces.  

This trend may also be indicative of other economic and political trends in mining; some 

studies have found that people in a town where the mine operated under a long distance 

commute model felt that mining company lacked any real commitment to the town and 

community, and as such, gave less back (Basson & Basson, 2012; Carrington & Pereira, 

2011a). Another trend is one away from regulation. Mining companies generally embrace a 

(globalised) neoliberal perspective, which can sit uncomfortably with governments and 

communities seeking to regulate or otherwise influence their conduct (Jenkins, 2004). 

Neoliberalism has been pervasive, and the influence of neoliberalism is evident in the way 

Australian federal and state governments have related to mining and neighbouring/affected 
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communities, particularly Indigenous communities (Howlett et al., 2011). Indeed, given the 

power of mining companies and the influence of the neoliberal trend against regulation, 

many Australian governments seem, “loath to assert socio-economic priorities over 

multinational corporate practices” (Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013: 383), and the 

enforcement and oversight of regulations and conditions is weak (Cleary, 2012a). 

In sum, there is a great deal of diversity in how mining affects communities (Tonts, 

Plummer, & Lawrie, 2012), and thus in how closure will affect communities. Impacts are 

often distributed inequitably, both within communities and between regions and cities. 

Given the trend in Australia away from resident workforces, as well as shifting relationships 

and expectations between communities and mining companies, mining companies and State 

and Federal Governments, mine closures and post-mining transitions in the future may look 

very different to the mine closures of the recent past.  

Both the transition and the mine closure literatures emphasise the importance of local 

contexts, locally-based activities and development, and the importance of civil society in 

effective and resilient (post-mining) transitions. As such, it is necessary to consider and 

understand the factors shaping local contexts, communities and civil society in any 

exploration of transition. To this end, the remainder of this chapter explores the literature on 

emotional geographies and islandness in order to develop an orienting framework to the 

lived experiences of the people of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah of mine closure and 

transition that centres place, context, community and identity. 

Emotional geographies 

The edited volume Emotional Geographies begins with this simple statement from the editors: 

“Clearly, our emotions matter” (Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 2005: 1, emphasis in original). 

This seems almost truistic, yet its extension — that emotions matter in research — is not 

widely accepted, and emotions have largely been sidelined in research (Anderson & Smith, 

2001; Morrison, 2010). The field of emotional geography seeks to address this neglect and 

explores the role of emotions in lived experiences of society and place and the social and 

spatial construction of emotion. This section comprises a literature review of the emotional 

geography literature centred on a number of key themes thought most relevant for this 
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research: emotions and epistemology, place and knowing; the spatial construction of 

emotions; identity and community; emotions and social justice; emotions and transformative 

potential; and emotions of research.  

Emotions and epistemology, place and knowing 

Western constructions of knowledge privilege reason, rationality, objectivity, neutrality, and 

detachment as routes to knowledge. Emotions have long been constructed as impediments 

to reason, as inherently irrational, and as anathema to the objectivity, neutrality, and 

detachment thought necessary for knowing (Ahmed, 2004). Dualistic constructions divided 

body and mind, and in doing so relegated emotions to the body, and reason and knowing to 

the mind (Anderson, 1997; Mysak, 2010). ‘Reason’, defined in opposition to emotion, has 

been the purview of science, research and the academy in the Western world, and as such 

emotions have been marginalised from knowledge production. They have been dismissed as 

frivolous, irrelevant, and obfuscatory and as something that, “clouds visions and impairs 

judgement” (Anderson & Smith, 2001: 7). Emotionless objectivity has been the marker of 

reliable, valid knowledge, and emotions have been considered an impediment to robust 

research and sound thinking.  

Equating reason with ‘mind’ and emotions with ‘body’ has privileged certain forms of 

knowledge and the people associated with those forms of knowledge. Emotions — as 

something deemed messy, embodied, divorced from reason, irrational, natural or instinctual 

rather than cultured and civilised — have been associated with women and with people of 

colour, whereas clean, cognitive, detached reasoning has been associated with white men 

(Ahmed, 2004; Anderson, 1997; Mysak, 2010; Wright, 2012). This construction has been used 

(both consciously and unconsciously) to justify the domination of (traditionally) educated 

white men over others, and has been used to deny other ways of knowing recognition and 

power (Ahmed, 2004; Mysak, 2010).  

Feminist thinkers, critical race theorists, critical geographers, post-colonial theorists, and 

post-structuralist historians and philosophers of science have challenged the divide between 

mind/body, reason/emotion, male/female, white/person of colour, and in doing so have 

paved the way for emotional geographies (Morrison, 2010; Wright, 2010). These dualistic 

constructions have been challenged on many fronts; it has been argued — often by social 
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constructionists — that the detachment and neutrality of science is a myth, as science does 

not exist in a vacuum and all knowledge is necessarily shaped by political, social and 

cultural contexts (Burr, 2003; Gergen, 1985; Usher, 1997). Other writers have challenged the 

oppositional construction of reason and emotion, arguing that emotions are “integral parts 

of” (Knopp, 2007: 53) and “enframe” (Jones, 2005: 205) reason and rationality (Ahmed, 2004). 

Bondi (2005: 236) argued “our feeling states and our thinking are closely intertwined”, and 

that the “restraint” and “detachment” that are valued in the positivist paradigm are, in fact, 

forms of emotion. Others have disputed the dualistic thinking that maps ‘emotions’ onto 

women’s bodies (and other Othered bodies) and reason onto men (Mysak, 2010). They 

argued that this dualism has served as a way to give certain groups of people privileged 

access to knowledge and power and to justify the oppression of Others (Gerber, 1997; 

Mysak, 2010). Making space for emotions can challenge dualistic thinking and the 

dominance of Western-centric ways of knowing (Wright, 2012). In valuing other ways of 

knowing — such as lived experiences, embodied and situated knowledges — it is 

recognised that emotions can not only not be excised from research, but that they should not 

be. 

From the outset, emotional geographies have embraced and furthered these critiques. 

Emotional geographies emerged as a recognisable sub-field within human geography 

relatively recently (Wood, McGrath, & Young, 2012), and perhaps can be traced to an 

editorial by Anderson and Smith (2001). In that piece, they argued that the silencing of 

emotions within research is attributable to the gendering of emotions and the gendered 

politics of knowledge production; emotions are considered a ‘feminine’ trait that is 

inherently opposed to ‘masculine’ traits like reason and rationality (traits privileged in 

Western knowledge production). They also posited that although emotions had been 

present in geographical research, explicit engagement with them had generally been 

confined to cultural and feminist geographies — fields that were perhaps more likely to 

engage with critiques of the dualistic constructions of mind/body and emotion/reason, and 

of the privileging of scientific rationality. It has also been argued that not only are emotions 

present in traditional scientific pursuits, but that emotions themselves are a site of 

knowledge and a fundamental component of the construction of our worlds and experiences 

(Anderson & Smith, 2001; Jones, 2005). As Jones (2005: 207) stated, this “call to heed 
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emotion…recognises the role of emotions in the construction of the world, and in 

interpretations of the world” (emphasis in original).  

There are a number of ways in which emotions are considered important to, or a source of, 

knowledge. Emotions can be understood as, “ways of knowing, being and doing in the 

broadest sense” (Anderson & Smith, 2001: 8), and emotions can be transformed into 

knowledge. Ahmed (2004), for example argued that the emotions of pain and anger — 

experienced as a result of social injustices — can become transformative knowledge. Given 

that emotions are embodied, spatially and temporally constituted, shaped by relationships 

and experiences with people, and between people and place, and are part of the construction 

of places, politics and power structures (Anderson & Smith, 2001; Davidson & Milligan, 

2004; Heimtun, 2010; Sultana, 2011), they are critical in research that seeks to understand 

lived experiences. Morrison (2010: 57) argued that it is “impossible” to understand lived 

experience without considering emotions, and Jones (2005: 205) described emotions as, “the 

very stuff of life we should be concerned with when trying to understand how people make 

sense of/practice the world”. As such, emotion is a rich source of knowledge when seeking 

to understand lived experiences of (post-mining) transitions.  

The spatial construction of emotions 

A central argument in how in emotional geographies research is that emotions are socially 

and spatially constructed and shape, “not only what the world is, but also how it comes to 

be this way” (Wright, 2012: 1115). Ahmed (2004: 9) proposes an ‘outside in’ model of 

emotions, arguing that, “emotions being understood as coming from within and moving 

outwards, emotions are assumed to come from without and move inward” (emphasis in 

original). Emotions are understood as relational and with an inherent spatial component 

(Nairn & Higgins, 2011; Zembylas, 2011). Indeed, it has been argued that emotions 

contribute to the creation and constitution of spaces (Nairn & Higgins, 2011; Pritchard, 

Morgan, & Sedgley, 2002) and that emotions can only be understood within their spatial 

context (Davidson & Milligan, 2004). For example, certain emotions may ‘belong’ to certain 

places, and may not considered appropriate for expression in different social and spatial 

locations (Hepworth, 2005; Parr, Philo, & Burns, 2005). In addition, the way emotions are 

expressed, or if they are expressed, is influenced by social and spatial contexts (Hepworth, 
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2005). Parr, Philo and Burns (2005), in their study on experiences of people with mental 

illness in remote areas in Scotland, found that the local Presbyterian culture restricted the 

demonstration of emotions, which in turn contributed to the difficulties people faced in 

acknowledging mental health problems. Thien’s (2005) study on the spatiality of intimacy in 

remote island communities on the North Sea also highlighted the influence of remote areas 

and isolated communities on emotions and behaviour. Thien (2005) gives the example of 

‘Judy’, who longs to buy a bike, but has not, because she does not want to be seen as strange 

and she fears stigma in a place where she is very visible, very familiar.  

Space shapes emotional and social experiences in myriad ways. The relationship between 

emotions and place are iterative — emotions shape experiences of place, landscapes, “are a 

reflection of human actions, intentions and emotions as well as the structures and restraints 

imposed by society” (Atari, Luginaah, & Baxter, 2011: 487-488), and place also shapes 

emotion. It has been argued that in rural, isolated areas, where people often live significant 

distances from their neighbours they are actually socially closer — though this is likely a 

more complex phenomenon (Thien, 2005). Beautiful, ‘natural’ surroundings, and non-

human animals are often considered important for health and wellbeing and may evoke a 

range of emotions (Conradson, 2005; Smith, 2005). Such surroundings can ‘move’ us to 

certain meanings and emotions (Smith, 2005) and they may be “spiritually uplifting” (Munt, 

2011: 567). As expressed by Conradson (2005: 107): 

“As individuals become imbricated within particular ecologies of place, so their emotions — 

whether happiness, sadness, elation, gloom, relief or anger — arise in part from embodied 

physiological and psychosocial responses to the constituent elements of those places”.  

Community and identity 

Emotional geographies are a strategy for understanding the construction of identity, and 

how identity is shaped by experiences and emotions emerging from place (Hubbard, 2005). 

This field also considers iterative relationships between self, other people and place 

(Conradson, 2005) — how one’s sense of community may be linked to self and to place, and 

the impacts of those connections. Identity and community can be interrelated, and both may 

have a spatial component.  

Community is a difficult thing to define (Amoamo, 2012; Jenkins, 2004); indeed, Iris Marion 

Young (1986: 1) contended that “there is no universally shared concept of community, but 
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only particular articulations that overlap, complement, or sit at acute angles to one another.” 

Definitions tend to depend on context and the values, philosophy and position of the 

speaker, which is further complicated by the fact that community can take many different 

forms and may be based on a range of factors, including place, affiliation, interest, ideology, 

or some other shared sense of belonging or connection (Sarkissian et al., 2009). Mining 

companies, for instance, tend to define ‘community’ as those individuals living in “the 

immediate impact zone” (Kemp, 2009: 202) or those “significantly affected” by mining 

(Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001: 192). Community engagement professionals use a 

broader definition; Sarkissian et al. (2009: 45) quoted Desmond Connor’s definition: “people, 

living in a place, who develop a sense of identity and a common culture, and who create 

interdependence in a social system”, which highlights the connections between people as 

fundamental to ‘community’. This work employs Amoamo’s (2012: 427) definition, which is 

similar to Sarkissian’s and was used in the context of an island community: ‘community’ is 

employed to denote “collections of people sharing certain interests, sentiments, behaviour 

and objects by virtue of their membership in a cultural group”, connected by “place, a 

territory bounded by spatial arrangement of relations directly or indirectly with each other”. 

Nevertheless, many uses of the term ‘community’ deny or render invisible intragroup 

difference (Young, 1986), but place-based communities can be diverse and may contain 

multiple communities (McDonald, Mayes, & Pini, 2012). People within a place-based 

community, so defined, may or may not consider themselves ‘in community’ with others in 

that place.  

Relatedly, community can contribute to the construction of identity; people may form 

communities on the basis of a shared identity, or a shared identity may emerge out of a 

sense of being in community with others. Community can also be a way to exclude; to 

designate insiders and outsiders, those who belong and those who do not. Shared identities, 

belonging, and the influence of ‘outsiders’ on identity and experiences of community have 

been explored in emotional geographies (see Atari, Luginaah, & Baxter, 2011; Panelli, Little, 

& Kraack, 2004). Atari (2011), for example, found that a positive community identity can be 

developed in an act of resistance against ‘outsider’ stigma, and as will be explored later in 

this chapter, tense relationships between islands and mainlands can constitute a sense of 

community and shared identity amongst islanders.  



69 

 

Emotions and social justice 

Emotional geographies share some epistemological and methodological underpinnings with 

feminist theory, Indigenous theory, and other social justice-oriented and critical disciplines 

(Pain et al., 2010). As such, this field contributes to work focussed on structural inequities 

and social and environmental justice. Indeed, Wright (2010: 819) argued that understanding 

emotions is crucial for social justice work, as, “knowing the difference between justice and 

injustice requires navigating the pathways connecting thought to emotion, and politics to 

affect”.  

In addition to the dualisms listed in the previous section, emotional geographies challenge 

the idea that emotions are ‘private’, its proponents arguing instead that because emotions 

are relational, social, and constituted through place, they have a public dimension and the 

boundaries between public and private may be more permeable than is often supposed 

(Thien, 2005). This conceptualisation builds on the work of feminist geographers who have 

challenged the public/private dualism and the prevalent association of women with private 

spaces and men with public spaces. Challenging these gendered conceptualisations of space 

as public or private is particularly important for poor and marginalised peoples, as argued 

by Warner, Talbot and Bennison (2013) in their account of a café which they found to be an 

important site for care and community, unsettling the public/private space dichotomy by 

being a little of both.  

Emotional geographies also provides ways to explore lived experiences of injustices 

(Sultana, 2011; van Ingen, 2011). Sultana (2011: 163), for example, explored how conflicts 

over resources are, “grounded in embodied emotional geographies of places, peoples, and 

resources.” She drew from the experiences of women in Bangladesh who had to negotiate 

complex familial relationships in order to access safe drinking water for their family to 

explore the emotions they felt and the emotions of others they needed to deal with, and how 

they sought to evoke certain emotions to secure access to water and maintain relationships 

(Sultana, 2011). Brown (2011) explored how emotions are spatially and relationally 

constituted, finding that aspiration in young people is shaped by relationships with place 

and with other people, such as family friends. Brown (2011) argued that if initiatives to 

broaden participation and increase the aspirations of young people from disadvantaged 
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backgrounds are to be successful, the emotional geographies that connect them to places and 

their community must be taken into account, both in terms of understanding how those 

contexts might dampen aspirations, and in order to maintain the relationships and 

emotional security that will be crucial for success. 

Emotions, then, are constructed and experienced in the context of power structures and 

social hierarchies (Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 2005; Pain et al., 2010; van Ingen, 2011; Wright, 

2010; Wright, 2012; Zembylas, 2011). Subsequently, they provide a way not only to explore 

lived experiences of injustices, but also the ways in which inequalities and marginality are 

constructed relationally and through place (Morrison, 2010; Pain & Bailey, 2004). In other 

words, through emotions we can explore “the how of politics, inclusion and exclusion” 

(Wright, 2012: 1116). For example, Hubbard (2005) argued that certain identity factors, such 

as body type and size, ability, gender, age, class, and race shape how we experience and 

produce certain spaces, whether certain spaces are accessible, and whether people are 

thought to belong or thought to be ‘out of place’.  

Differences and divisions can be constituted through emotions (Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 

2005; Wright, 2012), and emotions can “also bring people, places and things together” 

(Wright, 2012: 1114). Emotional geographies can be sensitive to difference, including 

intragroup difference (Pain et al., 2010). They can also allow for an intersectional approach 

to difference. Burman and Chantler (2004) explore intersectional issues in their reflexive 

account of their research with women belonging to minority groups who had experienced 

domestic violence. Their project sought, “to build alliances across the ‘black’/ ‘white’ 

divide”, for a more complex and intersectional understanding of how race, culture, 

migration status and class factor in the experience of domestic violence services (Burman & 

Chantler, 2004: 379). They also reflected on how these factors affected the dynamics of their 

research team, highlighting some conflicts that emerged because of differences in 

employment status, race and class (Burman & Chantler, 2004) (see further discussion of 

emotion and research later in this chapter). 

Emotions and transformative potential 

Emotional geographers have noted the transformative potential of emotions (Bondi, 

Davidson, & Smith, 2005; Davidson & Milligan, 2004). In emotional geographies, this 
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transformative potential is at least in part due to the ways that emotions circulate between 

the personal and the social; although emotions are often thought of as ‘personal’, they are 

socially, relationally and spatially constructed, and they are sensed and shared even as they 

are embodied (Bennett, 2009; Bondi, 2005; Collis, 2005). Emotions traverse in, and are created 

by the space between the personal and public. Wright (2012: 1117) noted how “emotions 

turn social processes into personal ones, and vice versa, and provide the means of both 

constituting and contesting these social processes and structures”. Emotional geographers 

recognise both how emotions can foster divisions and constitute political and social power 

structures, and argue that there the potential for emotions to help us reconstitute, recreate 

new social and political structures, and shaping possibilities for the future (Wright, 2012). 

Ahmed (2004: 39) argued that emotions such as anger and pain can serve as “a call for 

action, and a demand for collective politics”. Ahmed (2004) also articulated that the emotion 

of hope is necessary for transformative change; that it is hope that makes political action 

possible. In the context of transition, then, emotions may catalyse action, or may contribute 

to the division and fracturing of a community under pressure.  

To illustrate this transformative potential in the context of change and transition, there are 

two examples from emotional geographies on the subject of climate change; Farbotko and 

McGregor (2010) reflected on emotions at the Copenhagen Conference of Parties in 2009, 

when Ian Fry (who belonged to the delegation from Tuvalu), became emotional and related 

accounts of being overwhelmed by emotion in his statement (Farbotko & McGregor, 2010). 

This was a subversive act, one that deviated from the usual ‘rational’, formal, detached tone 

of statements at these events, and an act that highlighted the need to explore how “science 

and emotion combine with reformist or radical potential” (Farbotko & McGregor, 2010: 164). 

Gorman-Murray (2010) has similarly argued for the importance of emotions in 

understanding how climate change will affect people’s experiences and connections with 

place. He concludes that focussing on the local, situated, relational ways in which climate 

change will be experienced might help us catalyse change and help us mitigate our impact 

on the environment (Gorman-Murray, 2010).  



72 

 

Emotions and research 

Emotional geographies centre the importance of emotion in understanding lived 

experiences, and in understanding the construction of lived experiences, social processes, 

politics, power, and places (Wood, McGrath, & Young, 2012). Importantly, emotional 

geographies cannot simply be catalogues of emotions; they must engage emotionally with 

the places and people involved in the research, rather than feigning (or actually feeling) 

detachment (Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 2005). Therefore, emotional geographies must 

account for emotions throughout the research process, from research design and research 

encounters through to analysis and publication. This section explores the work of emotional 

geographers on the presence of emotions in the research encounter, the influence of place on 

the research encounter, the use of emotions in analysis, and the (non)presence of emotions in 

the publication of research. 

Research creates relationships, and qualitative research often demands a level of emotional 

investment in order for research encounters to be productive and ethical (Bondi, 2005; Munt, 

2011). Researchers influenced by feminist and other forms of critical theory, social 

constructionism, and/or some branches of phenomenology have long argued that 

knowledge is co-produced and co-constituted in research (Anderson, 1991; Finlay, 2002); not 

simply ‘discovered’ by the researcher, or ‘given’ by the participant. It is the encounter that 

produces the knowledge, and these encounters will always be “rich with emotions and 

emotional dynamics” (Bondi, 2005: 236). Bondi (2005: 237) argued that qualitative research 

encounters “evoke complex, rich and fluid mixtures” of emotions for researchers, including 

anxiety, joy, guilt, fear, pleasure, excitement, exhilaration, sadness, anger, even boredom, 

but that we rarely reflect on these emotions, except in extreme or particularly surprising 

cases. Indeed, she argued that we have no frameworks, no support structures in place to 

help researchers through the emotional impacts of doing research (Bondi, 2005).  

Another contribution that emotional geographies make to our understanding of the research 

encounter is the role of place in research — the “where of method” (Anderson & Jones, 2009: 

292). Anderson and Jones (2009: 292) argue that the place in which a research encounter 

happens will evoke certain “information on identities, emotions and power relationships”, 

and will thus materially shape the outcomes of the encounter. The ‘where’ of research is 
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often a purely pragmatic decision, but work by Anderson and Jones (2009) and Bennett 

(2009) demonstrated that the influence of place on both researcher and participant should be 

considered. Anderson and Jones (2009) investigated how young people ‘hang out’, drawing 

from interviews and ethnographic techniques deployed in different places. They were 

focussed on lived experiences and found that the locations, the other people, the tone of the 

environment, the constriction/availability of space and the different evocative sensory 

experiences involved all shaped the knowledge that was produced in the research encounter 

(Anderson & Jones, 2009). On the ‘researcher’ side, Bennett (2009) noted that some of the 

emotional difficulties she encountered in her research were due to her being affected by 

place, as well as by people, and that this influenced the outcomes of her research. These 

reflections demonstrate the importance of considering how the physical locations of 

interviews (and other research practices) need to be deliberately chosen and/or actively 

considered during data analysis.  

Emotional geographers have also argued that emotions (both our own, and those of research 

participants) influence the production and analysis of data, though this is not often openly 

acknowledged or examined (Bondi, 2005; Dowling, 2008). Bondi (2005) recounted her 

feelings of guilt during her PhD research; she was talking to people about school closures 

and mergers, and often felt that — despite making it as clear as she could that she had no 

power to influence outcomes — people did have some expectation that she could advocate 

on their behalf and improve things for them. This guilt led to feelings of shame, inadequacy, 

and failure, which she acknowledged could present an impediment to research (Bondi, 

2005). However, upon reflection many years later, she believed that the guilt she was feeling 

could have helped her understand and analyse her data. She stated that her feelings: 

“provided pointers to the deployment of moral discourses within the interviews I 

conducted…I was actively recruited into the distribution of right and wrong in the sense that 

my interviewees (obviously and understandably) wanted to convince me that they were 

‘right’” (Bondi, 2005: 242).  

Given the earlier argument that thinking and emotions are bound up together, emotions are 

undoubtedly used in analysis but are rarely made visible or explicit (Bondi, 2005). Proudfoot 

(2010) was able to reflect on his own emotions of discomfort, awkwardness, and anxiety 

during research encounters in his analysis. He found that his own emotions affected the 

quality of the interview, and that when he was uncomfortable he became blunter and the 
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interview became more stilted. The emotions that arose and circulated between him and his 

research participants (and the place the research was conducted) contributed to his analysis 

on the difficulties involved in articulating certain emotions, and the ‘taken-for-granted’ 

status of certain behaviours and feelings (Proudfoot, 2010). Similarly, Dowling (2008) 

reflected on emotions in a paper on how Norwegian physical education lecturers engage 

with gender theory, looking at how her own emotions prompted the research, the broad 

array of strong emotions her research generated, and what this suggested about gender and 

identity in her research group. Dowling (2008: 261) suggested that the anger felt in response 

to some of her questions about gender and gender identity was due to the fact that cis-

gender men rarely need to think critically about gender issues; their identity “is a biological 

‘given’” in their view, but being asked about it explicitly undermined that ‘given’ status and 

narrative.  

This commentary leads to the final point — the presence of emotions (or lack thereof) in the 

communication of research. Academic texts do not often contain an account of the 

researcher’s emotions or the role of emotions in research and data analysis; where emotions 

are explicitly expressed, this tends to be in terms of anxiety, or problems that were solved 

(Bondi, 2005), or perhaps surprise at an unexpected result. Other emotions may be 

communicated but more implicitly, and may be couched in ‘professional’ or detached 

language or terms. 

Bondi (2005) suggested that we openly acknowledge the importance of emotion, even in 

traditional inquiry. Although it is important not to centre the emotions of the researcher 

whilst displacing or de-emphasising the emotions of the research participants,25 or simply 

recounting lists of emotions without critical reflection (Bondi, 2005; Burman & Chantler, 

2004), it is possible and certainly helpful to include some reflexive accounts of the role of 

emotion in some research reporting. For example, in her PhD dissertation Morrison (2010) 

explored her own emotional reactions and responses during and after research encounters, 

alongside her discussions of the emotional geographies of heterosexual couples in their 

                                                      
25 Whilst acknowledging the importance of my own emotions in shaping this research, I wished to 

avoid centring my own feelings at the expense of participants’. As such, the data chapters centre 

participants’ voices, but in the analysis chapters, particularly Chapter 10, I have attempted to reflect 

on my own emotions and positionality and how these factors may have influenced this research.  
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homes. In doing so, Morrison was also able to evoke a sense of the research encounter itself, 

rather than simply the distilled findings. In addition to reflecting on the role of emotions in 

the research encounters and in analysis, it is also how she situates herself within the 

research, which is an important but challenging task when drawing from feminist (and 

other) critical qualitative methodologies. Other emotional geographers have found ways to 

present a critical discussion of their own emotions within accounts of their findings; a 

journal article by Horton and Kraftl (2009) begins in a highly unusual way, with a brief 

preface that describes a co-researcher’s deeply emotional and embodied reaction to a 

research encounter; she returns to the car, and breaks down in sobs. Other authors cited in 

this chapter have found ways to report on critical reflections on their emotions in academic 

writing, sometimes through largely reflexive and theoretical pieces, sometimes woven in 

with accounts of research findings (see Bennett, 2009; Dowling, 2008; Proudfoot, 2010).  

In sum, emotions are important in knowledge production and are critical to the 

understanding and exploration of lived experiences. The emotional content of stories and 

their expression and delivery are important subjects for analysis, and can provide insights 

into local contexts, the meanings of places, community dynamics, and the relationships 

between place, identity, and community. Emotions can also be critical in the mobilisation of 

action and in transformative politics, in challenging dominant structures and pursuing a 

more equitable and just future, but conversely they may also divide and fracture 

communities.  

Islandness 

“Islands contribute to our knowledge about the world and ourselves, and discourses about islands 

enhance how we understand the world and the self, place and identity” (Stratford, 2003: 495). 

Islands occupy a special place in Western imaginaries, perhaps more so than any other 

landform (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013). For millennia, the island has been conceptualised as a 

place of mystery, magic, isolation, exile, freedom, utopia and dystopia. Islands feature in 

Homer’s The Odyssey and Plato’s account of the lost island civilisation of Atlantis, Thomas 

More’s Utopia, a perfect society on a patch of land deliberately isolated and ‘islanded’ from 

the continent, Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and countless other works, including Robinson 
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Crusoe Treasure Island, Peter Pan, Lord of the Flies, and television programs such as Gilligan’s 

Island, Survivor, and Lost. Gillis (2004: 1) is often quoted as having said, “Western culture not 

only thinks about islands, but thinks with them”, and Hay (2006: 26) argued that the 

“metaphoric deployment of ‘island’ is, in fact, so enduring, all-pervading and commonplace 

that a case could reasonably be made for it as the central metaphor within western 

discourse”. Island narratives, myths and metaphors have been used to convey isolation, 

alienation, tradition, innocence, exoticism, simplicity, paradise, loss, and more (Baldacchino, 

2010; Hay, 2003b; Hay, 2006; McCabe, 2001; Sharpley, 2012). Islands are so popular in fiction 

that they comprise half of all the entries in The Dictionary of Imaginary Places (Gillis, 2004). 

These fictional representations have often been linked to colonial practices; islands have 

been of critical practical and symbolic importance in colonialism. They have been colonised 

spaces, ‘pit stops’ and refuges that facilitated further colonisation, and as Gillis (2004: 62) put 

it, they served as “mental stepping-stones” that rendered oceans and seas more crossable in 

the imagination. In Western fiction representations of islands have been enmeshed in ideas 

about colonialism and masculinity. They have been places for heroes and pioneers, “wherein 

a uniquely gifted and courageous individual rises above the constraints imposed by the 

mediocrity of the many” (Hay, 2006: 27), and they have served “as a background for the 

enactment of a male and heroic paean to colonialism” (Baldacchino, 2010: 374). This 

construction, Hay (2006: 27) argued, is linked to conservatism in is emphasis on 

individualism and masculinity, particularly insofar as this construction pitches a battle 

between man and nature, where island environments are positioned as something to be 

explored and conquered. Relatedly, islands have sometimes been imagined as spaces of 

romanticised relationships between humans — often an exotic Other — and the 

environment (Granger, 1997: 72). Emphasising male individuality and adventurousness in 

places often populated by Indigenous islanders portrayed as ‘noble savages’, these 

narratives are intrinsically linked to Western colonial practices.  

Given their importance in Western history and in the Western canon, it follows, then, that 

islands have also been popular and compelling sites for research. Drawing from the work of 

numerous key scholars in the field, Thomas (2007: 22) perhaps best articulated the academic 

appeal of islands, stating that:  
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“they offer sites for invention, creativity, and experimentation. Islands confront us with 

dualities, juxtapositions of local and global realities, of interior and exterior references of 

meaning, of having roots at home and routes away from home…Islands represent a 

microcosm of the universe — they thrive in a co-existence of autonomous and relational 

zones, in a mingling of universality and particularity. Islands simultaneously represent 

geographical entities and complex dimensions of space and place…An island is a place where 

identity is formed and mediated through evolving social/cultural constructions.”  

Islands are seen as neat, naturally occurring and naturally bounded case studies or 

laboratories, which makes them very appealing sites for social research (Sharpley, 2012) and 

ecological and biological research. In terms of social research, islands have often been sites of 

experimentation and innovation (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013; Hay, 2006), and “maintain a 

unique grip on our imagination as intriguing places where fantastic utopic and dystopic 

worlds are possible” (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013: 131). Islands have demonstrated 

innovation in alternative and sustainable energies, natural and cultural heritage 

management and governance (Hay, 2006; Kelman, 2007). They are readily identifiable and 

bounded case study sites, and are often described as ‘microcosms’ (Jackson, 2008; Thomas, 

2007), that thus allow the study of broader phenomena. For example, Cave and Brown (2012: 

96) noted that in tourism research islands are presumed to be “microcosmic examples of 

larger scale tourism destinations”. We also tend to view islands “as a whole landscape, 

rather than components of places” (Jackson, 2008: 53), though this may elide the differences 

and divisions within island communities that islanders may be acutely aware of.  

In addition to social research, islands are important in the fields of ecology, biology and 

natural history. Indeed “Darwin and Wallace laid the foundations for our understanding of 

evolutionary processes through studies specific to islands, and island biogeography has 

remained paradigmatic within ecological and evolutionary science” (Hay, 2006: 20). Islands 

are important sites of biodiversity (Selwyn, 1980), specialisation (Hay, 2003a) and endemism 

(Jędrusik, 2011; Royle, 2010), and may be free from exotic species that have become endemic 

in neighbouring areas (Kelman, 2007). In fact, island sites comprise almost one third of all 

natural World Heritage sites (Kelman, 2007) and are places of rich biodiversity, but are also 

thought to be particularly fragile and vulnerable to invasion by exotic species (Farrier, 2011). 
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Baldacchino (2006b) argued that, proportionate to their size, islands contribute more greatly 

to cultural and biological diversity than non-island areas.26 

The boundedness of islands makes them seem like more knowable spaces with, perhaps, 

more knowable or controllable variables, making them naturally occurring ‘laboratories’ 

(Butler, 2012; Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; Hall, 2010). That said, although this construction is 

convenient, it is simplistic and may suggest a false sense of control; islands are affected by 

broader systems and are not completely closed off (Butler, 2012; Terrell, 2008). This 

construction also suggests a kind of homogeneity and unity that belies the actual 

experiences of many islanders; in this vein, Harwood (2011: 92) argued that “Islands usually 

contain other islands”; that is, that spaces we see as unified actually contain multiple 

distinct, bounded, fragmented spaces.  

For such reasons, islands and islanders frequently become the ‘objects’ of research for 

outsiders, rather than being studied in their own terms (Baldacchino, 2008; 2010), and they 

are frequently researched and represented by non-islanders. Being treated as a laboratory 

and being objectified through research is something that islanders may well dislike or resent 

(Butler, 2012). Beyond a mere annoyance, research on islands has at times been extremely 

harmful for island residents. They have been sites for exploitative, dangerous experiments, 

such as the United States using the Marshall Islands for nuclear weapons testing 

(Baldacchino & Clark, 2013). In addition to resenting the exploitation and objectification of 

outside researchers, Larner (2012: 159) argued that islanders may not place much value on 

knowledge generated by outsiders:  

“Those who live on islands are often parochial; they want to understand their own economies 

and societies better, and often have little time for grand theories and universalizing narratives 

that come from elsewhere, particularly when they do not appear to elucidate their immediate 

concerns”.  

                                                      
26 It has also been argued that human inhabitants of islands are closer to nature than mainlanders: 

“The rhythms of tides, wind, and storms determine what you do and will not do. Survival depends 

on a deep respect for the forces of nature and an instinctive understanding of one’s relative 

powerlessness to exercise control over them” (Conkling, 2007: 199). Brinklow (2013: 40) makes a 

similar argument for the appeal of islands, “relative ease of access to nature and the possibility of 

living in tune with the rhythms of the ocean and land”. This sense may be something of a relic from 

the colonial era, where the Indigenous inhabitants of islands were often constructed as ‘noble 

savages’ who were closer to, or a part of, nature.  
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Although levels of parochialism are likely to vary from island to island, context to context, 

Larner’s argument here highlights another possible issue in relation to outsiders researching 

islands. It is important to try to unpack and bracket out the pervasive tropes and narratives 

about islands (including the purported likelihood of islands to be parochial) in order to try 

and understand islands — and one island in particular — on its own terms from a position 

of wonder. In what follows I review some of those representations and constructions of 

islands, and then review the literature on ‘islandness’ to get a sense for what, if anything, is 

unique and particular about islands and island geographies, and explore some of the key 

themes in the island studies literature. 

Defining and constructing islands and islandness  

“on one hand islands seem so clearly defined (if not confined) by surrounding waters, while on the 

other hand they remain wrapped in the mists of the mythic metaphors that envelop them” (Gillis & 

Lowenthal, 2007: iv). 

The term ‘island’ is contested and is not simple to define (Hay, 2006). The most 

straightforward definition is that an island is a landmass girt by water that is smaller in size 

than a continent (Jędrusik, 2011; Sharpley, 2012). However, Jędrusik (2011) argued that the 

distinction between islands and continents is essentially arbitrary, and this definition is also 

called into question by the frequent representations of Australia as ‘the island continent’ — a 

term this definition would suggest is oxymoronic. Attempts have been made to clarify the 

issue by categorising islands as a land mass smaller than 10,000 km2, with larger islands 

(over 50,000 km2) being classified as ‘island continents’ or by features such as isolation and 

relationships to water (Jędrusik, 2011), however diverse definitions remain. Indeed, perhaps 

a single definition can never be adequate; Vannini and Taggart (2013: 227) stated the islands 

“are so numerous, so heterogenous, that to utilize an overarching category…entails miring 

the field in an impassable quagmire of qualifiers, subcategories, exceptions, and scare 

quotes”. 

Another possible source of a definition is the separation of islands from mainlands; islands 

are often defined by their lack of a fixed link to a continent or mainland. Watson (1998: 133) 

stated that “discontinuity with the mainland is the essence of islandness”, and isolation has 

been identified as a universal characteristic of islands (Jędrusik, 2011). However, islands 

vary greatly in their degree of isolation; fixed links connecting offshore islands with 
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mainlands are quite common, and they are thought to address some of the difficulties and 

hardships experienced by island communities, such as improving employment 

opportunities, reducing the cost of travel (for both people and goods), and addressing out-

migration (Baldacchino, 2004). Fixed links may diminish islandness and disrupt island 

identities (Baldacchino, 2004; McCabe, 2001; Watson, 1998). They may even erase islandness; 

Dampier Island, part of the Dampier archipelago off the coast of north-western Australia 

officially became the ‘Burrup Peninsula’ after a fixed link — a causeway — was constructed 

connecting the island to the mainland (Jones, 2004; Vinnicombe, 1987). Fixed links may also 

contribute to increased residential development and gentrification (Baldacchino, 2004). This 

trend was noted in Jackson’s (2008) Phillip Island study; the fixed link increased residential 

development and some felt as though the island — by virtue of greater connectivity and 

integration with the mainland — lost something of its appeal and, indeed, of its islandness 

and island identity.  

However, the notion of ‘fixed links’ is not clear cut; fixed links may become impassable due 

to poor weather (making them less than ‘fixed’) (Baldacchino, 2004), and tolling may restrict 

travel and “economic integration”, so that islands remain somewhat isolated (Armstrong, 

Ballas, & Staines, 2014: 227). Gibbons (2010) explores islandness on Madeline Island in Lake 

Superior in the United States, which is connected to the mainland during winter by an ice 

road. He posited, “epistemologically, is it less of an island when one can drive to the 

mainland?” (Gibbons, 2010: 166); that is, can islandness vary by season? It is also the case 

that “many islands with fixed links stubbornly retain distinctive ‘islandness’ characteristics” 

(Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014: 227). Further complicating the argument, fixed links 

may be conceptualised as more than tunnels or roads. McCabe (2001) suggested that regular 

air traffic routes, ferries, telecommunications, broadcast networks, and even the sea may be 

thought of as ‘fixed links’, and arguably all islands are at least connected by one or more of 

these links.  

Given the debate over the definition of ‘island’ it is unsurprising that islandness is also a 

contested concept (Gillis & Lowenthal, 2007). Islandness is loosely defined as “the tacit 

socio-political and institutional qualities and capabilities of islands” (Peterson, 2011: 5), or as 

the traits, characteristics, experiences or qualities common to all islands, that “transcend 
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local culture” (Conkling, 2007: 192), but what (or if) these may be is hotly debated. The Island 

Studies Journal launched in 2006 was formed in the wake of debates as to whether or not “a 

coherent theory of islandness” was even possible (Hay, 2006: 19). Vannini and Taggart (2013: 

236) suggested that islandness is “not simply the sense of place typical of islands, but also 

the multiple ways through which relations among inhabitants, and between islands and 

their dwellers, are practiced”, and Jackson (2008: 47) described it “as the dynamics of the 

natural boundary and the resulting island qualities”. Karides (2013: 316) suggested that 

autonomy may be “constitutive of islandness”, whereas McCabe (2001: 127) dubbed it, “a 

dynamic cultural interplay of home and away, tradition and modernisation”. Islandness is 

also thought to be contextual, and may be experienced in diverse ways (Gillis & Lowenthal, 

2007), and Fletcher (2011: 27) called for, “an approach to thinking about islands that refuses 

to conceive of their meaning as fixed or stable”.  

These latter descriptions underscore the difficulty, if not impossibility, of finding a 

generalisable notion of islandness common to all islands. Perhaps the only truly shared 

characteristic of islandness is the reality and awareness of being encircled by water 

(Sharpley, 2012); indeed, Hay (2013b: 211) argued that if island studies is to be justified as a 

discipline, “it must have to do with water, the element common to all islands”. Gillis and 

Lowenthal (2007: iii) stated that islands are “appearing” in mainland cities and towns, and 

that the concept of the island is being more widely deployed; yet they still stressed a 

distinction between “seagirt islands” and other places being called islands, arguing that, 

“the journey over water remains a distinctive experience, and the material essence of islands 

still matters.” Relatedly, Stratford (2008: 161) argued that, “islandness may be described as 

an affect of particularly land- and water-scapes”. In turn, this may create “strong placed-

based identifications” with “affective and ontological” dimensions we can think of as an 

emotional geography of islandness (Stratford, 2008: 171).  

Perhaps partly because of the way islands and islandness resist ready definition, they are 

often constructed in dichotomous terms. Common dichotomies deployed on or about 

islands include paradise/prison, heaven/hell, insularity/connectedness, belonging/exile, 

vulnerability/resilience, dependence/independence (Baldacchino, 2006a; Baldacchino & 
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Clark, 2013; Brinklow, 2012, 2013; Hay, 2006). Cave and Brown (2012: 102) provide an 

excellent summary: 

“Islands are contested spaces, often contrasted to “other” places such as “mainland” and described 

relationally by contrasts of physicality (tropical versus coldwater ice-bound islands of both 

hemispheres, inhabited by aboriginal people versus dominated by colonial peoples, small versus 

large, uninhabited versus populous, resource-rich versus resource-poor) or of identity such as 

paradise or prison, victim or resourceful in the face of threats, internal or external, vulnerable or 

examples of community resilience. They are evocative of welcome and inclusive communality and 

enmeshed sociability but at the same time as places of isolation and sites of real and perceptual 

imprisonment and exile”.  

These constructions are compelling and persistent to the point of being “hackneyed” 

(Baldacchino & Clark, 2013: 129), and they are woven throughout narratives of islands. 

Island studies scholars “tend to be critical of the ‘island as paradise, island as prison’ 

bifurcation” (Hay, 2006: 21), or conceptualisations of islands as innocent, remote sanctuaries, 

preserved from the corrupting influences of modernity (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013; Péron, 

2004), or as vulnerable dependants on mainlands (Stratford, 2013). Island scholars urge us to 

think with greater complexity and nuance, and to understand islands not as fixed entities 

conforming to popular Western tropes, but as spaces in a constant process of becoming 

(Baldacchino & Clark, 2013; Stratford, 2013). The vulnerability/resilience trope, given its 

particular significance for this project, will be discussed in more depth further on in this 

chapter.  

Understanding these constructions and tropes is important in order to bracket out 

preconceptions and to understand how these ubiquitous representations influence 

perceptions of islands and islanders (including those held by islanders themselves). As Hay 

(2006: 30) stated, the “metaphorical transcriptions of islands rebound upon real islands and 

influence life there”. It is also a fact that in some cases, some of these metaphors may have a 

material, historical truth; for example, some islands were literally prisons. Scholars have 

warned against a construction of island and islandness that focusses on “metaphorical 

abstractions” (Hay, 2006: 29) and ignores their actual physicality and their “stubborn, 

visceral materiality” (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013: 130). In order to explore this materiality 

and the emotional geographies of (non-metaphorical) islands, in the sections that follow and 

in the section on ‘Islandness’ in Chapter 5 I draw from Harwood’s (2011: 38) 
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conceptualisation of islands as “composed from the relations of land and water, island and 

continent and island and island”.  

Land and water — boundedness and mobilities 

“For many, to be surrounded by water is a blessed state” (Brinklow, 2013: 40). 

Hay (2006) stated that there is much debate in island studies about the notion of ‘edges’. 

Some have argued that islanders have a greater awareness of the boundaries of their place 

than mainlanders, especially on small islands (Hay, 2006). Water forms a barrier that 

requires particular equipment and resources to traverse (Godenau, 2012); the resulting sense 

of boundedness, isolation, and containment, some argue, contributes to the formulation of a 

strong ‘islander’ identity and sense of place (Conkling, 2007; Godenau, 2012; Hay, 2006; 

Jackson, 2006). However, it is important to note that this perception of the ocean as a fixed, 

containing edge or boundary is a Western construct, related to our preference for “Dividing 

the world into discrete things… Western thought has always preferred to assign meaning to 

neatly bounded, insulated things, regarding that which lies between as void” (Gillis, 2004: 

2). In contrast, many Pacific Islander cultures see their landscape as a “sea of islands” (Gillis, 

2004: 2, 83) in an ocean that is not a void, but a knowable place, “a complex living organism 

of currents and tides uniting small islands and atolls” (Jackson & della Dorra, 2009: 2090). 

In Western thought, however, boundedness remains an important part of the way that 

islands are constructed and experienced. The sense of being bounded and separated from a 

(dangerous, undesirable) mainland can create a sense of safety and protection, with 

concomitant freedom (Vannini, 2011). One study of islands in British Columbia found that 

islanders reacted with universal opposition to the notion of joining their island to the 

mainland by a bridge; reactions from participants included, “Everything would change with 

a bridge. We’d become a suburb” and “By limiting access to the rest of the world the ferry 

makes this place feel small, finite, different. It makes it what it is!” and “Yeah, the ferry 

makes an island feel like a coherent place, self-bound. It can bring unity, but because the 

escape is so limited it can work like a pressure cooker too, it can tear people apart” and “The 

water separates you. The ferry cuts you off”, and finally, “the ferry filters out those who are 

unfit for this community and funnels in those who crave it” (Vannini, 2011: 255). Separation, 
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distinctiveness, and sense of isolation are thus important parts of the appeal of islands 

(Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2006). 

However, as has been acknowledged in island studies, water connects as much as it isolates 

— in the words of Harwood (2011: 52):  

“before the invention of the aeroplane the sea was the medium of global connection. For most 

of recorded time islands, maritime cities and settlements on navigable rivers have had greater 

scope for expansion than land-locked inland settlements” (emphasis in original).  

Thus, rather than being isolated and shut off by water, islands are opened by it (Harwood, 

2011). The water edge is “a shifting liminality” (Thomas, 2007: 22), thus the boundary 

between island/water is dynamic and unfixed, and one can travel through it and over it 

(Hay, 2006).  

Islands may also be increasingly connected to other places, particularly as 

telecommunications technology improves. These perspectives may suggest that with 

increased connectivity islands are becoming less isolated; however Hay (2013b: 216) posited 

that islands may be increasingly connected, but that connectivity is not “the antithesis of 

‘isolated’”, arguing that “Islanders are not isolated [in] the sense of being denied connection 

to the wider world. But they are isolated in the sense that the encircling sea constitutes an 

emphatic perceptual boundary; a clearly evident delimiter that is experienced as an edge of 

primary significance”. Although the manifestation of the water boundary might differ, and 

although the ‘hard edge’ of the ocean may soften to a more liminal, permeable boundary, 

“the sea remains the thing — the key factor in the construction of island identity” (Hay, 

2013b: 229). Indeed, as has been argued above, the sense of being surrounded by water may 

be the only truly distinct feature of islandness and islander identities (Sharpley, 2012), and 

therefore any understanding of lived experiences of islanders must attend to the importance 

of encircling water, and the relationships with boundedness and mobilities it creates.  

Island and continent — island ‘Others’ 

Islands are simultaneously deployed as microcosms and as yet as a mainland’s ‘other’ (Harwood, 

2011: 116). 

Despite islands commonly being described and deployed as ‘microcosms’ (Jackson, 2008; 

Thomas, 2007), islands have also often been defined by what they are not (Brinklow, 2007; 
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Cave & Brown, 2012). Islands are often cast as “mainland’s ‘other’” (Harwood, 2011: 116); 

the Australian island state of Tasmania, for example, is often othered in this way (Hay, 

2003b; Wood, 2008), and it is the “psychological sink into which the fears, self-loathings and 

insecurities of the larger nation are displaced” (Hay, 2006: 27). This phenomenon goes the 

other way too; islanders often define themselves as culturally, socially, politically and 

economically distinct from, or in opposition to, other places (McCabe, 2001). Islandness 

comes to shape identity by creating a sense of “island-self and mainland-other” (Stratford, 

2008: 161). 

There are often considerable power struggles and imbalances between islands and 

mainlands (Jackson, 2008). Baldacchino (2010: 373) stated that, “islands are treated as fair 

game for mainland subjugation and organisation”, and Royle (2010: 8) argued that “islands 

are powerless places; all have been controlled by outsiders, many still are. Further, islands 

lose battles”. Islands, particularly those that are sub-national jurisdictions, may find 

themselves negotiating a tension between wishing to maintain their distinctiveness and 

specialness — and perhaps even increase their autonomy — whilst seeking parity of living 

standards and opportunity with the mainland (Jackson, 2008). This disparity can be 

constituted as a form of disability conferred by islandness (Harwood, 2011; Stratford, 2006). 

Stratford (2006: 579) noted that, in the case of Tasmania, “Isolation provides significant 

dividends to Tasmania via Commonwealth funding calculated to offset the disadvantages of 

peripherality more generally”. However, it has also been argued that this peripherality, 

remoteness, and vulnerability are not necessarily intrinsic features of islands. Rather, 

“powerful mainlands bestow remoteness on relatively powerless islands” (Gillis, 2001: 41). 

Indeed, Gillis (2004: 2) argued that although the balance of power currently sits with 

mainlands and continents, this is not inevitable and was not always the case — at times, “it 

was continents that were remote and isolated, the outposts of islands”. 

Island relationships with continents are complex, and islanders and mainlanders may view 

the same place very differently. Vannini and Taggart (2013: 233-234) ask us to: 

“Envision how your island might look from the water to a visitor. Utopian. Romantic. Remote. 

Secluded. Protected. Labile. Cozy. Impractical. Monastic. Finite. Small. Controllable. Now 

envision how your island might feel to you as an islander. Like your well pump needs a new filter. 

Like a new fence needs to be put around your garden if your deer are ever to leave your veggies 

alone. Like some space needs to be found for a larger parking lot at the ferry terminal. Like the new 
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trails still to be traced through the park need volunteers…Those are the glimmers of island life you 

envision as an inhabitant: not abstract places of possibility, but concrete places incorporated into 

your habits, to be made and re-made, by you and your neighbours”.  

For mainlanders, islands may be thought to be unchanging, idyllic, sheltered places 

(Jackson, 2008; Péron, 2004). But for islanders, islandness is not about metaphors, symbols, 

abstractions, or narrative imagery; rather, it is “an affective experience and practice”, that is 

socially and spatially grounded (Vannini & Taggart, 2013: 235). Mainland narratives about 

islands tend towards the romantic, and many islanders may resent how mainland narratives 

erase, sanitise and romanticise their lived realities, which may include problems with 

emigration, lack of employment (particularly for young or highly educated people) and 

educational opportunities, resource scarcity, waste problems and other environmental 

management issues, and persistent disadvantage (Baldacchino, 2008, 2010; Cambers, 2006; 

Hay, 2006; Marjavaara, 2007).  

Separation (and removal) from the mainland and the uniqueness and solitude it suggests are 

often important parts of the appeal, distinctiveness, and identity of islands and islanders 

(Vannini, 2011; Williams, 2010). Separation may be becoming more appealing; Gillis (2001: 

39) noted that distance and remoteness are viewed differently based on one’s resources and 

mobility:  

“There was a time, not so very long ago, when remoteness, like backwardness, was something 

to be overcome. And this is still true for a very large part of the world’s peoples who do not 

have the freedom or resources to travel and for whom distance is a curse rather than an 

attraction. Thus the inflated value of remoteness to the privileged of the developed world 

reflects the fact that nothing is any longer geographically remote because nothing is 

physically inaccessible to them…The scarcity of remoteness has driven up its value”.  

Given the importance of separation and the value of remoteness it is unsurprising that 

islanders often object to a fixed link between their island and the mainland (McCabe, 2001; 

Vannini, 2011). Even a too direct, too easy route to an island (for example, a fast, reliable, 

and frequent ferry link) may decrease its sense of remoteness (Gillis, 2001).  

In sum, islanders are often constructed as ‘others’, or construct themselves as ‘others’. 

Distinctiveness and separation are important and often highly valued, yet islands do often 

also depend on mainland organisations to provide services, to improve liveability, or to 

provide tourists. Islands are often subjugated to mainlands, especially off-shore islands with 
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neighbouring metropoles, and being governed by outsiders and mainlanders does not 

always sit easily with islanders.  

Island and island — archipelagic thinking 

The poet John Donne wrote that, “no man is an island”, and some have argued that no 

island is an island, either. Far from being completely isolated with no other landform for 

miles and miles, many — even most — islands actually form parts of chains of islands, or 

archipelagos (Cambers, 2006). Indeed, Stratford (2013) argued that we should break away 

from thinking about islands at the individual scale as completely separated, isolated and 

solitary. Rather, island studies should move towards the consideration of the archipelago, 

which “suggests relations built on connection, assemblage, mobility, and multiplicity” 

(Stratford, 2013: 3).  

Although islands may be very remote from a mainland, they may be very close to and 

intimately connected with other islands, and islanders may move between islands readily 

and frequently. Thinking of islands through archipelagos, rather than as singular, isolated 

entities, disrupts some of the common Western ways of thinking about islands, and may be 

more in line with the way many Indigenous islanders understand their landscapes and 

geographies. Indeed, as islanders may be, “more connected to the sea than to the land, it can 

be easier to connect with a nearby island across a short stretch of ocean than with another 

place on the same island” (Kelman et al., 2011: 75). The relationships between islands can 

even begin to mimic relationships between islands and mainlands. As Brinklow (2013: 49-50) 

argued, “There can be a pecking order of islandness: the farther away you are from the main 

island, the more credibility you have as an islander…sometimes the island is the mainland 

and the one looking down on the smaller island farther out”.  

Island economies 

It has been argued that options are limited and economic development dissuaded by some 

of the typical characteristics of ‘islandness’, such as isolation, insularity, small size, 

remoteness, dependence and peripherality (Marjavaara, 2007; Overmyer, 2012; Sotto & 

Labay, 2012; Sufrauj, 2011). Given the water barrier, separation and distance, transport is 

often of particular importance for islanders, and presents “a triple problem of choice, time, 

and price for islanders” (Baldacchino, 2006b: 857). High cost and low frequency transport 
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services connecting islands with mainlands contribute to higher costs for goods (both 

imports and exports) and diseconomies of scale (Baldacchino, 2006b; Cave & Brown, 2012). 

Given these constraints, many small island economies tend to be specialised and lack 

diversity (Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014; Bertram & Poirine, 2007; Jackson, 2006), and 

specialisation may reduce the resilience of the economy, much as in mining towns. For this 

reason, Baldacchino (2005: 39) argued that “resource-poor islands have usually fared much 

better economically than resource-rich ones”, as they are not subject to being dominated by 

mining activities locally and can resist being absorbed into a global economic system they 

can exert little control over. There are, then, some islands that run counter to the trend of 

poor economic performance (Baldacchino, 2013; Williams, 2010). Given this, it is clear that 

islandness cannot be the primary determining factor; as Baldacchino (2013: 8) stated, 

“Islandness is perhaps best understood as some kind of intermediate variable that does not, 

in itself, cause anything”.  

Tourism is of particular importance as an industry for many islands (Armstrong, Ballas, & 

Staines, 2014; Baldacchino, 2013; Marjavaara, 2007). Indeed, Baldacchino (2006b: 858) argued, 

“the association between small (especially tropical) islands and tourism is one of the best 

branding exercises in the history of marketing”. Small islands often possess characteristics 

that make them appealing tourism destinations, including distinctive cultural and natural 

environments (Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014; Cave & Brown, 2012). Indeed, islands 

may be “reservoirs of traditional languages or practices” (Royle, 2010: 13), and may be very 

distinct from neighbouring mainlands. This distinctiveness also contributes to the 

romanticised images of islands and islanders held by mainlanders, which further 

encourages tourism (Baldacchino, 2008). Islands offer “a physical and psychological degree 

of separation” (Cave & Brown, 2012: 96) that many tourists find appealing (Jackson, 2008; 

Sufrauj, 2011). The ‘knowability’ that makes islands attractive to researchers is also part of 

their appeal to tourists; they are defined, finite, bounded, which gives tourists the sense that 

they can ‘know’ them in their entirety (Jackson, 2008). Gibbons (2010: 168) stated that 

tourists who seek “an authentic experience of island life are observing a voluntary 

community of islanders…They wish to meet locals, and want to see what island life is like”. 

This indicates the importance of the perception, at least, of a unique social environment on 

islands for tourism. As such, tourism commodifies islandness and island communities, and 
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island residents may find themselves playing into mainlander narratives to better support 

the industry (Gibbons, 2010). There is a tension here between celebrating and exploiting 

islander cultural and natural heritage, which may cause some problems for islanders (Royle, 

2003) and the potential for this attention to contribute to “greater recognition, revival and 

maintenance of [Indigenous] culture, while providing them with a livelihood that is 

symbiotic with traditional activities” (Slinger-Friedman, 2009: 16). 

A number of benefits and problems are associated with island tourism. Tourism may be a 

way for island communities experiencing emigration and depopulation “to retain their 

young” (Royle, 2003: 26). It provides an economic base for an island that may well depend 

on the quality of its environment, which may then lead to improved environmental 

outcomes. Small and isolated islands may be able to exert more control over their tourism 

industry than other spaces can, however this takes leadership (Baldacchino, 2013). But 

islands with a strong tourism industry may receive annual visitation rates well in excess of 

the resident population; as such tourism can place a lot of pressure on natural resources, 

infrastructure and services (Baldacchino, 2006b; Cave & Brown, 2012; Jackson, 2006). 

Tourism, even ecotourism, can damage the local environment and landscape (Jackson, 2008), 

which can damage islander social and cultural identities (Bożętka, 2013). Tourism may also 

cause more damage on islands than in mainland areas due to the often small size of islands 

concentrating activities during certain times and in certain places (Cave & Brown, 2012). It 

may sometimes clash with other island industries; Kelman (2007) gave the example of 

recreational fishing by tourists, which damages fishery livelihoods in the Galápagos Islands. 

Tourism may also create tensions in the community between residents and visitors (Jackson, 

2006). Jackson (2006) gave an example from Bruny Island, where tourists would crowd out 

residents on the ferries. The tourism industry can contribute to tensions between island 

residents, as tourists can be seen to present a threat to the island’s environment and way of 

life (Jackson, 2006), yet some islanders may rely on tourism for their livelihood. This conflict 

may also cut the other way; Kelman (2007: 105) noted that, “tourists bringing their 

conservation concerns to islands could lead to a colonialist mentality that superior outsiders 

must explain to inferior islanders how to manage their land and its resources”.  
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On particularly desirable island, communities may experience gentrification as a result of 

wealthy mainlanders buying holiday or retirement homes on the island (Hay, 2006; Jackson, 

2006; Marjavaara, 2007), as islands are imagined as places of retreat or refuge from the 

mainland (Brinklow, 2013; Granger, 1997). Jackson (2006) noted that improved 

telecommunication connectivity may also contribute to gentrification, as this enables people 

who can work from home (in their own business or via telecommuting) to move to islands, 

as do fixed links (Baldacchino, 2004). Even though many islands are currently experiencing 

depopulation, expanding urban areas may put pressure on offshore islands near them, 

especially those with strong transport networks, leading to gentrification and possibly 

turning islands into dormitory islands (Gillis, 2001; Jackson, 2008). Baldacchino (2004: 139) 

argued that gentrification (led or exacerbated by fixed links) resulted in “elbowing out locals 

and setting in motion the embourgoisement of the local population, with affluent 

mainlanders rushing in while poorer islanders having no choice but exile.” These changes 

may lead to housing stress and even displacement for locals, who may be unable to compete 

in the market, or may be forced out due to increased rates (Marjavaara, 2007).  

In addition to displacement, this mix of permanent residents and wealthy mainland home 

owners may create tensions due to cultural differences and disputes over development and 

the loss of significant landscapes; in some cases, islanders are thought to be particularly 

protective of island environments, in others they are more open to development than 

holiday home owners (Baldacchino, 2008; Hay, 2006; Jackson, 2006; Marjavaara, 2007). It is 

also possible for tourists to be displaced; should accommodation on islands become more 

upscale, the island may become less affordable to the tourists who had formerly been 

regular visitors (Jackson, 2008). This may then undermine the island’s economic base. 

Community and shared ‘islander’ identities  

Islands may be characterised by a strong sense of community, and this is an important part 

of their appeal (Jackson, 2006); “Someone once said that you know you’re an islander when 

it takes you two hours to go to the village to run an errand, as you have to stop and visit 

with everybody you meet” (Vannini & Taggart, 2013: 234). In other words, “you know 

everybody, and everybody knows you” (Vannini & Taggart, 2013: 234). Conkling (2007: 199) 

argued that islandness creates “lifeboat ethics” — the idea that islanders, their successes and 
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their futures are “intimately and inextricably tied up with those with whom they are cast 

and with whom they have (almost) no choice but to accept, since all succeed or fail 

together”. Lifeboat ethics have been attributed to the boundedness of islands by water and 

the concomitant insularity of islands (Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; Jackson, 2006; Sharpley, 

2012). In the words of Hay (2003b: 203), “Physical boundedness conduces to psychological 

distinctiveness, because it promotes clearer, ‘bounded’ identities.” This boundedness “is 

always there, solid, totalising and domineering, tightening the bonds between the island 

folk, who thus experience a stronger sense of closeness and solidarity” (Péron, 2004: 330). 

Yet, Wynne (2007) warned that these strong local ties must be balanced, lest island 

communities become too insular and xenophobic. Islands are sometimes associated with 

parochialism (Larner, 2012; Williams, 2010), and can be slow to accept newcomers. Whether 

or not one is thought to be an ‘islander’ and have that identity recognised by other islanders 

depends on the island and its culture/s. A participant from Kangaroo Island in South 

Australia in Jackson’s (2008: 241) research on islandness stated that, “Islanders are the 

people that were born here, several generations. Locals are not born here but have been here 

for a long time”. Other island populations are more readily accepting of newcomers, and 

share that identity earlier on.  

Identity formulation is thought to have shifted more to voluntary associations and networks 

in recent times, with family and place-based identities having reduced importance. 

However, it has been argued that place and identity remain linked, but rather through 

voluntary associations and movements into place, rather than by means of automatic 

connections from birth or family associations; such may especially be the case for islands 

which can attract a kind of “voluntary identity” (Gibbons, 2010: 167, see also Jackson 2008). 

These voluntary identities can be very strong, possibly replacing or adopting “the attributes 

of ethnicity” (Baldacchino, 2005: 37). People who feel they are lacking in a sense of identity 

and community may be particularly attracted to islands (Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2008). 

Such people may include those seeking to live alternative or counter-culture lifestyles, or 

those seeking “to re-create utopian, idyllic spaces” (Vannini, 2011: 250). Islands often appeal 

to artists (Jackson, 2006), possibly because “the creative spirit finds resonance in the state of 

being islanded. Artists find they make art they otherwise would or could not by living on an 

island” (Brinklow, 2013: 40), and their art may become more focussed on political issues and 
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identity (Hay, 2003b). Other attractions include a reduced cost of living, the appeal of a 

small community, and the freedom from mainland expectations (Brinklow, 2013). Islands, 

therefore, are particularly interesting places to study community identities. 

Mainlanders often assume that islands are singular, united and harmonious communities 

(Jackson, 2008). Harwood (2011: 45) argued that internally divided islands seem unnatural, 

because the water boundaries of islands are seen to be inherently natural, “organic and 

trans-historical.” Ergo, a divided island seems to resist the unity conferred on them by 

nature, and is perceived to be in conflict with the constitution of island spaces. However, 

sharing the same space and being bounded by the same edge “does not automatically 

produce bondedness and intra-island social divisions may threaten the development of a 

community vision” (Jackson, 2008: 83). Indeed, Harwood (2011) argued that this assumption 

of unity and coherence may actually contribute to the fragmentation of islands and 

exacerbate conflicts and tensions. In a space where unity and homogeneity may be assumed, 

the need to define oneself through difference asserts itself. Where non-islanders see unity, 

islanders see difference and fragmentation (Harwood, 2011). Divisions may be attributed to 

competition for resources (Vannini, 2011) or from living in different townships or 

settlements on the island, or from differences of opinion over issues on the island 

(Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; Péron, 2004). Divisions have also been noted between permanent 

residents and seasonal residents (Jackson, 2008; Vannini, 2011), and long term residents and 

more recent arrivals, who may have different views about development and conservation 

and about their island’s future (Gillis, 2001; Jackson, 2006). Gillis (2001) stated that 

newcomers to islands may be more likely to oppose fixed links to mainlands than long term 

island residents, as the newcomers have explicitly sought remoteness and separation. On 

Bruny Island (off the coast of Tasmania, an island state of Australia), Jackson (2006: 217) 

noted that “newcomers tend to have a stronger environmental ethic than some of the older, 

traditional ‘shoot and chop it’ residents,” and they may be more educated and more 

articulate, and if they are retired, may have more time to spend on community activities, 

which may give them a greater degree of influence (Jackson, 2008). Conversely, holiday 

home owners and seasonal residents may not involve themselves in community matters and 

activities (Jackson, 2008). Ultimately, points of difference and division can be construed as 

more divisive on islands because of islandness; “Similar division in other societies are not 
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seen as dividing a whole community, probably because the edges of those communities are 

not seen as so sharply defined by islandness” (Harwood, 2011: 165). 

These differences and tensions can lead to the fragmentation of institutions and “to a waste 

of social capital” (Fernandes & Pinho, 2013: 24) but given the fact that island communities 

are often small and insular, it is important that islanders find ways to coexist in the face of 

difference. Larner (2012: 159) argued that a degree of harmony can be accomplished by 

“knowing that shared island-ness should outweigh any attempts to conquer through divide 

and rule, and that presenting a united front to the outside world is paramount”, even if the 

different subjectivities and opinions are not well understood. This sense of a shared island 

identity can be particularly strong or important in the face of an external, larger or more 

powerful force or threat — even if internally, the islanders may be very aware of internal 

factions and divisions (Jackson, 2006; Larner, 2012). In the face of such a threat — even one 

that comes from another island — islanders tend to present a “united front” (Péron, 2004: 

330). Similarly, Hay (2006: 28) argued that on islands in particular:  

“identity politics emerges from a desire to defend difference against the totalising trends 

within globalization...Identity politics within islands, then, opposes the persistence of colonial 

structures (under the guise of globalization) and takes the side of autonomy and cultural 

diversity. To emphasise communal ties of identity is to set in place a progressive case for 

defending or promoting conditions in which autonomy, justice and dignity are possible”.  

In such a case, islands may offer important sites for resistance and leadership against 

globalisation, neoliberal hegemony and homogeneity (Stratford, 2008). In the face of 

globalising forces, islanders may be portrayed as inevitable victims who lack agency, and 

are losing control over their otherwise (or historical) idyllic existence (Marjavaara, 2007). 

However, islanders may also particularly resist trends toward homogeneity and the 

imposition of external systems and structures (Karides, 2013), and may cling to and fight for, 

their distinctiveness — for “an exceptional, indigenously rooted counter-identity” 

(Baldacchino, 2008: 42). 

In sum, island communities and islander identities are complex, and are linked both to the 

bounded geographies of islands and to the construction of relationships between islands and 

mainlands. In this work I use the word ‘community’ to describe all those living on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — all those who share the identity of ‘Islanders’. It is thus a 

place-based use of the term community, but one characterised by what is, for most, a 
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voluntary identity grounded to some extent in distinction and separation from the 

mainland. ‘Islander’ identity is also understood as intersectional; one of many identities that 

shape lived experiences and relations to power, and the Island community is understood to 

be heterogeneous, with numerous sites of difference, division, and conflict. Yet it has also 

been argued that a shared sense of identity may be critical in problem solving and in 

planning (Harwood, 2011), and thus for effective transition. 

 Vulnerability and resilience 

“Perhaps the most contested faultline within island studies is whether islands are 

characterised by vulnerability or resilience; whether they are victims of change, economically 

dependent, and at the mercy of unscrupulous neo-colonial manipulation, or whether they are uniquely 

resourceful in the face of such threats” (Hay, 2006: 21, emphasis in original). 

Islands are often thought of as particularly vulnerable places, due to dependency, 

remoteness, peripherality, size, limited resources and diseconomies of scale (Baldacchino, 

2013; Campbell, 2009; Kelman, 2007; Kelman & Khan, 2013; Peterson, 2011; Sharpley, 2012). 

Some islands, particularly small, low-lying islands, or small island developing states are 

thought to be particularly vulnerable to climate change (Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; Hay, 

2013a; Kelman & Khan, 2013; Sotto & Labay, 2012). Some see islands as “backwaters” (Hay, 

2006: 21); hopelessly stagnant places that are bounded and isolated in an age of integration 

and change, and that lack the dynamism necessary for adaptability and resilience (Hay, 

2003a). Some see those who live on islands as having retreated from the world, with “anti-

social self-indulgence” (Hay, 2006: 21); were this so, it would likely contribute to 

vulnerability given the importance of social capital and collective, community-based action 

for effective transitions.  

It has been argued that small islands may be, for a range of reasons, “unusually vulnerable to 

sudden changes in economic circumstances” (Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014: 226, 

emphasis in original). This condition can be due to the lack of economic diversity 

(Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014), and perhaps also due to the fact that islands, 

“exemplify environments with limited physical dimensions and non-renewable resources” 

(Granger, 1997: 72). Granger (1997: 72) argued that due to their isolation, small landmass 

and “vascillating economies” islands are “easily and directly influenced by distant 

international markets, world prices, and transportation costs”. Other authors have noted the 
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heightened vulnerability of small islands — particularly small island states — to externally 

driven shocks and problems and environmental disasters (Overmyer, 2012). The specific 

adaptations and isolation of island flora and fauna may also render them more vulnerable 

(Granger, 1997). Islands, especially island states, are less likely to have the resources to 

respond to natural disasters (Granger, 1997) or they may be more exposed to them (Cave & 

Brown, 2012). 

However, island status does not necessarily equate to vulnerability (Hay, 2013a; Kelman & 

Khan, 2013). Some scholars have challenged the image of island communities as inherently 

vulnerable and dependent (Amoamo, 2012; Karides, 2013). Rather, islanders are thought by 

some to possess a level of resilience, self-sufficiency, and adaptability rendered necessary by 

their isolation and insularity (Hay, 2006; Jackson, 2006). For example, Amoamo (2012: 418) 

said that on Pitcairn Island she found “a resourceful and resilient community that had 

evolved particular dispositions over time that sustained livelihoods and mitigated 

vulnerability” (emphasis in original). It has also been argued that islands are changeable 

places, which means that islanders are experienced in adapting to change. Certainly many 

island communities and cultures have existed for hundreds, even thousands of years, and 

thus have a long history of successful adaptation to change (Campbell, 2009; Hay, 2013a), 

and Peterson (2011: 7) stated that islands “have always been the harbingers of resilience and 

new discoveries”. On this basis islanders are construed as responsive and adaptable, with a 

high capacity “to lead by example” (Hay, 2006: 21).  

Islanders often possess strong networks and banks of local, traditional and/or Indigenous 

knowledges, factors which may also support resilience (Kelman & Khan, 2013), though 

understanding the role and importance of Indigenous knowledges and how they contribute 

to island resilience is something the academy has “barely started to scratch the surface of” 

(Baldacchino, 2013: 9). On this basis it is supposed that some island communities are 

particularly resilient (Lauer et al., 2013). However, colonialism and globalisation may have 

disrupted knowledge systems and practices in some island communities, thus undermining 

resilience and exacerbating vulnerability (Hay, 2013a). Or, as Campbell (2009: 94) suggested, 

“vulnerability lies not in some essential characteristic of islandness but in the loss of 
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traditional measures that enhanced resilience and the introduction of new ways of life that 

have increased exposure.” 

Relatedly, governance is likely to be factor shaping island vulnerability or resilience. Jackson 

(2006: 202) asked, “is island vulnerability exacerbated when systems of governance are 

imposed from outside?” Off shore islands are less likely to be autonomous jurisdictions, so 

may come under a mainland local council area and are more likely to be culturally or 

politically linked to the mainland (Jackson, 2008; Watson, 1998). However, given their 

separation and size it is likely be more difficult and expensive for government to provide 

parity of services and standards on islands (Watson, 1998). 

Another potential source of resilience lies in the strong sense of community, shared identity, 

and high degree of social capital islanders are thought to possess (Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; 

Overmyer, 2012). Social capital, as the ‘glue’ that holds people together, can enable 

cooperative action (Baldacchino, 2005). However it is important that bonding and bridging 

social capital are balanced in island communities if they are to retain their distinctiveness 

without becoming too insular (Jackson, 2008; Wynne, 2007). 

It may be the case that islands should be thought of as both vulnerable and resilient (Butler, 

2012), something that may be difficult for resilience researchers to cope with given that these 

terms are typically constructed as each other’s opposite. Kelman (2007) argued that the same 

traits that may render islands vulnerable may also contribute to their resilience, and Jackson 

(2008: 50) discarded the dichotomous approach of ‘vulnerable versus resilient’ altogether 

and argued: 

“Rather, it is important to recognise the various constraints that may face individual islands 

and to address these in management strategies. It is also imperative to identify opportunities 

for sustainable development which arise from particular island characteristics and these may 

include strong community bonds and the means to limit introduction of pest species and 

control tourist numbers”. 

Perhaps the more important point, then, is that islands “have specific issues (resulting from 

their islandness) that need to be considered in order to advance sustainability” (Jackson, 

2008: 310). As such, this research pays attention to those features of islandness and island life 

on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and how these may contribute to adaptability, 

vulnerability, resilience, and a successful post-mining transition.  
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Summary 

Islands are varied (Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014; Hay, 2006, 2013b; Ronström, 2013; 

Vannini & Taggart, 2013), or as Hay (2013b: 210) stated, “each island [is] radically 

particular”. There have been many different attempts to categorise islands for comparative 

analysis and to identify deterministic features (see Armstrong, Ballas, & Staines, 2014), but it 

is beyond the scope of this work to delve deeply into these debates. The important 

conclusion from this review of the literature is that islandness is not necessarily a 

deterministic thing, and in and of itself does not tell us a great deal about a place’s 

characteristics, vulnerabilities, or resilience. It is, however, an important factor that shapes 

community, identity, demography, the economy, connection to place, patterns of settlement 

and migration, and is likely to shape the kinds of opportunities and challenges experienced 

by islanders during transition. This thesis draws from emotional geographies to understand 

how place shapes lived experience, and, by extension, transition, and as such islandness is 

important to understanding community, experiences, strengths and weaknesses, but it is 

one of a range of factors.  

Conclusion 

Drawing from the literature on transitions, and post-mining transition in particular, it is 

clear that the local context and the local scale of action are important, and civil society is 

thought to play a critical role in effective transitions. The emotional geographies literature 

emphasises the importance of emotions as a source of knowledge, in the research encounter 

and in analysis. It also identifies the transformative power of emotions, the importance of 

place in emotions, and the relationship between emotions, community, identity, and place. 

Given the importance of place, then, in the construction of emotions, community and 

identity, it was important to gain an understanding of the place of this research, that is, of 

islands and islandness. The island studies literature echoes some of what is argued in 

emotional geographies — the importance of the materiality of places, the way place can 

shape identities and community, and the way these may be mobilised for collective action in 

the face of an issue, threat or challenge.  
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Together, these literatures and the themes I have identified constituted the ‘orienting 

framework’ that shaped the approach, emphasis and focus of this research. Yet, this 

framework was open-ended and flexible enough to allow for a position of wonder to be 

adopted, and to make it clear that additional theory was needed in order to understand 

some of what the data presented (see Chapter 9). With this orienting framework in mind, the 

next chapter is the first of the four data chapters, and focusses on the history of North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, with a view to developing an understanding of the place and 

the range of contextual factors at play.   
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CHAPTER 4 

Island History 

“Stradbroke’s like a microcosm of Australian society…a microcosm for Queensland history, 

where all the themes are here, existing in a microcosm” – I.8.1. 

Introduction 

“Stradbroke, an island that was once stocked with natural beauty: the rocks of Point Lookout at the far 

end of the island, and the sea smashing its boiling foam against the rock base; ferns and flowers 

growing in abundance; the white miles of sand stretching as far as the eye could see, daily washed by 

the rolling Pacific Ocean” (Walker, 1972: 13). 

Phenomenological research acknowledges that our understandings and interpretations of 

phenomena are shaped by (pre)conceptions and that our understandings are always 

situated and contextual (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Thus in order to 

understand the phenomenological object of this study — the ‘transition process’ — it is first 

vital to gain an understanding of the context in which that object and knowledges about that 

object are situated; the historical, structural, cultural and contextual influences on 

experiences and knowledges. The emotional geographies literature also instructs researchers 

to consider context, particularly the influence of place on experience and knowledge, and 

how places and experiences are intertwined and co-constituting (Atari, Luginaah, & Baxter, 

2011; Conradson, 2005). This chapter and the next particularly focus on research sub-aims 1 

and 2; herein, I sketch a picture of the Island and the community prior to the introduction of 

the North Stradbroke Island Protection and Sustainability Act (2011) and the transition processes 

that followed, to introduce the reader to the place and its peoples, and so that what follows 

can be understood in relation to this specific context, community, and set of circumstances.  

This chapter (and Chapters 5-9) draw heavily from interview data, as well as from published 

works, grey literature, and other sources. Wherever possible I have tried to use quotes and 

stories from interviews to describe and explain things, rather than rephrasing myself, for a 

number of reasons. The first reason is perhaps the obvious one; that the liberal use of quotes 

from participants may add strength and credibility to my interpretations, analysis and 
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argument (Lyons et al., 2013; Morrow, 2005). Quotations can also make work easier and 

more interesting to read (Corden & Sainsbury, 2006). Perhaps most importantly I want to 

emphasise throughout this work that the knowledge emergent from this project is 

collaborative; “The researcher and the participant co-construct the data and work together to 

produce meaning; together, they elucidate the conditions in which understanding takes 

place” (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010: 1069). The data and meaning on these pages emerged 

through conversations and the sharing of stories, and as far as is possible, I want to write in 

the multiple, diverse, oft conflicting voices that were with me as I compiled this work. In 

keeping with this approach, only long quotes are separated from the body-text, and smaller 

extracts are typically woven with others to form paragraphs, with some framing from me. 

Reflections on the selection and framing of stories by participants appear in Chapter 8. 

This chapter, the first of the two ‘context’ chapters, gives a brief history of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, followed by accounts of the two major industries on the Island; mining 

and tourism. I then introduce the Island’s townships, Dunwich, Point Lookout and Amity.  

FIGURE 4: VIEW FROM CLIFF DOWN TO BEACH AT POINT LOOKOUT  
SOURCE: PHOTO BY AUTHOR (2014).  



101 

 

Beginnings — ‘Land of Kabool the Carpet Snake’  

“Minjerriba was a giant in the sun    He stretched for miles in the sun. 

His green back coated with Cyprus and gum,  And Pacific on the east 

Belly bloated with rich grains of sand,   Quandamooka on the west 

Eyes brimming with waters so cool,   Bathed this giant in the sun” 

(Excerpt from the poem Minjerriba by Oodgeroo Noonucal). 

The Quandamooka Peoples have lived on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — ‘Land of 

Kabool the Carpet Snake’ — for tens of thousands of years (Durbidge, 1994a; Gregory et al., 

1999). They comprise several clans; Noonuccal, Goenpul, and Ngugi27 (Straddie Camping, 

2013). Prior to invasion, the Noonuccal and Goenpul Peoples lived primarily on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, and the Ngugi lived primarily on Moreton 

Island/Moorgumpin (Anderson, 2001). They lived in homes made from Island wood 

products in small villages (Anderson, 2001). These clans are referred to collectively as 

‘Quandamooka Peoples’;28 ‘Quandamooka’ is the Jandai language word for Moreton Bay, 

and it became a collective name consciously adopted during the struggle for land rights:  

“Quandamooka’s People, there’s a name she [referring to Kath Walker/Oodgeroo] gave for 

the claimants because she didn’t want them to be divided and conquered and use their tribal 

names…so rather than use their tribal names she used, first, the creator spirit was a 

porpoise, now the porpoise is Quando, the first old man died, he was Quando, and he came 

back as a porpoise…and so Mooka is mook-mook spirit, you know, and it’s a respectful 

being…Quandamooka is the porpoise spirit. And they don’t even know, there’s not even 

                                                      
27 There are various spellings for these clan names and indeed many of the Jandai (and other 

Indigenous language) words that appear in this thesis.  
28 In this thesis I do not explicitly state whether or not participants are ‘Traditional Owners’ or not, 

though it may be apparent from what participants themselves say. Today, North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is home to those clans collectively referred to as ‘Quandamooka’, and also 

Indigenous Peoples from elsewhere in Australia, due to colonial practices of dispossession and 

displacement. The Native Title Consent Determinations recognised a number of Traditional Owner 

groups, but these processes of official recognition and the way they recognise the rights of some and 

not others are problematic. Asking direct questions about Traditional Owner status is also ethically 

fraught, and so as with other sensitive topics around identity, conflict, and community dynamics, 

rather than ask directly my intention was to make space for them to be discussed if the participant so 

chose. Some did identify themselves as Traditional Owners, others didn’t specify either way. For all 

these reasons I make no mention of it. 
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truth used about those words, that was so carefully considered and picked for this claim” – 

Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3.29  

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah had a mild climate, permanent water and varied and 

bountiful food sources; as such the Quandamooka Peoples were semi-sedentary and built 

semi-permanent dwellings (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981). As one participant reflected, 

“one of the Aboriginal people said once, here on the Island, this Island used to supply 

everything we needed” – I.4.6. Seafood was a primary source of food for the Quandamooka 

Peoples (Anderson, 2001; Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981; Iselin & Durbidge, 1994), as 

evidenced by the few remaining middens on the Island: 

“When everyone had eaten and bellies were full, the bones and shells that were left were 

gathered together carefully and placed on top of each other. This was a law that they must all 

obey. If they were careless and scattered the bones and shells, then Biami the Good Spirit 

would punish them by scattering the living animals and fish, so that when the hunters went 

out next day, they would find it difficult to gather any food at all” (Walker, 1972: 94).  

Seafood was also an important trade good for the Island Peoples, who traded with mainland 

Aboriginal people for bunya nuts (Anderson, 2001; Iselin & Durbidge, 1994). They also 

travelled to the mainland seasonally via the land bridge that once connected what are now 

North and South Stradbroke Islands to Kombumerri country (Southport, on the Gold Coast) 

(Anderson, 2001).  

Given the few accounts of pre-invasion history in the written record, as an outsider there is 

little else I can say about the pre-invasion history on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. 

What is clearly apparent is that the Island was home to Quandamooka Peoples for millennia, 

and they enjoyed a degree of relative peace and plenty that was irrevocably disrupted by 

colonialism.  

                                                      
29 Anonymity was, of course, a key consideration in the ethical protocols for this research. Participants 

were told that they would not be identified by name or affiliation, and that I would do my best to 

exclude, edit, or limit potentially identifying details, and that they would be assigned a code number. 

Aunty Donna Ruska, however, specifically stated that she did not wish to be anonymous and wrote 

that into her consent form. She told me that she did not want anonymity because her people are given 

so few opportunities to have their stories heard. As such, I have acknowledged her words both by 

name and code number.  
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Post-invasion history  

“Stradbroke Island was actually the first settled place by Europeans in Brisbane…because 

it’s where freshwater first enters the bay… so it’s got a very long history, Stradbroke 

Island, from that perspective” – M.6.2. 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — specifically Point Lookout — was spotted by 

Captain James Cook in 1770 (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981). The first contact on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah between the Quandamooka Peoples and the colonisers 

occurred in 1803, when Matthew Flinders landed in search of water (Durbidge, 1994a). In 

1823, shipwreck survivors arrived on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah (Durbidge, 

1994a) and they were “made welcome and cared for by the people of Amity until they left” 

(Gregory et al., 1999: 7). These men may have been the first white men to live with 

Indigenous Peoples in Queensland (Walker, 1972).  

Like much of Australia, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah has a convict history, albeit a 

short-lived one. In 1827, an outstation was constructed at Dunwich for the servicing of the 

Moreton Bay penal colony (Cooke-Bramley, 1994a; Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981). Some 

convicts were stationed there as labourers, along with soldiers and sailors (Cooke-Bramley, 

1994a). The station seems to have lasted less than a decade (Cooke-Bramley, 1994a). 

Dunwich was also home to the first Catholic mission to Indigenous Peoples in Australia; it 

was established in 1843 (Durbidge, 1994a), but was abandoned only a few years later 

(Cooke-Bramley & Borey, 1994). In 1893 another mission was established at 

Moongalba/Myora, just outside of Dunwich (Durbidge, 1994a), and some of the local 

Quandamooka population were placed in missionary custody (Walker, 1972). It was not 

only those local to the Island; Indigenous Peoples from elsewhere were sent to the mission at 

Moongalba/Myora (Durbidge, 1994c) and many years later when the mission was closed, 

they moved to Dunwich and One Mile (Walker, 1972). 

The institutionalised life on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah continued. In 1850, 

Dunwich and the northern part of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was designated a 

quarantine station (Cooke-Bramley, 1994b); ideally suited as such, given that it was a 

relatively isolated island with good supplies of freshwater (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981). 
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Closing in 1864, the quarantine station gave way to the Dunwich Benevolent Institution, 

established that same year (Cooke-Bramley, 1994b; Cooke-Bramley & Durbidge, 1994). The 

Benevolent Institution, or asylum, was a home for Queensland’s elderly and infirm, as well 

as people with severe disabilities, people with alcohol abuse issues, and people with leprosy 

(Cooke-Bramley & Durbidge, 1994). It has been said that North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah was selected because of its islandness and isolation; “The island 

institution removed a social nuisance out of sight and therefore out of mind” (Lawson, 1973 

in Cooke-Bramley & Durbidge, 1994: 51). The residents — at the turn of the century there 

were over 1,000 — were considered “undeserving” of expenditure (Cooke-Bramley & 

Durbidge, 1994: 51), and “the government did not extend itself beyond providing the bare 

necessities of life” (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981: 80). The institution was closed in 1947, 

and the residents were moved to the Eventide facility at Sandgate (Durbidge & Covacevich, 

1981); “…they moved [to] Eventide down [at] Sandgate and, I’m led to believe that some of 

those, they fretted and died of broken hearts going to there, and having to live in a city 

area” – I.8.6. 

During this period of settlement the Quandamooka Peoples perhaps fared somewhat better 

than many of the mainland Indigenous Peoples of Queensland. North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is, “sort of unique in a State sense, because of there being such a 

concentrated cluster of local Indigenous residents” – I.5.4 (see Table 2). Indeed, the 

successful Native Title Consent Determinations in 2011 attest that some, at least, were able 

to remain on country. This difference may have been because: 

“Stradbroke was one of the only places in Queensland where there wasn’t competition for 

pastoral resources, so the Aboriginal people fared slightly better here, where they weren’t 

shot, or just outright murdered and then incarcerated into reserves that happened like on the 

mainland. Because the people were seen to be useful to the white economic system or 

society, they continued to live on country, fishing, oystering, and the dugong industry, the 

boats, doing the heavy labour for the Benevolent Asylum, and so weren’t as, [pause] forcibly 

removed from country and kept in social isolation” – I.8.1. This is, of course, only a matter 

of degree: “Quandamooka People, we have experienced a very significant degree of 

displacement on this island…there’s probably less than three or four Aboriginal people who 
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live at Point Lookout…That is the legacy [of] past racial, genocidal practices” – I.4.4. Some 

Quandamooka Peoples were taken from the Island to mainland missions, and some 

Indigenous People from elsewhere were sent to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

(Anderson, 2001).  

There was also violence between the soldiers and the Quandamooka Peoples (Durbidge, 

1994b; Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981; Welsby, 1922). Thomas Welsby, Island resident and 

historian, suggested that there was only one “actual conflict” (Welsby, 1922: 58); Ellie 

Durbidge and Jeanette Covacevich (1981: 75), also scholars of the Island, suggest there were 

“few altercations”.  

Whilst I have stated that Quandamooka Peoples as a whole may have fared better than other 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, I do not wish to downplay the crimes committed 

against them; “lies, and murder, and theft, all of these crimes that happened here, to my 

Island” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. As mentioned in the quote on the previous page, the 

knowledge and labour of the Quandamooka Peoples were critical in the development of the 

Island and establishment of economic activities (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981), though the 

benefits that accrued to them as a result of this is debatable.  

There is also history of cooperation and kindness extended by Quandamooka Peoples 

towards the colonisers. In 1847, when the Sovereign was wrecked off the coast of the Island, 

Quandamooka People helped the survivors reach land (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981); “our 

people swam out and rescued a lot of people, so there’s that kind of thing in our history 

here” – I.4.4. Given the long (by Queensland standards) colonial history and the fact that the 

Quandamooka Peoples were not all sent to missions off country, there is also a history of 

inter-marriage.  

It is important to note that the legal and political discrimination experienced by Indigenous 

Peoples in Queensland, including those on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, is well 

within living memory. For example, when the Australian Government provided funding for 

land purchases, the Queensland Government would refuse to transfer land titles to 

Indigenous Peoples (Walker, 1972). This discriminatory practice did not end “until the 

Bjelke-Petersen Government was defeated” – I.8.1, which was in the late 1980s. 
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The early-mid 20th century heralded both the end of institutional life on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, and the beginning of the two major industries that, to this day, continue 

to form the economic base of the Island; mining and tourism. Welsby (1922: 116) was 

prescient when he wrote in 1922, “It is an island of beauty, and will be, someday, the more 

appreciated by the good folk of Brisbane”, for in the 1930s Bert Clayton opened a guesthouse 

at Point Lookout (Carter & Durbidge, 1994), signalling the beginning of the tourism industry 

on the Island, which continues to thrive. Separation and isolation from the mainland — that 

is, the Island’s islandness — has always been an important part of its appeal as a tourist 

destination (Main Roads Department, 1979), but its easy distance from population centres 

such as Brisbane and the Gold Coast (see Figure 1) make it an accessible yet isolated place 

for a weekend getaway.  

Mining (further discussed in the following section) and tourism (discussed further in the 

section following mining) have co-existed on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah for 

decades, and on this basis some argued that mining and tourism can continue to coexist in 

the future. Others argued that mining has damaged or limited the success of tourism and 

educational tourism on the Island; “mining blights the other sectors, and to arrive at 

Dunwich onto an industrial apron of trucks and mining barges, is hardly a welcome mat for 

the tourism. So mining is costing the other economic activities on the Island, they are 

playing second fiddle. And, mining trucks up and down the roads, it’s not a good look” – 

I.4.2. Large swathes of the Island are inaccessible, either because they are under mining lease 

or because there is no way to get to them without crossing through mining areas; “I mean 

two thirds of the Island at the moment is under mining lease so people can’t access it, and 

there are beautiful areas down the southern end that people can’t see” – I.2.1; and “we’ve got 

50% of the Island declared National Park…That 50% is inaccessible because it’s all down 

south and you’d have to go through mining leases…the Island has been locked up” – I.4.2, 

and this may be limiting the potential of tourism as an industry.  
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Mining history 

“The first mining explorers…arrived here at about ’45, 1945, and Aboriginal People 

more or less showed them, from just knowledge, where the main concentrates of 

mineral were deposited on the Island” – I.5.4. 

Mineral exploration began in the mid-1940s, starting with the ocean beach (Durbidge, 

1994d), and the first shipment of mineral sand left the Island in 1950 (Durbidge & 

Covacevich, 1981). The mining operations used, “Aboriginal labour as the main force 

manually extracting and carting sands off the island” – I.5.4.  

Over time, mining became increasingly mechanised and less labour intensive, and moved 

into the inland high dunes of the Island (Durbidge, 1994d). It was at this point, “…after the 

development of the dredges, [that] cultural heritage impacts and desecration started to 

become an issue for many Aboriginal People” – I.5.4. Mining was conducted on many of the 

neighbouring sand islands as well, including Fraser Island and Moreton/Moorgumpin 

Island, though these industries were closed down in 1976 and 1992 respectively (Sweett, 

2008). One participant argued that, “it was a deal. Fraser Island was a deal, they shut down 

Fraser, Moreton, Cooloola and all that stuff on the proviso that the mines on Stradbroke 

would be left. And everyone agreed to that…we had a, what’s it called? A truce” – I.8.2. 

Mining furthered development on the Island, including the construction of sealed roads 

(Durbidge, 1994d; McNamara, 1983). Many people credit mining with much of the Island’s 

infrastructure and liveability; “There’s some old elders over here that’d openly say that sand 

mining was a godsend to the Aboriginal people” – I.5.4; and, “one of the elders…she will tell 

you, the days before the mining company, that they were all here without work, without 

electricity, without running water, without roads, and the mining came and did the whole 

lot, and gave everyone work, and still does!” – I.5.7. Mining also allowed people to move to, 

or to stay on, the Island, as it offered secure, well paid employment; “I know a lot of my 

friends that now work for the mines, they came here because they used to come over on 

weekends and go surfing and everything, so hey this looks like a good place to get a job and 

live” – I.5.3. 
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FIGURE 5: VIEW OF MINED AREA FROM BARGE  

(PHOTO COURTESY E. MORGAN 2014).  

Mining operators 

Several different operators have held mining leases on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

since the industry’s inception. The first operator was Titanium and Zirconium Industries 

Pty. Ltd. (TAZI), which was taken over by Associated Minerals Consolidated Ltd. (AMC) in 

1970 (Brooks & Bell, 1984). Consolidated Rutile Limited (CRL) began mining inland dunes in 

1966 (Brooks & Bell, 1984), over which Iluka Resources Ltd gained a majority interest in 1998 

(Sibelco Australia, 2011a). Different mining techniques have been used, including beach 

scraping by early operators, then dry and dredge mining of frontal and high dunes. In 2009, 

Unimin Australia Limited gained a majority interest in CRL, and in 2011 changed its name 

to Sibelco Australia (Sibelco Australia, 2011a).30  

The mine operator seems to have affected community relationships with it and towards the 

industry. “CRL was a publicly listed company” – I.4.2, which meant that CRL had to 

                                                      
30 For map of mining leases, see Appendix 4. 
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maintain a higher level of transparency and accountability than required of a privately-held 

firm; “it had to have publicly available reports, so we were in a position to go to meetings 

with the mining company, and it had to say what its mine path was, what its plan of 

operations was, and I don’t think the same transparency obtains now that Sibelco owns all 

the Island, as I say it’s a private company” – I.4.2. As a private, family-owned company,31 

Sibelco does not face the same reporting requirements. Different operators have also had 

different attitudes towards community engagement; “I’ve been dealing with that mining 

company for over twenty years, we could sit down and talk at a table…they would take our 

issues on board…we could get things changed in the rehab, we could get revegetation things 

looked at, they were open. Now it’s a totally different company. I have no respect for that 

company anymore, whatsoever” – I.4.5. 

The name change from ‘Unimin’ to ‘Sibelco’ did not mark a change of ownership but may 

have been precipitated by a change in the company’s relationship to the community. It is 

thought by some that, “Unimin changed its name to Sibleco, I think at the point when 

Unimin became toxic as a brand here, because Unimin had been, is the one that is being 

prosecuted for stealing sand” – I.4.2. This quote refers to the fact that it 2009 it came to light 

that Sibelco, then Unimin, had been shipping construction sand off the Island, allegedly 

without appropriate permits. This matter is being pursued through the Courts, and at the 

time of writing a decision is yet to be made: 

“it was come to the attention of community that the mining company was illegally selling 

sand and not minerals off the Island…there was a report produced…that report triggered a 

lot of objection and concern from various community groups and individual members such 

as myself regarding the legality of the mining industry. It was estimated by green groups 

based on the period of time that they’d been supposedly doing it and the amount of tonnage 

that was taken that there was…a marginal estimate of an amount of around $80,000,000 

worth of the sand that was unlawfully taken and sold” – I.5.4.  

                                                      
31 Sibelco is wholly owned by a Belgian family, the Emsens. The fact that the mine is owned by a non-

Australian family affects some participants’ views on mining on the Island (see Chapter 6). 
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The unlawful taking of materials from the Island was considered a serious breach of trust by 

some participants, particularly those involved in civil society who had previously felt that 

they had a good working relationship with mining operators. 

Quandamooka Peoples and mining 

There is certainly no universal view on mining held by Quandamooka Peoples. Some 

wholeheartedly endorse mining; Aunty Margaret Iselin participated in the ‘Straddie 

Stories’32 advertising campaign in support of mining (see Chapter 6), saying that: 

“Sand mining has been a godsend to us, on the Island, because at the time of it coming here, 

every father and son had been out of work. Sand mining gave them jobs, it employed our 

daughters as well…it brought more people to the Island. The tradespeople began to 

flourish…It did a lot of things for the Island, it gave us our morale” (Sibelco Australia, 

2012).  

Others feel that, “Mining goes against everything spiritual, social and environmental for 

First Nations people. God chose my people as custodians here, years ago, millions” – Aunty 

Donna Ruska I.8.3; and, “a lot of our old people that haven’t spoken out are no longer here 

to speak out any more, but they don’t see it, or they didn’t necessarily see it as being a 

godsend, but…just another big massive theft and destruction of Aboriginal land and 

resources occurring, and they realised that and become very concerned and distressed about 

it” – I.5.4. Mining has destroyed middens (Durbidge, 1994d) and, “sacred sites and burial 

grounds. Our old people have been getting buried in the trees in the hills for millions of 

years until sixty years ago now, it’s all dug up” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. Mining leases 

cut off access to foods, medicines and sites that are important for the wellbeing of the 

Quandamooka Peoples; “…there’s food that we have for respiratory diseases, we had lakes 

and waterholes for woman’s reproduction, and we had all sorts of wonderful healing things 

attached to our sites, you know, and yet we can’t access them anymore” – Aunty Donna 

Ruska I.8.3.  

The privileges gained by being a mining employee created a class distinction among the 

Quandamooka Peoples:  

“like in many places in Australia there was segregation, and Aboriginal People had to 

reside at least one mile out of any white township, and we still have our One Mile here on 

                                                      
32 ‘Straddie’ is a common nickname for North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. 
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Stradbroke now where Aboriginal people continue to reside, but the ones who were 

employees of the mining company there were allowed the opportunity to be able to purchase 

their houses inside the township, so they were one of the first immediate socio-economic 

benefits for Indigenous people. That sort of commenced then a division amongst the 

Aboriginal people, because of socio-economic status and privilege…a lot of them bought 

their houses for prices you wouldn’t believe today, like two or three thousand dollars, 

maybe up to eleven to fourteen thousand dollars maximum, that they had to pay to get 

those houses, and some of those houses now are worth [pause], a million dollars or more 

because of their views and their location and that. And while that was occurring there was 

still the greater majority of Aboriginal People were not employed by the company, and 

many were subjected to welfare dependence and their socio-economic standards remained at 

the very bottom of the socio-economic scale” – I.5.4. 

This access to subsidised housing within the township for Quandamooka mine workers 

created divisions, as identified in the quote above, that exist to this day (these will be more 

fully explored in Chapter 10). 

Mining workforce and economic contribution 

The mining workforce has long comprised both resident workers and workers who 

commute from the mainland (McNamara, 1983). Certainly resident employees are thought 

to be better for the Island’s economy and community than commuting workers, as they will 

spend more of their wages in the community, they may have children in the day-care centre 

or in the school, and may be members of civil society organisations. As such, the proportion 

of resident employees makes a significant difference to the level of economic importance the 

mine has and community attitudes toward mining. 

The North Stradbroke Island Development Strategy from 1983 noted that “many of the current 

workforce” — which at the time comprised an estimated 270 people — commuted on a daily 

or weekly basis (McNamara, 1983: 3.36). Today, accurate numbers are difficult to ascertain. 

On census night in 2011, 113 Islanders stated that they worked in ‘mining’ (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2012d). It is fair to assume that almost all of those people work in 

mining on the Island, though at the time of interviewing a couple of participants mentioned 

that they knew of one or two Islanders who were doing FIFO to mainland mines; “I was 
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only talking to a lady whose son is living in Dunwich now, used to work for the mining 

company here, took off to WA for a better job and flies over there for two weeks on and one 

week off. They fly him all the way to Western Australia and he comes back to Straddie. He’s 

quite happily working for better money and happy to do it that way, rather than work here 

in the sand mines” – I.4.3.  

To further qualify the ABS data on mining employment, it is important to note that mining 

work is often quite transitory and contract-based, and sand mining is not one of the more 

lucrative forms of mining, so the numbers change often; “we do have high turnover because 

we are close to a capital city and we’re not a gold mine. So we do have people coming and 

going…the mines out west, out west or up north offer a bigger percentage”- I.8.2. Also, the 

census was conducted in late 2011, which was after the plan to expedite the closure of 

mining on the Island was announced (the announcement was in mid-2010, with the Act 

introduced in 2011), and a number of participants suggested that after the announcement 

there “was quite an aggressive recruitment drive locally” – I.5.2. In 2010 Sibelco, then 

operating as Unimin, commissioned an economic impact analysis from Synergies Economic 

Consulting, entitled Impact on North Stradbroke Island from ceasing sand mining. This report 

stated that the mine employed 275 people, 145 of whom were Island residents, and 

approximately 41 were Indigenous people (Synergies Economic Consulting, 2010), however, 

as noted by the report produced by the Education Island initiative, it is not clear whether or 

not these figures “include those employed by contractors for engineering, maintenance and 

transport” (Guille et al., 2011: 10). Mid-2012, it was estimated that, “at any one time I think 

we’ve probably got 30 or 40 people travelling [to the Island for work], so it’s not a big 

proportion, still got, I think it’s 140, 150 resident, on the Island” – I.8.2. Many Islanders, 

however, did not have much faith in reported numbers, particularly regarding the 

employment of Indigenous people: 

“…the employment figures around local employment were stretched…there was a figure of 

50 Indigenous, local Indigenous people…there was a lot of head-scratching going on, well 

50, that’s a big lot of people in this town. Like, oh hang on, who’s that? And it was about 

24, 25 at its peak, and that was after a solid recruitment drive” – I.5.2; 
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“This Island’s population is well over a couple of thousand, there’s at least 600 to 800 

Aboriginal people on the Island, and yeah, I could probably go through and name the ones 

that are employed in the mining industry and I could probably count them twice on both 

hands…I don’t think there’d be 20. They make out there’s over 50 Aboriginal families 

employed by the mining company…And that’s just an outright lie” – I.5.4. 

Despite these doubts over exactly what proportion of the Island’s workforce work for the 

mines, it is clear that mining has been a critical part of the Island’s economy since the mid-

20th century. Again, it is difficult to establish exactly how important mining is to the local 

economy; the report commissioned by Sibelco (then Unimin) argued that, “the linkages 

between sand mining and other NSI industries are very strong” (Synergies Economic 

Consulting, 2010: 5) ,33 much stronger than the other major industry, tourism. However, as 

this report was commissioned by the mining company, there are concerns as to its reliability: 

“we needed, and still don’t have, independent economic analysis of the Island, of exactly 

what contribution mining makes to the local economy…they have done their own economic 

analysis, but there’s an inherent bias because they have a vested interest. The data to find 

out what money comes from mining actually circulates in the community, that’s an 

important study that needs to be done, independently, where people can feel safe about 

giving up true information, and then that is then given to the community in a way that we 

could see exactly what will happen if mining is pulled out. Because when you think about 

it, most money that potentially could come to the community from the mining company is 

through people’s wages. But a lot of those wages are spent off-Island; so the mortgage goes 

to a bank offshore, a lot of people shop offshore, holidays offshore, they buy white goods, 

stoves… paint for the house, all those things are bought on the mainland. So it’s only what 

they spend in the local fuel depot, some of the shops here, small amounts, but how that 

stacks up relative to say the tourists that come here, they’re the sorts of things we need to 

know” – I.4.6.  

                                                      
33 ‘NSI’ stands for North Stradbroke Island. 
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Tourism history 

In addition to mining, tourism is the other key industry on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah; “tourism is very very important and always has been” – I.4.2. Tourism 

intersects with islandness, as the difference and distinction islandness creates is a core part 

of the appeal of islands as tourist destinations (McCabe, 2001). This is true for North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah as a destination: the sense of separateness, distinction and 

isolation the Island conveys — despite being only a short boat ride from Brisbane — the 

adventure of the trip and the modal shift necessitated, and the relative lack of development 

and protected natural scenery are critical in the Island’s appeal. Accessibility is also 

important; being relatively close to Brisbane, weekend getaways are possible. 

Types of tourism 

There are three general kinds of tourist accommodation on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah; camping, holiday homes and resorts. There are serviced campgrounds at 

all three townships, and beach camping is also available. In fact, it is one of few places in 

weekend-trip distance from Brisbane where people can camp with their dogs and have a 

campfire on the beach. The beach campgrounds are popular with recreational fishers. 

Holiday home tourism is also prevalent on the Island, particularly at Point Lookout and to a 

lesser but increasing extent in Amity. 34 There are also several resorts and hotels on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, primarily concentrated in Point Lookout. These were rarely 

mentioned by participants, except when they spoke of the difficulty filling the rooms during 

the off-season or the limited employment opportunities they offered. Many also repeated 

that there was no room or demand for expanding resort-based tourism (see Chapter 7).  

In addition to holiday home tourism and camping, and the typical ‘beach’ holiday 

experience, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah also attracts educational tourism and arts 

and culture-based tourism. The Moreton Bay Research Station in Dunwich has various 

forms of accommodation on site, and they host visiting researchers conducting fieldwork as 

                                                      
34 Dunwich has comparatively little in the way of holiday home tourism, though this may change in 

the future: “I think Dunwich in particular is going to have a lot of changes in the next ten years, 

because all the people living on this waterfront property here, at the moment, are in their 

seventies…we’re not touched by that tourism thing at the moment, and there’s a real possibility that 

that will change” – I.5.5.  
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well as class groups from universities and high schools. The arts and culture-centred 

festivals also attract tourists, who are likely to stay in holiday houses or serviced 

campgrounds and are thought to be less likely to engage in some of the more destructive 

tourist activities, as discussed below.  

Tourism impacts 

There are a number of environmental and social impacts of tourism. Tourism presents some 

threats to the unique Island environments the tourists may be seeking: 

“…the Island’s under more pressure than it used to be…when we do get those huge influxes 

at Easter and Christmas it’s hard for the environment to cope, and, and it’s hard for the 

local community to cope, with an extra thirty odd thousand people on the Island…there 

have been a lot of tourists who have come over with four wheel drives and chewed up all 

the dunes” – I.2.1;  

“a lot of people just think it’s great to get on the beaches and rip them up in four wheel 

drives, without understanding that there are hundreds of thousands of microorganisms per 

square metre, and suddenly you don’t have ghost crabs on Flinders Beach or Main Beach, 

you know, in areas where vehicles have been allowed to just rip it up…So the shore birds 

have gone, the damage to the flora and fauna underneath the sand, which everyone says, ‘oh 

well, the tide comes in and wipes away the tire tracks, what’s the problem? We can’t see 

these things anyway, so what are you getting your knickers in a twist about?’ So there’s a 

lot of that kind of sheer ignorance, ignorance on one hand and entitlement on the other, that 

the Island’s environment suffers as a consequence” – I.4.2.  

Tourists have also exhibited a sense of lawlessness and destructive freedom when on the 

Island, and holiday home tourism in particular creates problems for local residents: 

“there is that mentality, ‘we’re on Straddie so there aren’t any rules…I can do whatever I 

like’ …if you’ve got a party house next door to you, 48 weeks a year, it really interferes with 

your um, quality of life. And this is an ongoing problem at Point Lookout where they’ve 

either got people partying right next door [to] people who are trying to live their daily life, 

and the amount of damage that happens and untoward circumstances, um, but then if there 

aren’t people partying there, you’ll have a whole street where there might be one or two 
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locals. So, you’ve got a community that is very fragmented, you don’t have that 

neighbourhood feel” - I.2.1;  

“It’s hard to explain, but…in the summer holidays which last two months, all the locals 

sort of go to ground. It’s sort of like an invasion. And when the invasion becomes 

disrespectful to the people that live here is when you get drama happening…they think they 

can do anything they want because it’s their holiday, but they have to realise that people 

live here and work here” – I.4.5. 

The sheer number of tourists also causes issues; “There’s some strong sense in the 

community that we don’t want to become taken over by tourists all the time. It’s hell here 

in September…hell at Christmas and Easter… too many vehicles and perhaps too many 

people, too much pressure on inadequate sewerage systems. So our infrastructure is really 

stretched, and we all sigh with relief when the visitors go home, because we have the 

beaches back to ourselves and that’s nice” - I.4.2.  

Education-based tourism was thought to be less-damaging; “because kids don’t drink 

alcohol, kids generally don’t take drugs, and those sorts of things. So as far as the social 

impacts, it tends to be much less. And kids generally don’t drive four wheel drives down the 

beaches, and things like that [laughs]” – I.5.5, but it can also cause damage: 

“One of the things that’s happening right now with the school groups is there’s absolutely 

no control over, or management over what they’re doing once they actually get 

here…Myora Springs has been steadily declining in its health and we’ve had mangrove 

researchers here who work out of the [Moreton Bay Research] Station write various letters 

to councillors, to EPA, just saying ‘listen this is getting worse and worse and worse, and 

this area’s getting completely degraded’. And a lot of it has to do with coachloads, literally 

coachloads of students showing up there and doing mangrove activities there… it’s not 

being controlled, so the teachers that are leading it don’t understand that you need to get 

into the water and walk down the water until you get to the point where you want to start 

looking, because if you start trampling all those mangrove roots you kill all the trees, and 

that’s what’s been happening…we’ve had occasions when we’ve pulled up at Brown Lake, 

and there’s already three coachloads of kids all at Brown Lake at the same time…You’re 
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talking about 200 people at Brown Lake, in amongst the reeds and stuff like that, all trying 

to do very similar types of activities. And if that’s not controlled in some way, it’s just 

going to end up destroying the very thing that they’ve come to study” – I.5.5. 

Tourism workforce and economic contribution 

Tourism provides approximately 213 (equivalent) full time positions (Queensland Parks and 

Wildlife Service & Department of Environment and Resource Management, 2011b) and 

many retail businesses are supported primarily by tourists; “All business over here, really, 

apart from sand mining, is all reliant on tourism. And tourism is very seasonal…it’s so 

quiet now, we just hang on through winter” – I.5.7. Tourism jobs are less secure (they are 

more likely to be casual, part-time, and/or seasonal) and pay much less than mining jobs:  

“…you can’t count on guaranteed shifts…if there’s bad weather or something they’re not 

going to need you…a lot of businesses close down in tourism, restaurants and stuff like 

that…they just don’t make enough money…hospitality and tourism is just not safe enough 

over here. I wish it was” – I.4.7;  

“I used to work in hospitality here, it’s just, in winter, there’s just no one there. You open up 

the café or whatever in the morning and no one comes in for breakfast, and you just sit there 

and wait until someone comes in for lunch” – I.4.8.  

Indeed, some participants noted that many of the people employed in the tourism and 

hospitality industries were not locals; rather, they were backpackers and people on working 

holidays; “The Point, their workers are backpackers…here on extended holidays. The 

accents you’ll hear in all of the restaurants are not Australian, which is fairly common in 

the tourism industry” – I.8.2.  

It is also questionable how much tourism contributes to the local economy, especially given 

the social and infrastructural costs it places on the community. Particularly in reference to 

the holiday home sector and the pressure it places on services and infrastructure, one 

participant argued, “The tourist industry's not paying, does not pay for the costs that it 

imposes on the Island” – I.8.4. Further, both campers and people staying in holiday homes 

often tend to bring most of their supplies with them, and thus don’t spend much money on 
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the Island; “They have everything! They bring it all, and especially if they’re camping…the 

only thing they have to get is ice, and ice truck drives down the beach. So if they’ve got 

everything they don’t need to go up to the shops or do anything like that.” – I.5.3; and, “If 

you want to understand Stradbroke just go to Dunwich on a Friday, they don’t buy 

anything…$2,000 worth of grog they’ll bring over, they don’t stop in Dunwich. Dunwich 

doesn’t exist for them” – I.8.4. The rental income generated from holiday houses generally 

does not stay on the Island either, as “there’s a lot [of] offshore landlords, or mainland 

landlords, who derive an income from this place. I mean income is constantly going out of 

the Island, and not staying here” – I.4.2.  

Townships 

“Three different towns with three different demographics, and three different reasons for 

being, and three different futures, frankly” – I.4.2. 

As previously mentioned there are three main townships on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah; Dunwich, Amity Point, and Point Lookout. They are distinct places, 

with distinct atmospheres, separated by swathes of bushland, and linked by the East Coast 

Road. There are also people living outside of these townships (as seen in the figures for 

‘Elsewhere’ in Tables 1 & 2). Several participants said that people tend to spend most of their 

time in the township where they live, and that there is little reason to travel regularly 

between the townships, for example; “People at Point Lookout don’t go to Dunwich or 

Amity…only to go to the water taxi” – I.5.6. There are buses linking the townships which 

coordinate with the ferry and barge services to/from the Island (located in Dunwich) but 

private car use is the dominant form of travel.  

Dunwich 

Dunwich — where almost all visitors would first arrive — is the transport and industrial 

hub of the Island, and is where the mark of mining activities and mining infrastructure is 

most visible; “at the moment, Dunwich looks like an industrial port, and that sets a certain 

frame” – I.4.6 (see Figure 6). According to census data, the majority of mining workers live 

in Dunwich (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012b) (see Table 1). 
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FIGURE 6: VIEW OF INDUSTRIAL INFRASTRUCTURE FROM BARGE TERMINAL AT DUNWICH  

SOURCE: PHOTO BY AUTHOR (2014).  

Dunwich is also the most ‘historic’ of the townships in Western, post-invasion terms; it is in 

Dunwich and its surrounds where the majority of the institutional life occurred on the 

Island, as previously discussed. As such it has a number of important historical sites, 

including the convict causeway, the cemetery, and the North Stradbroke Island Historical 

Museum, which was built from some of the Benevolent Asylum buildings. It is also in 

Dunwich, and the nearby One Mile on the outskirts of Dunwich, where the majority of the 

Island’s Quandamooka residents live; the 2011 census lists 355 Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander Peoples, in a total population of 883 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2012b). Dunwich is home to the Saltwater Murris’ Quandamooka Indigenous Art Gallery, 

Quandamooka Lands Council Aboriginal Corporation, Quandamooka Yoolooburrabee 

Aboriginal Corporation (QYAC) and the Yulu-Burri-Ba Aboriginal Corporation for 

Community Health. Dunwich is also home to the Island’s educational infrastructure, the 

primary school, the high school campus (although the high school has ceased operations), 

and the University of Queensland’s Moreton Bay Research Station. It also has a post office, 
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general grocery stores, a pharmacy, a bottle shop, and cafés and take away shops, and is 

home to the All Sports Club and Little Ship Club. Although there is some tourism at 

Dunwich, it is less affected by holiday home tourism than the other townships, and has a 

less transient population; “the sense of community’s better here [at Dunwich], because 

there’s transient people coming and going at the Point, so you end up with a lot of holiday 

makers who don’t really give a stuff about the people next door…So I like Dunwich for that, 

that there’s less of that” – I.8.2.  

Also, given Dunwich’s history, it is home to many multi-generational Islander families — 

perhaps more so than at the other townships — and its history has included much more 

intermingling between Quandamooka Peoples and non-Indigenous people. In the eyes of 

some participants this had contributed to more inclusivity and less racism in Dunwich than 

the other townships, where fewer Quandamooka People live permanently and where the 

populations are composed of more newcomers:  

“So Dunwich has always had white and black marrying and living side-by-side…you don’t 

have to scratch very far below the surface on Stradbroke to find ignorance and racism, and a 

lot of the people who hold those views are relative newcomers to the Island, so you’ll see a 

lot of the wealthy people at Point Lookout, or, um, the redneck drug addicts at Amity, or 

the newcomers to Dunwich, have their racist views that they sort of bring with them. 

Whereas, the old families that have always lived here, side-by-side in Dunwich for 

generations, the white families aren’t racist whatsoever, and the black families aren’t racist 

either, because they’ve, they’re just people and they live together, it’s only sort of the 

newcomers who come with their, they haven’t lived side-by-side in a good way, so they 

bring their preconceived attitudes and apply them here” – I.8.1. 

Point Lookout 

According to the 2011 census Point Lookout has a population of 678 people, 24 of whom 

identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people (see Table 1). The township is 

composed of steep hilly streets, dramatic cliffs and gorges, and surf beaches; unlike Amity 

and Dunwich, where the bayside waters are calmer, Point Lookout fronts the Southern 

Pacific Ocean. It is from here that migrating humpback whales can be seen from the shore. 

There are a range of restaurants, cafés, shops, hotels and resorts at Point Lookout, grocery 
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stores, a post office, real estate companies, Manta Lodge Scuba Centre (which offers 

backpacking accommodation and scuba diving trips), a Bowls Club, function spaces and 

services (for conferences, weddings), and a local produce and craft market. Unlike Dunwich, 

which has a defined town centre, Point Lookout is quite dispersed; a sense exacerbated by 

the tree covered hills that hide places from view. However, the locals know where things are 

and know the walking trails and paths, and the beauty of the landscape seems to overcome 

some of the challenges that might typically be associated with a hilly, dispersed township; 

people still often walk to the shops, to the beach, and walking is an important part of the 

social fabric of the township. 

Point Lookout is the township most affected by tourism. On census night in 2011, out of 799 

total private dwellings, 511 were unoccupied (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012d). Many 

residents are surrounded by houses that are only sporadically occupied; “most of [the 

houses] are empty, which is just another terrible indictment on Western civilisation, those 

massive houses that get used once a year…where I live, I am completely surrounded by 

holiday houses…And all the rest of the houses are vacant, most of the time…All, without 

exception, holiday rented” – I.8.5. During holiday seasons in particular those houses will be 

full, often with several families per house, but at other times of the year they are empty: 

“you could fire a cannon down the street in winter time and not find anybody” – I.8.2. Some 

of these houses eventually become permanently occupied, as many purchasers buy them as 

holiday homes — which are often holiday rentals — with the goal of moving out 

permanently in retirement; they “buy it at a stage where they can afford it, and are paying 

it off over a long time with the ultimate goal to move here” – I.4.6. As such some purchasers 

begin to get involved with the community before moving out permanently, but many do 

not.  

Also important to note is that there is a lot of wealth at Point Lookout, and the demographic, 

“tends to be an older age group, retirees, a disproportionate number of retirees, people who 

are self-funded, have their own incomes” – I.4.2. Point Lookout has a higher median income 

than the other townships, however this is likely due to the higher proportion of self-funded 

retirees, those receiving income from investments, and professionals whose work comes 



122 

 

from off the Island (Guille et al., 2011). There is also an increasing class tension at Point 

Lookout: 

“there’s always been some tension between [pause], talking about white residents…a 

tension between the richer people at Point Lookout and the poorer people at Point 

Lookout…I mean this used to be a drop out place…most of it, initially in the 60s and 70s 

were basically tradespeople, meatworkers…they had fishing shacks or fishing places 

here…they were the sort of people who built in asbestos or fibro and you built it yourself. 

They’ve been displaced through the 80s…so when you’re seeing holiday homes in the 

millions of dollars, which are not used…there’s a bit of that tension” – I.8.4. 

This displacement then puts housing pressure on the other townships: “basically housing 

pressures at Point Lookout have forced a lot of the Point Lookout people into Amity, and 

Amity into Dunwich” – I.8.2. It also creates difficulties for businesses and employees, 

particularly at Point Lookout, where the majority of (low paid, insecure) jobs in hospitality, 

accommodation, and other tourism-driven jobs are located; “the businesses here can’t 

guarantee their workers places to live, because rents are high” – I.4.2. 

Amity 

Amity is the smallest and quietest of the three townships, with a population of 348 (only 7 of 

whom identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people). Amity has been a 

popular fishing spot (McNamara, 1983) — the waters are calmer than at Point Lookout, and 

there is significant shark activity in its channels. Amity also has a long history; the 

Quandamooka Peoples called the area Pulan Pulan, and there was some early white 

settlement. There are many long term residents there, and in its early post-invasion history it 

was something of a ‘drop out’ spot. Amity has a general store, post office, restaurant and 

Community Club, but little else in the way of retail or services, and perhaps because of this 

there seems to be less pedestrian activity compared to the other townships. 

Given the real estate prices in Point Lookout, people are increasingly looking for holiday 

homes at Amity; “That’s happening more and more in Amity, you know, we have just in our 

little street here, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven rental properties, and there’s only 

what, eleven properties in the street! So we’ve either got a feast or a famine here. We’ve 
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either got people who need to rent for, I don’t know, $1000 a week, so there’s three families 

in the house, which doesn’t work well, or the houses are empty, so you don’t have any 

neighbours” – I.2.1. Also due to real estate prices in Point Lookout, people on lower incomes 

left Point Lookout and moved to Amity (and to Dunwich), “because it’s much easier to get a 

rental”- I.8.5. 

Outside the townships 

According to the 2011 census there were 117 people living outside the three main townships 

(see Table 1); there is the settlement at One Mile (see Figure 2) and a number of other small 

pockets of housing. 34 of those people identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, 

and since the Native Title Consent Determinations some people have reportedly “moved 

back on their homelands at One Mile” – I.8.6 and elsewhere outside the townships. It is 

possible that these figures do not accurately represent the number of people living outside 

townships, especially if they are in informal housing.  

Services and infrastructure 

Each of the three main townships is serviced by modern infrastructure and all are connected 

by bitumen roads. However, it was in living memory that: “there was no electricity, no 

water, there was wild brumbies, there was wild chooks, dirt roads, very difficult to get here, 

took a long time to get here so it was a big adventure. So it was more like an adventure 

when you got here…so that was the attraction really, back in those days, it was like a new 

frontier” – I.4.5.  

This frontier lifestyle attracted a certain sort of person; “it was very much a community of 

people who wanted to drop out from society altogether, there were no barges, there were 

only a couple of cars on the Island, and they were all four wheel drives because there were 

no roads, so it was a day’s march from Amity to Point Lookout, and that bred a lot of very 

individual people. And the characters that were here were just amazing characters. So we’re 

a bit more homogeneous now, which is a bit of a shame, really! [we laugh]” – I.2.1.  

Although the Island still has, to some extent, that ‘drop out’ element, the improved 

infrastructure has made the Island more accessible to more people. That said, it is important 

to note that there are still people living without modern conveniences and infrastructure; 
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“Out at One Mile, there’s probably close to two dozen families living, they’re living in — a 

lot of them — nowhere near to the standards of the homes at Dunwich, because they’ve 

financed them themselves and the standards of living for some can be compared to third 

world, where they don’t have toilets, they don’t have running water, they’re just living 

under a roof with four walls around it. That’s more or less their houses” – I.5.4.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has given a brief account of the relevant history of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah. The Island was settled by Quandamooka Peoples many thousands of 

years ago. Its post-invasion history follows the pattern of colonisation elsewhere in 

Queensland, yet also has some points of distinction, including the fact that many of the 

Quandamooka Peoples were able to remain on the Island, albeit displaced and divided from 

many places and sites of import. It has given an overview of the Island’s economic 

development post-invasion, and the three primary townships. With this historical context in 

mind, the following chapter will explore the emotional geographies of the Island and of 

islandness, focussing on people, place and community.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Emotional Geographies of the Island — People, 

Place and Community 

Introduction 

Building on the historical context outlined in the previous chapter, this chapter further 

explores the context of the case study, focussing more on contemporary accounts of place 

and community, as well as on experiences of islandness, isolation and mobility, inter-island 

relationships, and the Island’s ecology and landscape. This chapter goes on to discuss 

community dynamics and Island civil society as well as social inequities. Like the preceding 

chapter, this chapter is particularly focused on research sub-aims 1 and 2, and it gives 

readers a sense of the Island and its communities, the kind of place it is to live and the kind 

of investments people have in their communities. Islandness, community, and civil society 

are intertwined; community life and the civil society that springs from it is affected by place, 

in this case, by islandness. In turn, place is shaped by community, both in terms of the 

meanings imbued to place, but also in terms of the way that the built landscape, community 

spaces, hard and soft infrastructures and the natural environment have been created and 

shaped by the peoples of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. 

Islandness 

The emotional geographies literature instructs researchers to consider the importance of 

place in understanding the construction and experience of emotions and experiences. In this 

case, understanding the ‘islandness’ of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is critical if we 

are to understand the lived experiences of the Islanders, and the ways in which the 

landscape shapes community life, identity, meaning, and possibilities for the future.  

There are many different ways of thinking about and defining islands and islandness. North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is an offshore island; one located just off the coast of two 
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major urban centres (Brisbane and the Gold Coast), and it is not a separate governance or 

administrative jurisdiction; it is part of Redland City Council local government area, and 

shares its council ward with part of the mainland.  

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is indisputably an island. It is surrounded by water; 

Moreton Bay to the west, the South Pacific Ocean on the east and north, Jumpinpin Channel 

to the south, and there is no fixed link to the mainland. All access is by ferry or barge from 

Cleveland on the mainland. North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is around 12 kilometres 

from the mainland; several smaller islands lie between it and the mainland, and the channel 

that separates Moreton Island/Moorgumpin and North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is 

about 4 kilometres wide. Indeed, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah may only have 

become a true island relatively recently. The connection between North and South 

Stradbroke Islands was sundered in 1823 (or this is the first record of the islands being 

separated), and it is also likely that they were “fairly recently” connected to the mainland at 

Southport Spit, “forming a long, narrow, sand spit” (Durbidge & Covacevich, 1981: 10) into 

and around Moreton Bay. As such, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is part of the 

offshore Moreton Bay archipelago, and although it is distinctly separate from the mainland 

it seems there have always been movements within the archipelago and between the 

archipelago and mainland, as will be explored below.  

Island–mainland relationships — isolation and mobilities 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is a relatively accessible place despite being an island 

reachable only by ferry/barge. Many people commute back and forth from (or to) the Island 

each day. The water taxi takes around 25 minutes, the vehicle barge takes about 45–50 

minutes. There is a shuttle bus linking the ferry terminal to the local train station, and the 

train to Brisbane City takes approximately an hour. Many Island residents commute from 

the Island to work in Cleveland or Brisbane; some leave a car at the Cleveland terminal so 

they have access to a car without taking it back and forth each day, which would be 

prohibitively expensive. Others commute from Brisbane or Cleveland to the Island each day.  

The relative accessibility of Cleveland and Brisbane is an important factor for many Island 

residents, and was a deciding factor for some in moving to the Island. Improvements in 

telecommunications have also contributed to make Island living more feasible; “heaps of 
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people buy things online now, so people can live in isolated places” – I.5.6; and, “the work 

we do…we can be anywhere within broadband, email reach. So the technology had caught 

up, and really just allowed us to move here” – I.4.2.  

This ready accessibility has, to a degree, altered the culture of the Island from the days 

before there were regular barge and ferry services; “it is still a small village style 

community, where if someone does something wrong by the community it’s very difficult for 

them to go unnoticed. But now, with the easier access to the mainland, as in water taxis on 

a regular basis, bus services, train services to town, people commuting… we tend to be 

blending a lot more, and not as intense a small community” – I.4.3. As this quote suggests, 

this sense of the community being ‘less intense’ due to its proximity to the mainland may 

contribute to a sense of (relative) community harmony and wellbeing. 

This degree of access also means that many children commute back and forth for school 

every day. The Island has a primary school, and used to have a high school that took the 

children through to year 10, with students having to commute to Cleveland for years 11–12 

(the last two years of high school). However during the course of this research the high 

school was closed due to low numbers — not because there are not enough school age 

children on the Island, but because almost all of them were commuting to the mainland 

from the beginning of high school. Some begin commuting in primary school; “now they’ve 

got to close the high school down because nobody goes there, they all go over to Cleveland 

or somewhere else, even the primary kids are going to school over there” – I.5.6. Children 

who begin commuting from an early age have to develop a level of independence; “I think 

she’s probably a bit more robust kid…being able to catch boats and know what she’s 

supposed to do” – I.8.2, and the ferry is an important place of socialisation for the children; 

“all of the Island children, from when they’re very young, all socialise and catch public 

transport together, for at least an hour a day…just waiting for the boats, and so all the 

Straddie kids from all ages are always together” - I.8.1. The Island also fosters confidence 

and independence in children in other ways; “The swimming, I think, the sea, you see really 

young kids out there surfing and learning the sea, that must give a certain confidence as 

well” – I.4.6. However, leaving the Island for school may lessen their time and engagement 
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with the Island community, as time spent commuting results in less leisure time on the 

Island.  

Nevertheless, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is still relatively isolated compared to 

mainland places comparable distances from centres, and as such it has managed to retain a 

degree of on-Island services and infrastructure; “you don’t have to leave the Island if you 

don’t want to. You just do because you want to go to the movies or [laughs] see something 

else” – I.4.8. The Island is also able to maintain a kind of cultural distinction from the 

mainland. Several participants spoke of how consumption practices are different on the 

Island; shopping is not a leisure activity there, and islandness provided a kind of buffer 

from consumer-culture; “it’s not in your face all the time — that here’s some, another thing 

that you need to buy...we went to the mainland yesterday and did a bit of 

shopping...different things we needed, and the temptation is there, you know? When we’re 

here, you just don’t buy it because you can’t! [laughs]” – I.4.6. Children also do not spend 

their time at shopping centres — when children’s leisure activities were mentioned by 

participants, they were often contrasted with mainland, urban behaviour patterns. On the 

Island, children play outside in unstructured and often unsupervised, independent ways. 

This distinction of leisure time shaped by enjoying the environment rather than by shopping 

or consuming was valued by the participants who mentioned it, and is perhaps an example 

of how islands may be, as described by Stratford (2008: 164), “resilient against the 

homogenising effects of economic globalisation”. Isolation also affects Islander identity; as 

one participant expressed, Islanders have, “a very strong national identity, you might say! 

[laughing] We talk about ‘going to Australia’ if we’re going shopping…we do see ourselves 

probably as a bit unique compared with others [laughs]” – I.5.1.35 The isolation is something 

some can’t handle, “some of our visitors get stir crazy after a week” – 1.2.2 and it is also 

something of a constraint on options, “There are guys who fly-in fly-out from here, in other 

mines, but yes, it’s hard work because the boats don’t match the planes. If we had a 

different ferry system, yeah, you could probably do it” – I.8.2. 

                                                      
35 This sense of separation from the mainland nation is perhaps a particular trait of islandness; indeed, 

in 2013 one of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah’s neighbours, Lamb Island, held a (failed) vote to 

secede from Australia and become the island nation of ‘Nguduroodistan’ (Kerr, 2013). 
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There have been proposals to bridge North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah in the past. Had 

one been enacted it would have changed the relationship between the Island and mainland 

and drastically altered the character and development of the Island and the Island 

community. As mentioned in Chapter 2, a bridge was proposed in the late 1970s, which was 

explored in a 1983 report (McNamara, 1983) (see Appendix 3 for plan). This proposal 

illustrated the tension between isolation and mobility and development. Multiple routes 

were explored (Durbidge, 1994e; Main Roads Department, 1979), and the plan also proposed 

to open up more land for residential and associated development to accommodate a 

projected population of 32,000 people by 2006 (McNamara, 1983). This plan would have 

entailed not only the expansion of the existing three townships but the creation of several 

more townships, including one major centre in the southern part of the Island, close to the 

landing site of the proposed bridge (McNamara, 1983). Despite having been long discarded, 

the ghost of this plan still seems to haunt many residents given how often it was talked of 

unprompted in interviews, and it had a lasting effect on the Island’s civil society. 

The bridge proposal generated a strong response from Islanders, the majority of whom were 

opposed to it (Durbidge, 1994e). From this threat, the Stradbroke Island Management 

Organisation (SIMO) was formed, and they are, “an actual grassroots community 

organisation that grew out of the anti-bridge movement” – I.8.1, and their “fundamental 

purpose was to stop the bridge from coming to the Island” – I.2.1. It was felt by many 

Islanders that “if the bridge came it’d be all like being over town” – I.5.6;36 that it would 

destroy the character of the Island, and that there would be “excessive urban development” 

and population growth (Durbidge, 1994e: 152). As one participant argued, “If we’d been 

joined by a bridge, natural or manmade, all of this area would’ve been totally developed 

years ago” – I.2.2. Even the plans proposing the bridge recognise that it would alter the 

character of the Island and Island community: 

“It is likely that a bridge connection to the island could change the composition of the 

population attracted, both for recreation and for residence. The island would become less 

attractive to some people who value its present lack of accessibility, and the atmosphere that 

goes with it. On the other hand, North Stradbroke Island would become a great deal more 

attractive to people who are at present deterred by the ferry crossing and lack of services on 

the island” (McNamara, 1983: 3.12). 

                                                      
36 Islanders talk of “over town”, referring to the mainland and mainland cities, like Cleveland and 

Brisbane. 
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This plan and the related conflict were part of a broader planning and development issue in 

the area. In the early 1970s, Russell Island, which neighbours North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah in Moreton Bay (see Figure 2) was not under any local government 

jurisdiction (Main Roads Department, 1979), and lots were subdivided and sold off without 

due planning or consideration. Sales were also spurred on by real estate agents who 

promised that a bridge would be built (Durbidge, 1994e). Some of those lots were in 

swampy areas (Main Roads Department, 1979), even intertidal zones. These unusable lots 

were euphemistically dubbed, “drainage problem areas” (McNamara, 1983: 2). Many of the 

owners of these lots lobbied in support of a bridge connecting the mainland to Russell Island 

(which would then connect Russell Island to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah), despite 

outcry from others. The bridge plan was eventually scrapped when the Australian 

Government reduced its funding to the Queensland Government (Durbidge, 1994e), but the 

memory of the plan is alive in the community, and indeed many landowners on Russell 

Island continue to call for a bridge. As will be further discussed in Chapter 7, many residents 

of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah fear the plan will be revived in the future, 

particularly if Russell Island is bridged; “if something else doesn’t happen for the Island, and 

the clowns from Russell get their way and build a bridge across to Russell, it’s pretty easy 

to build a bridge from Russell” – I.8.4.  

So there is a tension between isolation and mobility on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah; 

isolation limits and constrains opportunities, yet it is also part of the appeal of the Island. 

The concomitant separation and lack of development pressures encountered in other peri-

urban places similar distances from urban centres makes the place special, and thus opens 

up other opportunities. The Island’s relative accessibility from Brisbane makes it a popular 

spot for weekend getaways, but its relative isolation makes daytrips less feasible, and has 

also protected some of the features tourists and weekenders seek out, such as uncrowded 

beaches, peace and quiet, and natural beauty. The relative accessibility of the mainland 

makes living on the Island an option for some who otherwise could not live in an isolated or 

islanded place. Yet, this accessibility has an impact on community dynamics, making them 

less insular but also, perhaps, less tight-knit and somewhat less connected or integrated to 

the place and to community-in-place than may be experienced in more isolated islands. 
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Island–island relationships 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is part of a group of islands in Moreton Bay, off the 

coast of South East Queensland (see Figure 2). These include North and South Stradbroke 

Islands, Moreton, Bribie, Coochiemudlo, and the group of islands known as the Southern 

Moreton Bay Islands; Macleay, Russell, Lamb, and Karragarra. Fraser Island, a bit further to 

the north in the Wide Bay region, shares similarities with North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, and can be thought of as one of the ‘linked’ islands in the archipelago: 

“We swapped stories, shared stories with people like Fraser Islanders, they’re connected to 

us, and they’ve got a joke saying that we broke off from them and floated down here. I don’t 

know if it’s a legend or just a modern joke” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. 

The islands in this archipelago are often compared and contrasted to one another, and the 

value of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, its importance, and hopes or plans for the 

future, were often put in the context of neighbouring islands. These comparisons were 

drawn to argue both for the further legislative protection of the North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah environment and for further development and mineral extraction, as 

unlike some other islands it has a relatively strong economic base and infrastructure 

comparable to the mainland: 

“…go to Bribie Island and it makes you sick. It makes me sick. They made too much of 

forestry, and it’s just trash, and they’ve got canal resorts and everything over there, and a 

bridge! See, Fraser Island, you go to Fraser Island, Fraser Island’s World Heritage listed. So 

should Straddie and Moreton. There’s nothing in the rule books to say, oh that’s an island, 

we’ve got to develop that” – I.4.4; 

 “Straddie is not Moreton. It’s not Fraser. It already has an economy that’s dependent on an 

extractive industry. It has roads, it has power, it has standards of living, it has schools, it 

has all the things the mainland has”– I.8.2. 

“[North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah] is doing better than the other Bay Islands, and I 

think the reason is because we’re bigger, we’ve got surf on offer, there’s more established 

tourism facilities, it’s not just totally riddled with sand flies, and the water is so blue and 
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you’ve got whale watching…It’s just a bigger community too. It’s a bit different to the Bay 

Islands in that respect, because we’ve got the surf, we’ve got the good beaches” – I.4.3 

There is also something of a sense of rivalry between the islands; “We’re fiercely 

independent of the Bay Islands, Stradbroke Island. We’ve got some nicknames for them and 

they’ve got some nicknames for us [laughs]” – I.8.2. However, housing pressures have 

prompted inter-island mobility. Much as housing pressures on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah have caused people to move within the Island to different townships, 

some Moreton Islanders have come to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah due to these 

same pressures; “we’ve even got a lot of Moreton — refugees, we call them, and they call 

themselves that…because they just can’t afford to live there anymore, and they’ve come 

[here] because they like island life” – I.8.2. 

As it currently stands, there is not a great deal of connectivity between North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah and other islands in the region. The ‘Amity Trader’ barge route links 

Amity Point on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah with Kooringal at the southern end of 

Moreton Island/ Moorgumpin, but access to the other islands requires transferring from the 

mainland. 

Island waters, landscape, and ecology 

Islands often have a unique ecology; the unique landscapes and waterscapes of islands are 

often an important part of their appeal, and are an important part of the emotional 

geographies of islanders. North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah follows this pattern; its 

islandness has protected it from the sorts of peri-urban pressures encountered in places in 

South East Queensland similarly distant from an urban centre, and it has many unique 

environmental features:  

“We’ve got this amazing bay that’s got fantastic diversity. There’s really interesting stuff 

going on here, we’ve got a mix of the temperate and tropical waters…we’ve got heaps of 

different endangered species living in the bay, but we’ve also got the added interest of the 

urban impact, because this is one of the fastest growing cities in Australia…and then of 

course there’s all sorts of different things to look at, we’ve got things like bays, seagrass, 

mangrove, fresh water environments, this is the…second largest sand island in the world, 
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this is just a unique environment in its own right. Never mind going over to the ocean 

side…that’s the wonderful thing about this Island, is there’s so many different types of 

really fascinating terrestrial environments going on here” – I.5.5; and 

“we’ve got a unique koala population which is Island-specific, which is said to have come 

here six or seven thousand years ago…and it’s not linked genetically to the mainland across 

the water, it’s meant to be linked genetically down south…So the koalas are something 

that’s important” – I.4.2. 

The specialness of the Island’s ecology and environment is central to how many people 

understand the Island and it is an important part of their connection to place: 

“that’s an interesting thing on living on an island is that you do see the seasons, and you do 

see migrations of animals and that’s always great to look forward to. You know what the 

next season’s going to be bringing and you look forward to, you know, in another month or 

two the whales will start coming, and we’ve already got the lorikeets, the greenies, you can 

hear them, they arrived just before the whales” – I.4.5; and 

“I have never looked at that, just when you’re coming up the main road, and you get to 

where you can see Frenchman’s [Beach] down there, I have never looked at that without my 

heart singing. I just, [laughs, but her voice cracks, she is tearing up] it feeds my soul, you 

know, it just always does. Never fails. And one day I was coming up there and I had been 

grumbling because I hadn’t seen a whale at all this year…and I came out from behind the 

trees and this whale shot up, and it was a fair way out, so it must have shot up about thirty 

feet, straight out of the water and then just flopped over and went down again. And I just, 

look, I’m getting tears in my eyes” – I.5.1. 

It is this specialness, and the importance so many residents place on the natural 

environment, that has led to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah having a strong set of 

people and organisations who have dedicated themselves to protecting the Island; “…you’re 

entitled to say, ‘no, this has to be like an ark, and this has to be like a time capsule’, because 

there’s not a lot of places like Stradbroke, and so you’re entitled to say we have to keep this 

as a special, unique place, because it is…It’s got to be protected and saved and sustained, 
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all of those words” – I.4.4. This attitude might, perhaps, be dismissed as ‘NIMBYism’,37 

however North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, as an offshore island close to a major city 

with successful Native Title Consent Determinations and a preponderance of unique 

ecosystems may be somewhat justified in claiming ‘specialness’. That said, whether or not it 

is universally agreed that the Island is a special place is not enormously relevant to this 

research; it is considered to be so by those who live there; “We do think we’re pretty special 

here” – I.8.5, and by many who live close enough to be (or have been) regular visitors. This 

sense of specialness forms part of the emotional geographies of Islanders; of the connections 

between people, one another, and place, and on civil society, which will be discussed more 

below.  

Community, belonging and identity 

Islands are often characterised by strong sense of shared community identity (Jackson, 2006) 

and North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is no exception. However, internally, there are 

many divisions and factions along various lines, and there are also distinctions drawn 

between the townships (many participants commented particularly on the township they 

were most familiar with, or drew comparisons between the townships); in the words of one 

participant, “It’s not a cohesive Island community, for a range of reasons…Although 

Islanders feel like Islanders, and so that’s a bond” – I.4.2. This section aims to give a sense 

both of the shared ‘Straddie’ identity and community, and the differences, divisions, 

fractures and fault-lines that existed prior to the introduction of the North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah Protection and Sustainability Act (2011), starting with an exploration of why 

Islanders have adopted the “voluntary” (Gibbons, 2010: 167) Islander identity.  

Why are Islanders Islanders? 

Most of the participants in this study had moved to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah; 

very few had grown up there, although some had partners who had. Of the Quandamooka 

                                                      
37 Although as one participant argued, “people should think about what’s in their backyard as 

important, that’s actually a good thing. Everybody should be a NIMBY. We should encourage that, 

and rather than use this tag to demean them…it should be saying, well you are someone who is 

affected by this, deeply, and just as much as you’re affected by it, you actually could make it better, 

just as deeply…the more someone’s affected by it, the more they can help” – M.6.2. 
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and other Indigenous Peoples interviewed, some but not all had lived on the Island for all, 

or most, of their lives. As such, most of the comments and stories about why these Islanders 

were Islanders related to what attracted people to move to the Island, rather than what kept 

them there, with this particular exception, “[it’s] my only home. I’ve been away…just 

doesn’t work for me, I just can’t live anywhere else but here. It’s just, just the way it is” – 

I.4.4. 

Westerners are drawn to islands (see Chapter 3) and to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

in particular for a variety of reasons. Some are there to separate or protect themselves from 

the mainland and from mainstream society; “I think with islands in particular there is a 

whole bunch of people who don’t want to be found” – I.8.2. Many others had moved to the 

Island after a long history of visits to the Island that established their connections to the 

place and to the people; “my husband had been coming here since he was a teenager, and 

both of us loved the Island” – I.2.1; and, “I’d been coming to the Island since I was about 13. 

So I already knew a lot of local people” – I.5.3; and, “This was always a favourite place for 

our family, so I felt I already had connections here” – I.4.6.  

The inter-generational connections and long histories of visits and holidays also meant that 

despite many people moving there rather than being born there (particularly though not 

exclusively in the non-Indigenous community), the Island still had a close-knit, small town 

feel. Indeed, those existing connections and the community in general were important parts 

of the Island’s appeal:  

“it’s a fairly [laughs] tolerant community, we allow for other points of view…it’s why a lot 

of people come here, I think. It’s why a lot of people live here, it’s a very accepting 

community” – I.5.1;  

 “the community, lovely close-knit community, so it’s a little bit of paradise” – I.2.1;  

“it’s a close-knit network, it really is. That’s what people say when they move over here, 

‘oh yeah, I’m starting to find out that everyone over here’s related! [we laugh]…we’re a bit 

inbred. You will find, as you talk to people, that ‘oh yes that’s my cousin, oh no that’s my 

bother in law, and that’s my, you know, and not just with the Indigenous People. Which is 
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one reason why people want the Island to survive, because so many people have deep roots 

in the Island, on the Island, and have connections” – I.5.1;  

“I had contact with my community since I was a little child, even though my mum was born 

on the mission there, and she moved out when she got married, but we always were brought 

back as children…so I’ve had a really tight association, relationship there” – I.8.6. 

The islandness of the Island, and the fact that it is an off-shore island, were also important 

parts of its appeal. The separation (and subsequent lack of development), yet the 

simultaneous relative proximity to the mainland capital city of Brisbane was a draw, as was 

the Island’s environment — the surf, the beach, the fishing, the dramatic landscapes, unique 

ecology and natural features. The preservation of the Island’s environment is at least in part 

due to its separation, its islandness:  

“It had the lack of development, if you like, that suited us. It had access to hospitals, and at 

our age, that’s relevant…it had access to urban benefits fairly reasonably, and it’s 

physically beautiful” – I.2.2;  

 “Surfing…I came over here to go surfing, and when I realised how uncrowded it was over 

here in the surf, compared to the Gold Coast and Sunshine Coast, and how undisturbed it 

was, I decided this was a place I wanted to hang out” – I.4.3; 

“we wanted to be based somewhere where we’re surrounded by the natural environment, 

plenty of animals and plants and be able to go out into the bush regularly…we always 

wanted to live amongst it, so to speak, but we also need to be close enough to a city” – I.4.6.  

Shared community and identity 

There is something of a ‘shared’ sense of community and identity on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah. Indeed, part of the reason that the Island appealed to me as a case study 

was that to an outsider like myself it gives the impression of being a cohesive community 

with a strong sense of shared identity. The Islanders I knew personally before I began this 

research had strengthened this impression. However, as mentioned in the introduction to 

this section, this ‘shared’ sense of community and identity is shifting and contextual, and in 

large part the reason I held this impression is because I am not an Islander. To me, the 
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shared identity and the common front was emphasised and the differences were not readily 

apparent, as predicted by the literature (see Amoamo, 2012; Jackson, 2006; Larner, 2012; 

Péron, 2004). In this project I only interviewed one non-Islander; that is, only one person 

who did not maintain some kind of residence on the Island that they lived in at least part 

time. This person said of the community: “the key thing about Stradbroke Island, like 

actually all the islands in this city is they strongly identify as a community, they see 

themselves as a community” – M.6.2. The Islanders interviewed, on the other hand, 

emphasised their differences from one another, as elucidated below.38 The Islanders were 

very aware of their diversity and the different groups that comprise the Island community. 

Arguably, this understanding of diversity and difference was a ‘shared’ sense of community 

and identity. Relatedly, the ability to get along relatively well despite difference is an 

important shared community narrative; “Strong community, all very respectful of one 

another’s place in the world, and one another’s aspirations” – I.4.4; and, “We all want the 

good of the Island. We don’t all see the good as the same thing, but we know that the 

[pause] — I suppose the utmost good, is that we are one. We see ourselves as one in seeking 

the good. And we’re a fairly [laughs] tolerant community, we allow for other points of 

view” – I.5.1. 

Community is also coalesced in the presence of outsiders behaving badly. As discussed in 

the previous chapter holiday home tourism is prevalent on the Island and it causes a fair 

amount of disruption and difficulties for residents. However, this shared experience, and the 

shared ‘enemy’, can bring the community together; “[NO: You were saying that…when the 

tourists are acting badly, does that almost conversely bring people together? A shared 

enemy?] You know, that’s exactly right! And at the end of the holidays, sometimes, the 

                                                      
38 Given the emphasis in the literature on Islanders presenting a united front to outsiders (see works 

previously mentioned in this paragraph), it is perhaps surprising that participants were willing to be 

candid with me – an outsider and a mainlander – about the differences and divisions in their 

community. This was undoubtedly due to their own generosity and candour, but I also think this 

might be attributed in part to the methods and protocols employed. Storytelling, informality, and a 

conversational approach to interviews allowed me to demonstrate my genuine interest and goodwill, 

and the ethical protocols emphasised anonymity and promised a ‘follow-up’ where participants could 

review or withdraw comments. Taken together, this may have contributed to participants being 

willing to drop the ‘shared front’ with me. It is also possible that given the very visible divisions in 

the community over the mining issue the united front was more difficult to maintain.  
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tourists have been behaving really badly, we have a big meeting and everybody vents their 

feelings, which is a good thing” – I.4.5. 39 

Difference, diversity and divisions 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is a diverse place; many participants, far more than I 

can directly quote here, described the Island as “diverse” and as a “microcosm” of 

Australian society. Here is how one Islander described the community: 

“extremely diverse…a microcosm of the whole Australia diaspora, if you like [laugh]. I 

mean it’s got everything, obviously an Indigenous community, to mining, very blue collar 

sort of working class, traditional working class kind of community, although the dynamic 

of that community changed…with the deunionisation of the workforce, which happened 

about …5 years ago now. And then you’ve obviously got tree changers…sea changers…of 

varying economic capacity, everything from people who are just trying to eke out a living 

on the Island, doing whatever it takes to stay there, to people who have…$100,000,000 in 

assets, on the BRW rich list…and then you’ve got a real environmental streak through the 

Island…and then you’ve got a community too who are just there, dropping out of 

mainstream Australian society, they just want to be in a place where there’s not so many 

police, not so many people to bother them…you’ve got third, fourth, fifth, tenth, twentieth 

generation Indigenous community, but you’ve also got third, fourth, fifth generation white 

fella community as well” – I.6.1.  

Importantly while elucidating these different groupings the same participant also 

acknowledged that there was diversity within those groupings as well; “even within all 

those subsets there is no homogeneous view about how the Island should develop or 

progress, or the way of the world” – I.6.1. There is intersectionality within these groups — 

there are Quandamooka People who work in the mines, there are environmentalists who are 

also Quandamooka People, there are environmentalists who work in the mines, and so 

forth. This highlights the importance of an intersectional understanding of community and 

identity; one that acknowledges both intragroup difference and the fact that people possess, 

                                                      
39 Where the interview extract includes things said by me, my comments are prefaced with my initials 

– NO – and placed between square brackets. 
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experience, live and speak from multiple identities simultaneously, which explains the 

seemingly ‘contradictory’ positions some people may hold.  

The townships are also distinct points of division and difference; “They’re three different 

towns, and they’re three different things…they’re separate little communities” – I.5.6; 

although the extent of the distinction may be beginning to change due to housing pressures 

and displacement; “…when I got here the three towns were very polarised, they’re probably 

less so now because there’s a bit more migration between the towns” – I.8.2. 

Despite these differences many participants noted that the Island had been generally a 

stable, cohesive community, where people got along quite well and were supportive of one 

another; “The greatest thing that we as parents have given our kids is…growing up here, in 

this community. It’s just that sense of community, you’ve got a whole community that 

rejoices in their joys and their goals achieved, and wraps their arms around them when 

things don’t go right” – I.5.7. This cohesion may be attributed to the way Islanders manage 

difference and conflict. Given the smallness and insularity of the community, it is necessary 

that Islanders deal with conflicts swiftly, or be able to put them to one side, for both the 

benefit of themselves and the community as a whole. As one participant said, “let sleeping 

dogs lie and we all get on…ruck stuff up, there goes your harmony” – I.4.4. Several 

participants noted the importance of finding ways to set aside or compartmentalise conflict 

and to work or get along with people in one context that they might have a disagreement 

with in another context. Compartmentalisation was vital given the smallness and insularity 

of the community; both conflict, and the people one was in conflict with, were unavoidable. 

However, a number of participants noted that this process of management, and the cohesion 

in spite of difference, had changed or been lost in recent times; “There hasn’t been any 

division in the town, until, only the last sort of five, six years” – I.8.2. Participants generally 

attributed this division to the issue of mining, and this will be further explored in Chapter 9. 

Belonging 

In many small towns and islands it can take time for newcomers to become accepted as a 

part of the community. Arguably acceptance happens a bit more quickly on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah than in some other islands studied in the literature. This may 

be due to interconnectivity with the mainland, the prevalence of people buying holiday 
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homes, dividing their time between the Island and mainland before moving out full time, 

and the fact that so many people move there, rather than are born there. Those who have 

some existing connections can be accepted quite quickly; “Because I was situated in a 

relationship structure, I immediately sort of had a place in the community, as associated 

with a particular family” – I.8.1. Having children helps as well; “as soon as you have kids 

that’s when you start going to school, and you meet the other parents…and day care and all 

those sorts of things. So once the kids came along then that doubly helped the integration 

type thing” – I.5.5.  

There is, however, no universal experience of belonging and acceptance — for some it was 

quite immediate, others found it took years. One participant suggested that once a person 

had demonstrated their independence of community they would be welcomed into it. As 

such, to be accepted as an Islander one had to prove a degree of independence and self-

sufficiency, perhaps because these are quintessential ‘island’ traits without which the 

newcomers are unlikely to last anyway. One stipulated that, “you’re not a local unless 

you’ve been here 2 years, that’s the story that’s bandied around” – I.5.6; another spoke of, 

“eighteen monthers, and I only give them eighteen months to last. They’re so full on in the 

beginning, ‘it’s great living here, blah blah blah,’ but you know that they’re not going to last 

the distance” – I.4.5. One reflected that, “it’s not really a place that’s very accepting of new 

people [snaps fingers] in a flash, because people come and go so much. It takes, you’ve got to 

be here a while before people who’ve been here for longer than you will be welcoming to 

you, generally. It’s a bit harsh” – I.8.5.  

Still, some people who had no pre-existing connections reported that it did not take long for 

them to become part of the community; “I basically got adopted [we laugh] when I turned 

up. Because I came here before I met my wife, you just become part of the town, join 

everything…it’s a bit like a big family, but I was certainly adopted, you could probably 

say, by one of the Aboriginal families here on the Island, they sort of made sure I was fed 

and clothed and looked after, which I think is a bit of a tradition” – I.8.2. 
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Civil society and community networks 

Civil society is a term that comprises both informal and formal associations; “communities 

that are bound to each other primarily by shared history, collective memories and cultural 

norms of reciprocity” (Friedmann & Douglass, 1998: 2). This section will explore the 

informal and formal networks on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and how they are 

created and maintained through community places. 

Formal civil society 

In terms of organised civil society, there are several organisations whose members 

participate actively in the management of the Island and community development. Many of 

these organisations are grassroots, in the sense that they sprang from and are rooted in the 

Island community. Others have strong connections with mainland groups, or are based on 

the mainland.  

Two civil society groups that are particularly relevant to this project are the Stradbroke 

Island Management Organisation (SIMO) and Friends of Stradbroke Island (FOSI). SIMO 

“grew out of the anti-bridge movement” – I.8.1. SIMO had a broad agenda in the 

community, and one that evolved with time; “they’re interested in protecting the 

community, and the environment, on a range of issues, like wildlife protection and feral 

dogs” – I.8.1, and members took a pragmatic approach to mining. Indeed, “many of the 

members of SIMO were involved in mining” – I.8.1., and rather than calling for an outright 

or immediate ban to mining, SIMO was generally concerned with advocating for the 

environment to the mining company, monitoring their activities; “our main purpose after 

[the bridge opposition] was basically to keep an eye on the mining company and make sure 

that it was behaving in an ethical way. Never, never coming out and saying that we were 

against mining, but requiring the mining company to do the right thing” – I.2.1. As such, 

SIMO had “regular meetings” – I.8.2 with the mining company until recent years. 

Importantly, “SIMO was Island people” – I.8.4. 

FOSI was established in 1988 to advance the:  

“the protection of the natural environment of North Stradbroke Island and its surrounding 

waters. We [work] to ensure that urban and economic development of the island is founded 
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upon the principles of environmental protection and preservation of the unique urban 

characteristics of its townships” (Friends of Stradbroke Island, n.d.).  

Although there are Islander members of FOSI, the general perception of the membership 

was that they were primarily mainlanders, not Islanders; “FOSI has always been a bit more 

out there [pause], because they don’t live on the Island” – I.8.5; and, “…people come over 

from town, they don’t live here, they don’t have a house here, and they get involved in all 

these organisations like FOSI and they’re just trying to stop this and stop that” – I.5.6. 

These differences in residency meant that SIMO was more bound by community norms and 

dynamics, the need to be able to put things to one side and get along despite differences and 

conflicts (as described above) than FOSI; “So when you live in a community, and you have 

to deal with people on a daily basis who might be pro-mining, anti-mining, you have to live 

together, you have to deal together, and so that moderates behaviour and comments, 

whereas FOSI wasn’t, the members weren’t subject to that, because they were just coming 

from their very privileged world, and don’t actually get involved in the nitty gritty of life, 

living in the community, on a daily basis, on a ground level” – I.8.1.  

Members of other important civil society groups were contacted regarding this research 

because they had a role in the official transition planning process, were involved in 

community development work, or were mentioned in interviews. The Quandamooka 

Combined Aboriginal Organisations Forum was formed after the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) was disbanded. The Forum meets monthly and is an 

overarching organisation that brings together, “the five Aboriginal organisations on the 

Island…also around the table is anyone with a vested interest there, like funding bodies, 

people who are part of the Indigenous Land Usage Agreement…for example Redland City 

Council are there, QYAC, which is the governing body for Native Title sits there…we have 

representation from the school, anyone that really has a vested interest in the main part of 

running of the communities is there. But they maintain that, at the end of the day, the 

Quandamooka People have to be the ones that vote on things” – I.8.6. 

There is a local branch of the ALP, playgroups run by groups of mothers, daycare, there’s 

the “Point Lookout Community Garden which is actually Bushcare…we’ve done most of 

the revegetation at the Point” – I.8.4., and there is the Volunteer Marine Rescue and 
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volunteer fire fighter brigade. The Amity Point Progress Association was formed in the late 

1940s, disbanded in the mid-1960s and reformed a few years later (Gregory et al., 1999), and 

is still active today. Its role has changed over time, from being concerned in the early days 

with providing a public hall and a school at Amity (Gregory et al., 1999), in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, “…we built the boat ramp, we built the swimming enclosure, we 

maintained the tennis courts, we did a lot of the erosion work…many of our members were 

involved with the rural fire brigade to do all the burning off, and we used to raise money to 

pay for the fire equipment, so we were very hands on in those days” – 1.2.1. More recently 

the Association has become more of “an advocacy group” – I.2.1 and, “a conduit of 

government information into the community and community attitudes out” – I.2.2. 

There is also Youthlink, “a youth organisation…they do fabulous things on the Island for 

the youth. The idea of that was to bring experiences to the children that they would 

otherwise miss out on due to the isolation of the Island” – I.5.7. There is also a small market 

at Point Lookout with, “a great range of locally made products there, and very talented 

people…And a lot of people it starts them off, and sort of launches them further” – I.5.7. 

Sport is also a prominent feature of civil society on the Island; there is the Straddie Salute 

Multisport Festival, and All Sports club and the football club, the Point Lookout Boardriders 

Club and a Surf Life Saving Club.  

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah also has a thriving arts and cultural community, 

musical and theatrical clubs and arts and crafts groups. There are multiple festivals held 

throughout the year; “there’s the Chamber Music Festival, and that brings a whole group of 

people over, and it’s fabulous for business. Then there’s also the Island Vibe Festival, and 

we always have a week of cultural exchange in Dunwich with the performers from overseas, 

so there’s people who are here for several weeks with cultural invigoration. There’s also 

Lines in the Sand, eco-ephemeral festival, and that is just brilliant, and that brings people 

from all over” – I.8.1. 

There is the Yulu-Burri-Ba Aboriginal Corporation for Community Health, which provides 

health services on the Island, and the Minjerribah Day Respite Centre is an important part of 

the community; “there’s wonderful aged care support here, really courtesy of the Aboriginal 
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community. They run a day respite centre and they run a nursing home, and we’ve been able 

to use both those facilities and they’re excellent” – I.2.2.  

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah has an impressive local museum at Dunwich, the 

aforementioned North Stradbroke Island Historical Museum. It is, “run on the smell of an 

oily rag…and it’s of this place, so it’s authentic and it has a vision of the future…it’s 

certainly an important little key jewel that’s already in place” – I.4.2. Part of its mission is, 

“to be a venue for people in the community to express themselves and their subjective 

views… we are hosting, for the second year, the Straddie Short Film Festival, which is just 

an amateur film festival where local kids and adults will have an opportunity to learn how 

to make a simple film…And then we put a big screen up outside, it’s just a way of engaging 

and reflecting the community. And so, we’re increasingly open to reflecting the cultural 

expression of the community” – I.8.1.  

It is clear that the Island community has been able to mobilise and organise itself to achieve 

certain goals, to provide services and to organise and events. However, it may be important 

to note that these successes have largely been driven at the grassroots level by the 

community itself; one participant observed that for a project to be successful, the community 

had to be ready for it to happen, it could not be forced.  

Important to note is that many of the civil society organisations listed here have, at some 

point in their history, received some kind of support from the mining companies: 

“organisations like Youthlink, and the museum, and the All Sports, the football club, and 

various groups like that all benefit very nicely from Sibelco, or its predecessors, 

ConRutile…In fact [they] would not have been able to reach the strength that they now 

have without Sibelco’s help”– I.5.1;  

“The arts guys, [Sibelco] did their air conditioning…painted their building, so they’ve got a 

better presentation space...[fixed] their screen printing machine…And then there’s the 

festival, so the Salute’s coming up, [Sibelco] has an investment in a prize, and do all the 

logistics for them…Easter carnival [Sibelco] pays for all the rides, so the kids have some fun 

and the proceeds go to the clubs…the kids’ breakfasts, kids who don’t have food…$150,000 

to VMR [Volunteer Marine Rescue] over three years to make sure they’re operating at full 
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capacity, and their boats are all repaired and everything, $330,000 to the uni, when it was 

first built…there’s the support in kind, the whale washes up on the beach, the year before 

last, Quandamooka say, ‘well we want to get the bones out, so we can do a display,’ and 

alright, well [Sibelco] got the dozer down there and pulled the whale off the beach” – I.8.2. 

However, others argued that the mine had, on the whole, done little to support community 

development and civil society; “It’s interesting that in sixty years of mining we’ve had no 

Indigenous scholarships, or any other scholarships, for that matter. We’ve had no 

community largesse, serious largesse, it’s little grants of $1800 here, and $20,000, that’s a big 

grant, but mostly it’s smaller, sort of two, three thousand dollars” – I.4.2. 

Informal networks 

In terms of social networks and relationships, islands can be, in the words of one participant, 

“funny places…most people are on an island because they want to be away from 

something…yet at the same time, they also want to know everything about what 

everybody’s doing” – I.8.4. Many people emphasised the interconnectivity of the 

community; “everybody knows everybody” – I.5.5; and several participants mentioned this 

Island saying; “There’s a saying here: if you wake up in the morning and you’ve forgotten 

what you were going to do, you ask your neighbour, because everybody knows everybody’s 

business, and if they don’t know, they’ll make it up” – I.8.2. 

This interconnectivity includes providing support and assistance, even between people who 

may not know each other personally; “Even other women that had babies, they’ve just 

outgrown their clothes — like you don’t know each other well, but you just go, ‘oh where do 

you live?’, ‘oh cross the road from whoever’, and they just drop clothes off…everyone knows 

everyone and you know their names and you just get in touch and just say, ‘do you need 

anything, do you need any clothes?’ We didn’t buy a thing…I got stuff knitted, all sorts of 

things, crocheted by the elders here from Respite, because they knew I was pregnant, it was 

winter — like throws and blankets and all sorts of things” – I.4.8.  

These connections and networks are often clearest and strongest in interactions off-Island 

and when problems arise, “you rely on everybody and you know that you can trust them, 

push comes to shove. I like that sense of belonging” – I.4.5. Much as the shared Island 
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identity and community is strongest when presenting a united front to non-Islanders, these 

connections are drawn on to help each other when off-Island, as evidenced by the following 

story:  

“It’s a bit like the Irish when they’re away from Ireland, it’s why you have strong 

communities in the diasporas, you have all the Greeks in one area, you have all the Serbs in 

one area, because they identify with one another, and Stradbroke Islanders [laughing] are a 

bit like that! They leave the Island and go and share with one another…the room that 

[redacted] had in London, it was occupied before her by another Point Lookout girl…and 

when she left another Point Lookout girl…took over the space!” – I.5.1. 

All that said, not everyone can ‘handle’ the intimacy, interconnectedness and insularity of 

the community, especially, perhaps, those who didn’t move to the Island specifically to seek 

out a small community lifestyle “…some people can’t handle it. A lot of people when they 

originally came here for the mines couldn’t handle the closeness of it” – I.4.9.  

Community places 

There are a number of places that participants cited as being important sites for maintaining 

informal networks and contact, and for the sense of community and connection. Streets and 

walking routes are important; “you can’t drive down the street without waving to someone 

you know” – I.4.3; and “you go for a walk along the beach this time of night and there’ll be 

other people doing the same thing, and everybody says hello, hello, that’s the good side of a 

small community” – I.4.6. Local shops are also key sites; “everyone in the shop knows you 

and speaks to you, and you have that, that constant human interaction, everyday” – I.8.1. 

Currently, each township has a general store, a factor that is considered important for 

community cohesion; “the idea of say a Woolworths coming here I think could socially be 

very bad, because at the moment we have a little general store at each of the three 

townships, and it’s so important that you do go there, not just to support that business, but 

that’s where you meet people. And so social fabric is very important. That’s where you hear 

if someone’s not well or something’s happened to someone, and the good things, all the good 

things…So it’s like the old ways of village living, the village pump, those sorts of things are 

important” – I.4.6. The water taxi is a similarly important place; “…going across on the 
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water taxi and coming back you meet people, and again, a lot of community business” – 

I.4.6. 

Social inequity 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah has a high degree of socio-economic inequality, both 

within the Island and between the Island and the mainland. Inequalities on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah are intersectional — they are shaped by race, colonial status, 

class, gender, and intersections of these factors.  

Doubtless, the Quandamooka Peoples experience ongoing disadvantage as a result of 

colonialism and racism. In the words of one participant:  

“The history is important. When I first came here and learned the reason it’s called One 

Mile and Two Mile, because the Indigenous community had to stay one mile out of 

town…in the early days as far as they were concerned this was their home, this was their 

place, they don’t talk about owning the land, because they say the land owns them, but this 

was their place. When we brought in our laws to say that to stay in a place you need title 

over the land, they actually weren’t allowed to have title over land. So that has set, right 

from the start, a disadvantage” – I.4.6.  

This injustice has intergenerational impacts: 

“…most non-Aboriginal People on the Island who are long term residents own their own 

homes, if they don’t own several homes on the Island. Probably less than 20% of the 

Aboriginal People, some of those Aboriginal Peoples have been here for over twenty-five 

millennium, and they don’t look like ever being able to own their homes on the Island 

because of the market value of real estate being exclusive…Even though there is those good 

relations there is still a major economic disadvantage and imbalance still existing between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community, and that is one issue that a lot of us have been 

trying to force the government to address, and bring some equity back for the Aboriginal 

people in being able to provide them with a fair and equitable opportunity to acquire 

ownership of their homes…it just doesn’t occur and it hasn’t occurred, like most of us live 

in, these are State Government homes, and [our family have been] renting off the State 
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Government for 46 years…we’ve paid for in rental the initial cost, which is all outrageous 

again because they used Aboriginal welfare funds to build those houses…that house 

original cost was something like £6,000, in the late 60s, early 70s, and to date our family’s 

paid…something like $280,000 in rent. And the government can just take that house away 

from us any time they want. They’re the sort of inequalities that exist, that are legally and 

politically facilitated” – I.5.4. 

As with many Indigenous communities across Australia, “there’s a concomitant incidence of 

lack of education, lack of earnings, and social problems that have been traditionally 

associated with displaced and heavily impacted, negatively impacted Indigenous 

communities…And that community was, it wasn’t destroyed, it was never destroyed, but it 

was certainly grossly offended by missions, the asylum, and One Mile is called One Mile 

because Indigenous people were not allowed beyond that limit into Dunwich…And those 

inequities are very much in living memory…Well they perpetuate themselves…they become 

part of the Island’s social DNA, and you know one struggles to imagine or devise ways of 

equalising” – I.4.2. To this day, “Dunwich is just a glaring legacy of racial, genocidal 

processes” – I.4.4, and there are few Quandamooka People living at Point Lookout and 

Amity. 

There are children living on the Island in considerable poverty. In the Dunwich primary 

school the diversity — and the privilege and deprivation — of the Island is quite apparent; 

“go to my kids’ classrooms at the school and…there is the whole gamut of economic 

situations in that one room amongst those twenty children. Kids don’t notice it as much, 

maybe…we really do try to keep things at the school as level as possible, we’ve got the 

cheapest school uniform in the world…we really do try and even it out as much as we can 

at the school at least, but um, it’s, it’s desperate…I know some people at the Point who are 

extraordinarily wealthy, and they would have no idea about people living in humpies…or 

in [pause] awful housing here” – I.8.5. 

Racism is also a problem on the Island; “you don’t have to scratch very far below the surface 

on Stradbroke to find ignorance and racism” - I.8.1 and; “When I was twenty years old, at 

Point Lookout, the racism there was nothing like it is today, in that it was pretty bad. The 

racism at Amity Point is still pretty bad but it’s nothing like it was, it’s still, it’s still 
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carrying on today…but that’s not to say there aren’t a lot of racist people at the Point, it’s 

just they know how to hide it better, how to mask it” – I.4.4. 

Undoubtedly, the mining industry contributed to the development of services and 

infrastructure on the Island. Mining offered steady jobs and decent income to people - 

including Quandamooka People, who also gained the earlier right and ability to purchase 

land inside townships — and so contributed to the economic wellbeing of many people and 

families. However, the degree of benefit mining has offered, in terms of achieving socio-

economic parity with the mainland (or for the majority of Quandamooka People achieving 

parity with white populations) is limited. In the words of one participant, “today, in 2012, 

Stradbroke Island ticks all of the socio-economic boxes at the lowest register. So after sixty 

years of mining being our economic mainstream, we are, as a community, as an Island, 

among the poorest in the land. So where is this vaunted benefit from mining coming from?” 

– I.4.2. Another argued that “there’s a lot of dysfunction in the Aboriginal community, but a 

lot of that is brought on because of the disadvantages of the mining company and their 

failure to address social-economic equity” – I.5.4. 

Displacement is also an equity issue. Displacement has been endemic in the Island’s post 

invasion history; the displacement of Quandamooka Peoples from their home sites and 

hunting, gathering, and spiritually important places, the discrimination they faced in 

purchasing property, and their marginal presence in Point Lookout and Amity. More 

recently has come the displacement of working class people by wealthier people, and of 

renters by property owners choosing to holiday-rent their properties. 

There are some issues with substance abuse on the Island; “we have our issues, drug and 

alcohol related issues amongst the Island community, black and white” – I.4.4. For some, 

these issues may be related to poverty, and/or the ongoing traumas associated with 

colonialism. The prevalence may also be in part due to the fact that islands attract those 

seeking to ‘drop out’ from mainstream society, which may include people with substance 

abuse issues. Indeed, a couple of participants mentioned that they felt some level of 

inequality would be endemic to Island life because islands are popular places for ‘drop outs’ 

and people they characterised as welfare cheats; “I think the inequities and the economic 

hardship are going to be there regardless, because in amongst the community you have those 
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living the sheltered lifestyle that this government gives them. If there’s a handout they’ll 

take it and they’ll gladly sit in a nice place like Straddie. If they’re looking for something to 

blame, they’ll find it” – I.4.3; and, “Plus, it’s an island, and it’s not so dissimilar to Russell 

and Macleay and Karragarra and Lamb, there’s a bunch of people who don’t want to work! 

[laugh] If you’re going to be out of work, wouldn’t you want to be out of work here?” – I.8.2. 

Some participants reported particular challenges experienced by women on the Island; “the 

people who are most disadvantaged here are the women, be they miner’s wives or be they 

wives of other people, or be they single people with children. They’re the ones who’ve got 

the least, the least social and the lowest social and lowest cultural horizons and 

expectations. They’ve got to reduce their expectations to live here, because it [pause] — so 

there’s that tension” – I.8.4. One participant explicitly stated that couples and families 

tended to move to the Island for the man; “It’s a very blokey place…to generalise, people 

tend to move here because of the bloke…There’s the surfing, the fishing, or there’s some kind 

of, a job, a mining job, or something that brings the family here, and it’s to do with the 

bloke, and the woman has to find a way to make her place here. And it’s not, it’s not easy, 

and I still see it with new families coming to the Island now. The woman always takes a 

long time to find her niche” – I.8.5. Indeed, when asked what attracted them to the Island, a 

number of participants cited their husband’s history, family, or hobbies rather than their 

own, although this was by no means universal. One participant reported concerns about 

childcare; she had recently had a child, and although her partner had full time employment 

on the Island she commuted every day to the mainland as she could not find steady 

employment on the Island; “I, we don’t know what we’re going to do, as in leave him in 

childcare over here, or childcare over there, but I mean we don’t have an option...we were 

buying a house, so I either had to get a permanent job over there [on the mainland], or just 

risk it [in insecure tourism jobs on the Island], and we weren’t willing to risk it. If other 

jobs came up over here it’d be great but I just don’t see permanent, secure jobs coming” – 

I.4.7. Another participant also discussed how childcare arrangements factored into her 

employment options, “when I did want to look for work, I really only had the mining 

company as an option, or go into town. When you’ve got kids, going to town isn’t an 

option, well it is an option, people do do it, but for me it wasn’t an option because I didn’t 

want to be that far away from them if they were sick or needed picking up or get terrified 
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that it’s going to be high seas and they’re going to cancel the boat home, you know, that 

kind of stuff” – I.8.5.  

In addition to childcare concerns, there were other issues around employment that tended to 

affect women; “one thing to remember is that mining wages tend to be higher, and mining 

tends to employ men, whereas women tend to be employed in the other sectors”– I.4.2; 40 and, 

“employment for women is not all that easy…there’s not a lot of really well-paying jobs for 

them…you’ll find from talking to people there’s some really, really beautifully qualified 

[women] here, who are doing cleaning, or working in the fruit shop, or scooping ice cream at 

the gelati bar. Most of those girls have got degrees, but they want to live here, so they scoop 

ice cream for three hundred bucks a week. That’s a sacrifice that people all over the world 

make to live in beautiful places, and have the lifestyle that they want to, but the bloke will 

get himself a much better paid job at the mine, or commute” – I.8.5. These quotes suggest 

that women have fewer employment options and that islandness constrains their choices 

more than men’s, particularly if there are children to consider.  

Conclusion 

Following from Chapter 4, this chapter was designed to give some sense of the Island, its 

relationship to the mainland and to other islands, its environment and its landscape. This 

chapter also aimed to describe the community and community dynamics; canvassing issues 

of identity and belonging, sameness and difference, as well as the formal and informal ties 

that are the “social glue” - I.5.1 of the Island. The chapter concluded led to a discussion on 

the social inequities faced on the Island, which are shaped by a range of intersecting factors.  

                                                      
40 Scott (2007:490) argued that, “the fact that coal mining wages are so much higher than wages in 

other types of employment, especially in more female-coded fields, is not an accident of nature. 

Rather, it is a result of the very family-wage ideology that is now being used to support [mountain-

top removal mining]”. Similarly, the fact that wages in sand mining are higher than the wages of 

other industries (tourism, hospitality, care and teaching work) on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is related to broader issues around the gendered nature of the valuing of labour, 

expectations that “man’s” work should provide a family-wage, but not necessarily “women’s” work, 

and the assumption of a heterosexual and heteronormative family structure. There is a rich field of 

study looking at masculinities in rural, regional, and mining towns, how these relate to and shape 

intersectional identities, but this is beyond the scope of this work.  
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These topics are all interrelated. Islandness, the concomitant isolation and insularity, and its 

unique ecology and landscape, fosters a certain community dynamic. Firstly, it attracts a 

certain kind of person. Secondly, the need to provide services on the Island, and to be able to 

mobilise, advocate, lobby and organise — especially given that Islands can be neglected —

contributes to a thriving formal civil society, as does the prevalence of retirees, who often 

have more time available to invest in civil society organisations. Thirdly, the insularity and 

small size of the community fosters knowability and interconnections; everyone knows 

everyone, and these networks are used to provide support, share resources, and share 

information. These networks are supported by certain places on the Island, including the 

general stores, popular scenic spots, and the water taxi — places influenced by islandness. 

Without the water barrier it is unlikely that each township would maintain a general store, 

as people would shop more on the mainland. The extraordinary scenic features, such as the 

beaches, headlands, and gorges, are also factors belonging to the Island landscape. And of 

course, there would be little need for a water taxi if the Island was part of the mainland or 

joined by a fixed link. Finally, social inequities are shaped by islandness — such as the lack 

of secure work for women — as well as the particular history and context of the Island — 

such as the displacement and dispossession of Quandamooka Peoples.  

This description, paired with the previous chapter, was drawn from how participants 

described their Island and their community, particularly what it was like before the 

announcement of the closure of the mining industry. Such then is the context that shaped 

how the announcement was received, and what happened next, which is explored in the 

following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6 

The North Stradbroke Island Protection and 

Sustainability Act (2011) 

Introduction  

With an understanding of the history of the Island, its community and emotional 

geographies, we can now consider the transition planning processes that triggered this 

research, and that is at the centre of these stories. The exploration of the transition will be 

done in two chapters, both of which are particularly focussed on research sub-aims 2 and 3; 

this first ‘transition’ chapter will explore the North Stradbroke Island Protection and 

Sustainability Act (2011) (NSIPSA), including the lead-up to the decision to expedite mine 

closure (influenced by protests, mining-community relationships, Native Title, and election 

politics); what the Act stipulated; and what the impacts and reactions to the Act were from 

various quarters. Chapter 7 will explore the transition planning processes; how they were 

organised; and the key recommendations emerging from them. Figure 7 shows an indicative 

timeline of the process to orient the reader.  

 

FIGURE 7: TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS IN CLOSURE AND TRANSITION PLANNING PROCESS  
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Lead-up to the decision to expedite mine closure 

The decision to end sand mining on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was the latest in a 

number of government-induced closures in the mineral sands industry in Queensland 

(Laurence, 2006), but it did go against the prevailing trend against the regulation of mining 

for social and environmental reasons in Australia (Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013). 

Participants identified a range of issues that they felt contributed to the Bligh Government 

decision to specify closure dates for the sand mines on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

and introduce NSIPSA (2011); it is not the purpose of this discussion to determine what 

indeed the ‘real’ reason was; rather it is to explore how the community perceived and 

experienced the Bligh Government’s actions. Importantly, no participant thought that 

ecological studies, economic analyses, or community engagement formed the basis for the 

decision, a fact which will be further explored in this chapter and in Chapter 9.  

Protests 

Sand mining has been occurring on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah for over sixty 

years. However, almost as soon as it began there was opposition to it from parts of the 

Quandamooka population and from some environmentalists. The objections to mining on 

environmental grounds and land rights grounds have often been intertwined, with anti-

sand mining protests citing damage to both cultural and natural values as reasons for 

mining to cease; “…the State Government finally recognised that there was a need to 

seriously consider and address the issue of sand mining on Stradbroke Island. That’s come 

from decades of campaigning…locals campaigning to State Government to bring an end to 

sand mining because of the destructive and negative impacts it has on the Island 

environment as well as the cultural environment” – I.5.4. One participant showed me 

albums (spanning decades) of photos of anti-sand mining protests, as well as other protests 

her or her family had been involved in; “That's, in the 90s [showing pictures of protests, for 

land rights, against sand mining], we're still waiting…they have to keep peaceful protests 

up, even [pause], see for deaths in custody, for all sorts of injustices, you know? Why do we 

have to do it all, you know, every generation, keep looking for some way out, peacefully, 

without bringing in others to assist us?” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. Here, Aunty Donna 

Ruska links sand mining with the ongoing oppression of her People, as evidenced not only 
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by the continued denial of land rights but for other injustices experienced by Indigenous 

Peoples including deaths in custody, disparities in life expectancy and wellness, high rates 

of suicide, and more. In this extract, and in others, she also highlights how activism, 

struggles, protests, and advocacy on these issues has involved and been supported by the 

efforts of outsiders; mainland academics and progressive activists have also been involved 

in anti-sand mining and pro-land rights protests on the Island. 

These protests had little apparent success until recently. Things seemed to change when 

Sibelco applied for a permit to sell construction sand and when it emerged that it allegedly 

already had been doing so without appropriate permits (see below). The protests gained 

strength and visibility, and more people — including more non-Indigenous people — 

became involved; “I’d been to a protest I suppose, at the lands court about the fact that the 

mining company was selling off what they were calling excess or open burden sand to the 

construction industry in breach of their permit…certainly I was starting to get concerned 

about the way they were behaving as a corporate citizen” – I.2.2. These actions, amongst 

others, reinvigorated the anti-sand mining cause and affected the relationship between the 

mining company and the community. 

Mining-community relationships 

As discussed in Chapter 4, mining-community relationships have shifted over time. 

Changes to ownership have altered the dynamic between the mining company and 

(segments of) the community, with, according to some, a marked difference between when 

the mine was owned by a publicly-listed company (Consolidated Rutile Limited, known as 

CRL), to now, when it is owned by a private, family-owned, international company 

(Sibelco). Around the time Sibelco took over another significant change occurred which 

affected the dynamic of the relationship between mining and the community — the mining 

company sold off the workers’ houses it owned in Dunwich:41  

“soon as CRL was taken over and they sold off all the houses, they retrenched a lot of 

workers, now they have a lot of workers coming from town, commuting…so it’s changed 

the whole dynamic” – I.4.5;  

                                                      
41 Laurence (2006) suggested that to minimise impacts of closure on the real estate market, any mine-

owned housing should be gradually sold off in advance of closure. 
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“They sold off, I think around 40 houses in Dunwich…at that point there had been quite an 

economic input into the Island economy from the mines, because they housed workers 

here…they spent their money here, and were part of the community. And so a lot of the 

contributions to clubs and things were really, I mean, essentially recreational facilities for 

their own workforce, you know? But still, we, everyone benefited. But then [they] sold off 

suddenly, just all of the housing, moved their workforce off the Island, apart from a few die 

hard locals that stayed. So, that was a significant change” – I.5.2.  

This changed the dynamic and the position of the mine within the community; no longer 

was it really ‘local’ in the former sense, and fewer workers were residing (and spending 

their wages) on the Island. Interestingly, one participant said of the selling of houses; “that 

was the economic transition realistically for the Island…I actually thought it would have a 

big impact on the town, but no businesses shut, the values of property didn’t fall through 

the floor, which I really thought dumping 40 houses on the market at once would do; it 

happened to be at a fairly sort of rising market generally, so it kind of took up the slack. So 

I thought that was quite interesting that really the big transition for the economy has 

already happened some time ago, when they moved the workforce off the Island” – I.5.2. 

Given this part of the transition has already happened and without too many apparent 

negative impacts, it is understandable why many Islanders were not too troubled by the loss 

of the mines, or actively supported closure. The mining company had already divested itself 

of some of its connections with the community, and that undoubtedly shaped some people’s 

views.  

In 2008 Redland City Council rejected Sibelco’s application for the rights to sell construction 

sand, which had raised concerns in the community as it would have significantly increased 

the expected life of the mining industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. Sibelco 

appealed, but the High Court ruled against it in 2011 (Williams, 2011). Another significant 

factor in changing community relations was the alleged sand theft, an issue that came to 

light in 2008 when the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) found that Sibelco was 

selling construction sand, rather than mineral sands, which it argued Sibelco did not have a 

permit to do (Moore, 2013b). Sibelco had been paying royalties on this sand to the State 

Government (Moore, 2013b), and one participant suggested that the sand theft allegations 
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may have influenced the Bligh Government’s actions in introducing NSIPSA (2011). This 

participant argued that the Bligh Government was implicated in the alleged theft and that 

NSIPSA (2011) was a way for it to distance itself: 

“While the third Supreme Court of Appeals process was going on the mining company made 

an application through the Supreme Court to get a permit to be able to take and sell sands, 

and not minerals, and, that was also rejected… while the mining company was taking and 

selling that sand, the State Government were aware of it and were actually receiving 

royalty payments from the sand sales, so they, from my point of view they were actually 

implicated in the committing of an indictable offense and they needed to and should’ve been 

investigated thoroughly, through some type of full inquiry… I believe that’s why the State 

Government and the Department of Public Prosecution and the Attorney General’s office 

refused and they are still refusing to this date to recognise that there was a major indictable 

offence committed, valued at $80 million dollars or more, in taking of unlawful sand. So 

there’s all those types of angles that sort of led up to the State Government making the 

announcement to end, but at the same time as that was happening there was this prolonged 

process regarding Native Title negotiations, and parties reaching agreement to resolve the 

whole issue of Native Title on the Island” – I.5.4. The sand theft allegations are before the 

courts (Carew, 2014) (see Epilogue), and the influence of Native Title is discussed further 

below.  

Some participants also reported that when CRL was operating the mines there had been a 

suggested end date of 2025 or thereabouts, and NSIPSA (2011) merely confirmed those dates 

and extended the expired leases until then; “…you talk to any of the sort of senior mining 

insiders and they’ll tell you they were already planning for a 2025 time horizon anyway, so 

take it back to 2019, which is what it was effectively, wasn’t a major end-of-the-world kind 

of revision” – I.6.1. Sibelco is a different company, however, with a different business model. 

These plans were not its, and had not been formalised. Even if Sibelco was working to that 

timeframe internally, NSIPSA (2011) made it impossible to apply for lease extensions, which 

reduced the ability of Sibelco to make its operations flexible or reflective of market 

conditions and other factors. Despite the fact that this tentative 2025 end date was associated 

with CRL and not Sibelco, some in the community had that end point in their mind and that 



158 

 

undoubtedly shaped their relationships to the mining company and their feelings and 

expectations about mining on the Island.  

Native Title 

Another key factor shaping the decision to specify an end date for sand mining was the 

Quandamooka Peoples’ Native Title claim. Up until as recently as 1992, the Australian legal 

and land tenure system operated on the construct of terra nullius; that is, the notion that 

prior to colonisation by the British the lands and seas of Australia did not belong to anyone. 

The Indigenous Peoples who had lived in Australia for millennia were not considered to 

have any legal rights to country. In 1992, the High Court of Australia overturned terra nullius 

by recognising the existence of Native Title in the Mabo decision (Sutton, 2003). As a result of 

Mabo, the Australian Government introduced the Native Title Act (1993) (Cth) to govern 

Native Title. The objectives of the Act are: 

“(a) to provide for the recognition and protection of native title; and 

(b) to establish ways in which future dealings affecting native title may proceed and to set 

standards for those dealings; and 

(c) to establish a mechanism for determining claims to native title; and  

(d) to provide for, or permit, the validation of past acts, and intermediate period acts, 

invalidated because of the existence of native title” (Native Title Act 1993 (Cth) s1.3).  

Native Title can recognise the rights of people to: “live on the area; access the area for 

traditional purposes, like camping or to do ceremonies; visit and protect important places 

and sites; hunt, fish, and gather food or traditional resources like water, wood and ochre; 

teach law and custom on country” (National Native Title Tribunal, 2013). Determinations 

generally result in a set of non-exclusive rights; however there are  some areas where 

exclusive use is possible, and has been granted.  

In practice, for Native Title to be recognised claimants need to demonstrate an ongoing, 

unbroken connection to the place in question and to establish that they continue to observe 

traditional practices (Sutton, 2003). Given the far-reaching and devastating impacts of British 

colonialism these requirements are difficult to meet. Indeed, the actions of colonisers and the 

policies and practices of white Australians and governments involved deliberately severing 

connections to country and culture; for example, people were forbidden from and punished 

for speaking their languages in many of the schools and missions they were forced into 

(Butcher, 2008; Dyer, Aberdeen, & Schuler, 2003; Nicholls, 2005). Proving a continuous 
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connection to country and continuous practising of culture, then, is very difficult. Over two 

decades on from Mabo and the Native Title Act (1993), there have been only 141 successful 

Native Title determinations, and most of them have been outside of major population 

centres and in remote areas of the country. The Quandamooka Native Title Consent 

Determinations are a rarity, then, given the proximity of the Island to an east coast capital 

city and the long history of colonial activity and white settlement on the Island. However, 

for a range of reasons (see Chapter 4), to a large extent the Quandamooka Peoples were 

allowed to remain on, or near country, and this undoubtedly assisted their ability to mount 

a successful Native Title claim.  

The movement that culminated in the Quandamooka Native Title Consent Determinations42 

began in the 1980s, led by Oodgeroo (Kath Walker), and it comprised Quandamooka People 

who remained on the Island and those living on the mainland. The claim was first lodged in 

1995 (National Native Title Tribunal, 2011). On the 4th of July 2011 two consent 

determinations were made covering approximately 54,408ha, including much of North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and surrounding waters and some other Moreton Bay Islands 

(National Native Title Tribunal, 2011) (see Appendix 1). Of this area, 2,264ha were 

determined to be for the exclusive use of the Quandamooka Peoples (National Native Title 

Tribunal, 2011). In the non-exclusive use terrestrial areas, Quandamooka Peoples are 

permitted to:  

“live and be present on the area; take, use, share and exchange traditional natural resources 

for personal, domestic and non-commercial communal purposes; conduct burial rites; conduct 

ceremonies; teach on the area about the physical and spiritual attributes of the area; maintain 

places of importance and areas of significance to the native title holders under their traditional 

laws and customs and protect those places and areas from physical harm; light fires for 

domestic purposes including cooking, but not for the purpose of hunting or clearing 

vegetation, and; be accompanied into the area by non-Quandamooka People…required by 

traditional law and custom for the performance of ceremonies or cultural activities, and 

people required by the Quandamooka People to assist in observing or recording traditional 

activities on the area” (National Native Title Tribunal, 2011: 2).  

The determinations also allow for Quandamooka People to be present and to “take and use 

water” and natural resources from the on-shore and off-shore waters in the determination 

areas (National Native Title Tribunal, 2011: 2). The Native Title process resulted in two 

                                                      
42 The phrase ‘consent determination’ refers to the fact that the claim was settled through mediation 

and negotiation rather than through litigation. 
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Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) — one with Redland City Council and one with 

the State Government — regarding joint management arrangements, policies and 

frameworks, and “limitations on the ability to exercise some native title rights in exchange 

for compensation and other benefits to the Quandamooka People” (National Native Title 

Tribunal, 2011: 3).  

The struggle for land rights and then Native Title has been intertwined with the issue of 

sand mining on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. One participant reported that 

Oodgeroo (Kath Walker) “started the Quandamooka Land Council and always with, you 

know, she started that poem, [Aunty Donna Ruska reads the following poem, titled ‘Time is 

Running Out’]  

‘The miner rapes 

The heart of the earth 

With his violent spade. 

Stealing, bottling her black blood 

For the sake of greedy trade. 

On his metal throne of destruction, 

He labours away with a will, 

Piling the mountainous minerals high 

With giant tool and iron drill. 

 

In his greedy lust for power, 

He destroys old nature’s will. 

For the sake of the filthy dollar, 

He dirties the nest he builds. 

Well he knows that violence 

Of his destructive kind 

Will be violently written 

Upon the sands of time. 

 

But time is running out 
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And time is close at hand, 

For the Dreamtime folk are massing 

To defend their timeless land. 

Come gentle black man 

Show your strength; 

Time to take a stand. 

Make the violent miner feel 

Your violent 

Love of land.’ 

So that's my grandmother's order, law and order to us, and we have carried out our family 

wishes” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. As expressed by this participant, the movement for 

land rights which culminated in Native Title (although the two are distinctly different) was 

linked to the cessation of sand mining. However, one participant derided this connection, 

stating that, “there seems to be a prevalence in Queensland to use Indigenous aspirations as 

‘greens’ aspirations and get the two really, really mixed up, and I think that can detract 

from actually getting a good outcome” – I.8.2. It indeed may be the case that Indigenous and 

‘green’ aspirations are often unfairly conflated in ways that hide the diversity of Indigenous 

perspectives on issues such as mining and environmental management in order to support 

the position of green groups (which are often, though not always, headed by non-

Indigenous people). In the instance of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, the struggles for 

Indigenous rights and against sand mining have been linked, as evidenced by the extract 

above and as discussed elsewhere in this section. However, it is also true that amongst the 

Quandamooka Peoples there are diverse perspectives on land rights, Native Title, and the 

mining industry, and it would be erroneous and overly-simplistic to suggest otherwise. 

The Native Title Consent Determinations seemed to be a consideration in formulation of 

NSIPSA (2011). At the time the Bill was introduced to Parliament (22nd March 2011) the 

consent determination negotiations were nearing resolution, and the State Government had 

been involved in those negotiations. The Act set a clear end date for mining, which did not 

previously exist, and also facilitated the process by which a large proportion of the Island 

would become National Park, jointly managed with the Traditional Owners.  
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This particular aspect of the Act is celebrated by some, condemned by others, and opinions 

cross racial lines. Some supported the Native Title and the National Park plans; “I don’t 

really have any qualms about most of the Island going under National Park because I know 

that overlaid above that is the ILUA and the Native Title, and I think it’s important that 

the Indigenous people are allowed back on the land but they also have the support of the 

government and the community to ensure that the land is looked after and they have the 

capacity to do what they need to do” - I.2.1; and, “People say they weren’t consulted about 

the National Park but the reality is Stradbroke has been on the books to be a National Park 

for a very, very long time” - I.4.6. 

Others disagreed, and felt that designating the land National Park was a way to limit the full 

impact or potential of Native Title and the agency of the Quandamooka Peoples, and/or had 

fundamental problems with the notion of National Parks: 

“there's a push here for National Park… I think that that's an insult to us. We've been here 

since, as I say, God put our ancestors here, and, you know, we're still alive and well, and 

quite capable of looking after this land as we've proved. It's only been destroyed since…it's 

an American rort deal to get more lands as National Park, you know, you take it from the 

First Nations people, and, give it to the world, you know, bugger the mortality and 

morbidity of those people that have been denied it, you know, let them die and we'll get on 

the reserve or whatever else” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3;  

“they’d committed another unlawful act, defined by the Native Title Act process by doing 

something prior to obtaining proper consent…And a lot of people were saying if there’s 

going to be National Parks, or if there’s going to be any new land tenures on the Island that 

there has to be recognised, recognition of Aboriginal rights, and Aboriginal People have to 

be granted land tenure, then they can then decide through negotiations with the State over 

an appropriate form of title for the various parcels of land to have, but to overcome that the 

State did what they did and more or less just manipulated the process” – I.5.4;  

“Native Title is the weakest form of title under Australian common law, and has been 

condemned by the United Nations as breaching the human rights of Aboriginal People. And 

it’s [pause], isn’t a very nice piece of legislation…symbolically it’s meant a lot for the 
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people here, because they have been acknowledged that they come from here, and that they 

have a right to be here. And that acknowledgement is huge for people to, not to be forcibly 

removed from their country or denied any say over their country. But still, the Native Title 

doesn’t actually give them any economic equity in the economy or with their lands, or 

anything, really. It’s, um, designed to look after all the other interests. Yeah, so, I think it’s, 

most of the community, or people don’t really understand, and were thinking, ‘oh Native 

Title, that’ll solve all our problems’, but it’s actually, very bad legislation, and there’s a 

whole lot of people here who don’t go along with Native Title, and say it’s the legislating 

away of the last of our rights, tidying it up under the Australian common law system, and 

they assert their sovereignty” – I.8.1. 

These three quotes identify a range of issues. The first highlights that putting a National 

Park over Native Title lands, which have been managed for millennia by the Traditional 

Owners, could be construed as an insult. This participant also opposed Native Title 

generally, seeing it as a divisive process that legitimised the theft of Quandamooka lands. In 

the next extract, another participant argued that NSIPSA (2011) was used to, without 

consent, change the tenure of the land covered by Native Title claim and thus limit what 

Native Title could mean. The final quote highlights the limitations of Native Title generally, 

and, as in the first quote, suggests that it is the legitimisation of the theft of lands and rights, 

rather than securing either for Traditional Owners. Without a doubt, Native Title exposed 

and contributed to divisions in the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah community and 

within the Quandamooka community particularly, an issue that will be revisited in Chapter 

9. 

In addition to the opposition to Native Title (or to the details of the Determination) from an 

Indigenous perspective, there was some opposition in the white and non-Indigenous 

community. Two decades ago, one prominent Island scholar and resident stated that: 

“A new issue in the guise of Land Rights is threatening to destroy the island’s community 

unity. The issue has unfortunately created an undercurrent of mistrust and ill-feeling not 

only amongst Aborigines and non-Aborigines but also within the Aboriginal community” 

(Durbidge 1994a: 10).  

More recently, there were reports of fear and misunderstandings about what Native Title 

would mean:  



164 

 

“I like to think it's going to have absolutely no impact on the white population at all. The 

Aboriginal people will just take that opportunity to be more economically secure, and sort 

out their community in terms of housing and health and, you know, more functional 

families. So I see it as a great opportunity for them, and for the Island, because if there's a 

more functional Aboriginal community the Island as a whole will be more functional…But 

there is a lot of fear amongst whities. I had a friend the other day tell me that since Native 

Title the Island's just gone to the dogs and we're going to end up like Palm Island… But this 

is a person who is second generation migrant family, parents worked their guts out, he's 

worked very hard…he's sees someone getting something for nothing, in his view, ‘why 

should they get land? I had to pay for my land.’ ‘It's a bit different, you actually have only 

been here 40 years, not 40,000 years...And the bit of land you have is quite nice, the bit of 

land he's going to have is…on the edge of the swamp. And, but that's important to him, 

that's not actually important to you’…Anyway, so, had these arguments with people like 

that”- I.8.5;43 

“the fascinating thing was that the Native Title settlement was accepted by everybody, in 

Dunwich. There was some criticism of, at the edges, but there was no heated opposition. It's 

now starting to emerge, you know you're hearing some voices saying, ‘why are they getting 

this, and so on, why don't we know what the settlement is?’ Um, you know, there's the 

Indigenous Land Use Agreement, parts of it which are confidential. There's also the land use 

planning scheme is going on, and, so that people are saying ‘well you know, something's 

                                                      
43 Palm Island is an island in North Queensland where Indigenous Peoples from across the State were 

sent if they were deemed to be trouble-makers or ‘uncontrollable’, like Indigenous women who were 

pregnant to white men and their children, those who had caused trouble on other reserves or 

missions, those recently released from prison, or even for no particular reason at all, just to keep 

people in line (Hooper, 2009:13; Watson, 2010:36). There are a range of complex issues on Palm Island, 

and a great deal of disadvantage, injustice and marginalisation. In 2004 there were riots on the Island 

partly in response to these injustices and partly due to the death of Mulrunji, a Waanyi man who died 

– or was killed, rather – in custody (Watson, 2010:1). Palm Island has often been portrayed as 

something of a violent, dysfunctional hellhole, and whilst this does not do justice to the full extent of 

experiences there (Watson, 2010:vii, 22) it is a common conception and it is the idea this quote is 

invoking – that under the ‘control’ of Quandamooka Peoples, the North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah will become similarly violent, dysfunctional, and awful. However, the histories 

and current contexts of Palm Island and North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah bear very little 

relationship to one another (beyond the fact that they are both islands in Queensland with 

populations of Indigenous Peoples), making the comparison here particularly unreasonable and 

steeped in fear and a misunderstanding about what Native Title entails.  



165 

 

happening, they're going to take our land,’ there's that starting to be there. Again, not 

coming from, not coming from the working people, coming from some of those people who 

ought to know better. I think, um, some of the older people, older, richer people” – I.8.4. 

In sum, the Native Title process was a factor contributing to NSIPSA (2011), and the 

proportion of the Island given over to National Park after mining was greeted with pleasure 

by some and not by others. There was disquiet amongst a number of residents about what 

Native Title would mean for the Island — who may have been reassured by the specification 

that much of the affected land would be National Park — and among some Quandamooka 

People, who had advocated for land rights rather than the consent determination process 

and were unhappy about the compromises made. 

Election politics 

The Bligh Government announced the early cessation of sand mining in 2010, with the Act 

finalised in 2011. This was a time when the Bligh Government’s popularity was low, and 

their likelihood of retaining government after the 2012 election was weak. Some participants 

felt that the focus on North Stradbroke Island was politically motivated; that it was an 

attempt to garner support from green/left voters in the upcoming election, particularly in the 

inner-city Brisbane seat of Ashgrove, which was being contested by then premier-hopeful 

Campbell Newman. The incumbent in this seat was Kate Jones, who had served as Minister 

for the Environment in the Bligh cabinet for a time. 

Participants with varying views on the decision itself discussed their perspectives on the 

broader political motivations behind it:  

“While this was all happening…there was all this political campaigning and potential 

political threat of loss of parliamentary control at the next election, which occurred, and I 

believe the [NSIPSA 2011] on top of trying to control the influences of Native Title and also 

play down the sand theft issue on the Island here, it was a major campaign tool to try and 

obtain all the Green votes and especially the Green votes of Ashgrove, um, which was 

unsuccessful for them in the end” – I.5.4;  

 “In my honest opinion, and it’s my opinion no one else’s, I think she spoke to three or four 

people, and she used to come over here a lot and enjoy it and thought this is a fantastic 
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place, let’s close it down. She’s never been to the mine site, nor has ever seen any of the 

rehab, nor spoken to any of the workers…there was absolutely and utterly no community 

consultation” – I.4.9.  

However, another participant reported that the Bligh Government had been in negotiations 

with the mining company prior to the announcement; “I mean there’s been quite a bit of 

criticism of the previous government [the Bligh Government] that they didn’t consult 

enough with the community, I think what is not widely understood is that the government 

was trying to do a lot of negotiation with the mining company, that was sort of 

confidential because it was considered commercial-in-confidence, but the mining company 

somehow won’t now admit that” – I.4.6. 

It also appears that this decision was made in the upper echelons of the government/ALP. 

The local branch of the ALP had held the position that “there should be no construction sand 

[taken from the Island], and that mining should be phased out as quickly as possible, but 

subject to the — the date of phasing out should be negotiated between the company, the 

community, the representatives, what would now be QYAC…so it should be negotiated out 

as to what date would be acceptable, and that part of that negotiation should be a properly 

funded transitional scheme…Unfortunately the government didn't do that [pause], either 

before it announced its decision or indeed afterwards” – I.8.4. 

Critical here is the point that regardless of whether participants supported or opposed the 

cessation of mining they believed that their Island was being used to garner political support 

on the mainland, and that it wasn’t really about their Island, or their community. Further, 

the decision-makers were not Islanders; Premier Anna Bligh frequented North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah as a holiday destination, but she was not an Islander. Finally, 

participants felt that the decision was not based on evidence; there may be good evidence to 

cease sand mining on the Island, but that was not what the decision itself was about.  

Summary 

In sum, there were a number of factors thought to contribute to the decision to expedite the 

closure of the mining industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, including a history 

of local and mainland community opposition, changing relationships between the mining 
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industry and the Island community and the State, the Native Title Consent Determinations, 

and State politics. It is possible that other factors were at play as well that I and/or the 

participants were not privy to, or that they were not willing to share. What is clear is that 

there was a complex context — at both the Island and wider State levels — shaping decision-

making about Island issues, and that participants felt that the decision itself was not one 

arrived at through consultation or consideration of a broad range of evidence. Participants 

reported that, “there was absolutely and utterly no community consultation” – I.4.9 in the 

lead-up to the announcement. Consultation and engagement between government and the 

community only happened later, after the decision was made, through the Economic 

Transition Process (ETP). Undoubtedly this lack of consultation shaped some participants’ 

views about the decision itself and may have affected their feelings about the consultation 

processes that followed through the ETP. This deficiency may also have played into the 

narrative the mining company went on to craft about the Bligh Government unilaterally 

deciding to ‘Shut Straddie Down’ (discussed later in this chapter). 

North Stradbroke Island Protection and Sustainability 

Act (2011) 

In June 2010, the Bligh Government announced its intention to phase out the mining 

industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, and to begin a transition planning process 

for the Island’s social and economic future post-mining. As discussed above, Islanders felt 

that this decision was not made as a result of an engagement or consultation process, or as a 

result of research; although some parties may have known that the issue was being explored 

most Islanders had little idea that the Bligh Government was considering action on this 

issue. In 2011 it passed the NSIPSA (2011), and the stated object of the Act was: 

“to substantially end mining interests over land in the North Stradbroke Island Region by the 

end of 2019, and end mining in the region in 2025 –  

(a) to protect and restore environmental values of the region; and 

(b) to facilitate, under other Acts, the staged creation of areas to be jointly managed 

by the State and the traditional owners of the region” (NSIPSA 2011 s.1.2). 

Closure dates were stipulated for the three remaining mines on the Island (see Figure 2 and 

Appendix 4). Yarraman was to close in 2015, Enterprise was to close in 2019, and operate 
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only along a restricted mine path until then, and Vance was to close in 2025 (Queensland 

Parks and Wildlife Service & Department of Environment and Resource Management, 

2011a). Some of the mining leases had already expired, or were close to it, and as such the 

Act had the effect of extending mining rights for a number of years, before ultimately 

curtailing them. The Act also laid the groundwork for much of the Island (around 80%) to 

become National Parks under joint management arrangements with the Quandamooka 

Native Title holders.  

The Act offered some level of certainty about the future of mining on the Island, which, 

given the expired leases and that other leases were nearing expiry, had been uncertain. It 

also triggered an economic transition planning process, and the Explanatory Notes for the 

North Stradbroke Island Protection and Sustainability Bill (2011) indicated the general thrust 

of intentions for the ETP, saying: 

“legislation would be introduced into Parliament to create a clear timetable for the end of 

sand mining on the island, and the need to start planning a transition towards a more 

economical and environmentally sustainable use of the land through, for example, nature 

based tourism, education, and recreation” (Queensland Government, 2011: 1). 

The transition process will be discussed more fully in the following chapter; the remainder 

of this one will explore reactions to the Act.  

Impacts and reactions 

There was a range of reactions in response to the decision and to NSIPSA (2011) and a range 

of opinions about the likely impacts. While I have broadly categorised positions as ‘pro’ and 

‘anti’ mining, this is for ease of structuring this discussion. As I hope will become evident, 

positions and opinions were far more nuanced than this simple categorisation conveys. 

Economic impact  

The exact level of mining’s importance to the Island economy is difficult to gauge. The 

economic impact report Sibelco commissioned was released in June 2010 (Synergies 

Economic Consulting, 2010), which is the same month that the Bligh Government 

announced its intention to introduce legislation to set end dates for mining on the Island 

(Byrne, 2010). As such, the report was either produced very quickly, or the mining company 
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had commissioned it in anticipation of the announcement. The 33-page Synergies report is 

primarily based on data from the 2006 ABS census and used input/output analysis; it does 

not appear that any new primary data were collected. It drew the following conclusions: 

 “Loss mining production is expected to yield direct revenue losses of around $125 million 

annually, of which approximately $77.5 million represents value added or a net economic 

welfare loss. 

 Gross Regional Product (GRP) will be reduced by approximately 26%. This impact will be 

greatly magnified through indirect impacts on other industries due to the heavy integration of 

mining with the rest of the economy. 

 Employment will be reduced by 14% on the island, with additional direct job losses in South 

East Queensland. 

 Revenues paid to governments will be reduced by up to $196 million in net present value 

terms” (Synergies Economic Consulting, 2010: 15). 

It adds that:  

“Job losses on NSI will also be heavy with total employment potentially reducing by 30%. 

These are continuing losses until (if) other activity moves into to take the place of sand 

mining. The price of ferry transport services, electricity services and fuel prices may rise 

significantly…The dramatic reduction in employment on the island, reduction in incomes, 

and potential de-population effects will have wide-ranging impacts across community 

activities and services. Schools, volunteer organisations, community development projects, 

social activities (e.g. sporting activities) and the indigenous community will all be negatively 

impacted” (Synergies Economic Consulting, 2010: 32-33).  

All in all, this report presents a rather bleak outlook of a future without mining on the 

Island. In response, FOSI and SIMO commissioned Economists at Large to review the 

Synergies report (Economists at Large, 2011). Economists at Large concluded that there were 

three main issues with the Synergies report, namely: 

 “Failure to consider planned mine closures: The planned closure of the Yarraman mine in 2015 

will reduce the volume of mineral sands on the island by 34%. This reduction was not included in 

the Unimin Report. This omission results in the value of sand mining on the North Stradbroke 

Island (NSI) being overstated by as much as 37% for gross output value and 57% for government 

revenues… 

 …Confused scope for impacts: Impacts that will be felt at a state or national level are often 

considered to be impacts on the NSI economy… 

 Modelled impacts on NSI economy are overstated:…While we have not attempted to calculate 

more accurate impacts, they are likely to be much less than estimated in the Unimin Report. 

Furthermore, the method of modelling used may not be appropriate for this type of analysis and 

more details of the results should have been presented” (Economists at Large, 2011: 3). 

They also argue that the Synergies Report (which they refer to as the ‘Unimin Report’) has a 

narrow scope that fails to consider mining’s opportunity costs (Economists at Large, 2011).  
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Both reports were commissioned by parties with strong vested interests. There has been no 

independent economic analysis of the Island’s economy and what the impacts of mine 

closure will likely be. Indeed, the Economists at Large report argued that a “more thorough 

analysis of the net benefits and costs” is needed (Economists at Large, 2011: 3). In the 

absence of an independent, comprehensive and reliable economic analysis, it is impossible 

to get a clear understanding of the role mining plays in the Island economy, which left the 

community vulnerable to misinformation and, as some participants argued, fear-mongering 

(see Chapter 9). In the sections that follow I report what participants thought the impacts on 

the Island would be. Importantly, the accuracy of their predictions is, to an extent, 

irrelevant. The fear of, or belief in, the inevitability of widespread and devastating impacts 

can be damaging in and of itself (see Chapter 9). The issues with information also materially 

affected the transition planning process, both in shaping what participants and publications 

could or could not claim, and (to some extent) allowing people to think what they wished 

about the capacity of the community to transition and the capacity of certain industries or 

initiatives to step into the gap left by mining. These issues may also have affected the 

perceived legitimacy of the process and its outputs; the participants involved in transition 

processes may have been doing the very best they possibly could, but without good quality 

information, they had very little platform from which to shape or challenge the narrative of 

dependence.  

Pro-mining and anti-NSIPSA (2011) 

Being ‘pro-mining’ and ‘anti-NSIPSA (2011)’ are related, but possibly distinct positions. The 

former position is characterised by the desire for mining to continue as long as it is viable on 

the Island, and people who hold the latter position may take issue with the way the decision 

was made, or the content of the Act, but may or may not support the expansion of mining or 

the undefined continuation of it.  

There are a range of reasons offered by participants to be pro-mining. Mining has been part 

of the Island for a long time, and it is hard for some to imagine what it will be like without it; 

“It’s just that we’re so used to having sand mining. It’s been here for so long. It was here 

when we first came here in the 60s” – I.5.6. Mining is a major employer on the Island and 

miners — particularly those who live in the community — contribute to the local economy. 
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Although no independent economic analysis has been done, it is undoubtable that mining is 

a significant contributor to life on the Island for many Islanders. In addition to employing 

people directly there are businesses and contractors that service the mine, and the mine may 

comprise most or all of their business. There are also other businesses that are thought to 

rely heavily, though less directly, on the mines, thus it was argued; “I think if they go, I 

think a lot of people will be out of business” – I.5.6. Resident mine employees purchase 

goods on the Island, they go to cafés and restaurants, they send their children to day care 

and/or school, and they participate in the civil society and social life of the Island. When 

mining inevitably closes these people will have to move off the Island, perhaps to other 

mining towns, or to places more feasible for FIFO mining work, or find other employment 

on the Island, or retire. There is a portion of the workforce nearing retirement age — “A lot 

of people would probably want to retire, or are close to retirement and not quite there” – 

I.8.2 — however most employees will face the first two options. One participant painted this 

picture: 

“An example I think of here, a young man who was born and raised here, he’s about thirty 

now, and Richard is at the Point. Can’t afford to buy at the Point, got a job at the mines, 

got a wife and four children, and so he has bought a house in Dunwich…he’s got a mortgage 

on the strength of what he is earning now. If the mines were to close early…sure, he’ll go get 

a job somewhere on another mine, but he won’t be able to sell his house because there will 

be a lot of houses on the market, the prices will drop, he won’t be able to get what he’s got. 

But then you take those 6 people out of this community — as I said, it’s so quiet now, we 

just hang on through winter. If you take out, Betty the wife goes, she doesn’t get haircuts, so 

the…hairdresser, they don’t buy their meat at the butcher anymore, so the butcher’s harder 

off. You know, the fruit and vegie. Two of their kids go to the day-care, there’s two out of 

there. Two at the school; the school’s going to lose so many children, you know, the school’s 

already in crisis, the high school. So, it just all filters down, bit by bit. And the 

infrastructure is not going to be here when the tourists come…things will sort of slowly 

shut, because we haven’t got enough. So it’s very, very frightening. And all of this [pause], 
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um [pause], I love this place. I [pause], I love it [voice starts to crack] with a passion, I just 

love it [sob-laugh]. Sorry” – I.5.7. 44 

This extract is representative of what many felt about the closure of the mines.45 It 

represented a loss of people who were embedded in and important to the community, and 

who helped maintain the facilities and lifestyle on the Island. This participant argued that 

the tourism industry will suffer also, and rather than being able to take up the slack after 

mining goes, may actually suffer reduced performance should the facilities and businesses 

currently on the Island (supported in part by mining employees and wages) close down. In a 

similar vein, some participants expected barge and ferry prices to increase when mining 

leaves, which would also affect the tourism industry; “they’ll probably put the fares up even 

higher than what they are now” – I.5.6.46 This participant paints a fairly bleak picture of the 

Island’s future, and it is easy to see why participants became distressed and/or began to tear 

up as they spoke to me about it. Others echoed the claims and concerns raised in the story 

                                                      
44 The real names that the participant used have been changed throughout this extract. 
45 A number of the comments around the impacts of mine closure, such as this one, “assumed a family 

of dependents for each worker, who is always already a family man and a breadwinner”, a 

phenomenon Scott (2007: 491) noted and argued that it demonstrated “the moral content of coal 

mining work as essential to a coherent community of heterosexual households”. This issue was also 

described by Wilson (2002) looking at mine closure during the 1950s, but it seems the gendered 

dynamics of labour in mining and mining towns have changed little. As such, another possibility 

behind some of the tensions and fears surrounding the loss of mining – the loss of the family-wage 

that formed the basis of heterosexual and heteronormative family and community structure. 
46 A number of participants mentioned recent increases to barge fares, and the likelihood that the 

barge company would have to significantly increase prices and/or reduce services further if mining 

were to close. The barge companies had recently merged into one entity, and at the time of interviews 

one or two of the vehicle barges had been moved to operate elsewhere in Queensland. This was 

attributed by some to NSIPSA (2011), but this is perhaps unfounded; “They’ve put all this 

propaganda out and told them that we were going to lose our barge company, and that was 

hypocrisy again, because at the big meeting they had for community regarding the merger of the barge 

companies, the mining company was saying, ‘well this is because there’s been restrictions put on us 

and how much sand we can take and so forth…and you’re going to lose out in your access to the 

Island because of the barge company prices going through the roof, and then your fuel costs are going 

to go up…and your cost of living’…But in the big meeting about the merger, it was recognised that 

because the mining company couldn’t take and sell construction sand, which was the unlawful sand 

that the cartage and the dependency on barge transport had decreased significantly! And I thought, 

what a load of hypocrisy, like they know they’ve been stealing all the sand, now they’re crying that 

it’s going to impact upon the economy because they can’t continue their illegal conduct!” – I.4.5. 

There were also other factors at play, including the fact that the barges may be more profitable 

operating elsewhere, however many were convinced that it was a direct result of NSIPSA (2011), even 

though the barge company refuted that: “The barge company’s saying it’s not because of the mines, 

but I think it is” – I.4.9. 
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about Richard and Betty. For those that elect to leave the Island, they may face difficulties 

selling their houses, as indicated in the previous quote and the following; “If we were to try 

and sell, our house would be on the market for years. We bought at the wrong time. We 

bought just before the announcement, really, so we just stuffed ourselves up really bad. If 

we were to decide to go move somewhere else, we couldn’t really because no one would buy 

it, why would you buy it when you don’t know what’s going to happen to the Island” – 

I.4.7.  

Those who might broadly be categorised as ‘pro-mining’ generally hold these views not 

because they enthusiastically endorse the act of mining (although some might), but because 

the benefits and lifestyle the industry allows for are unlikely to be readily provided by other 

businesses on the Island, and the people who work in mining often do not have other, 

comparable career options available; “There's no wish to keep mining going on its own, but 

there is a wish to have a secure kind of life” - I.8.4. Mining has allowed them a degree of 

security and wealth that they would be unlikely to achieve in any other industry, but unlike 

many other mining areas, the Island is a relatively affordable and very pleasant place to live; 

“Some of them aren't particularly skilled either…because they've gone into mining, because 

they've had other careers, unskilled careers, and they're here because they're surfers…at 

fifty, you'd lose your house, you'd lose your jobs, you've got a $350,000 mortgage, you've got 

two kids who are still in primary school, they're the ones who are really, really anxious, 

and whose future would be [pause] quite uncertain” – I.8.5. 

Mining also contributes to civil society and community life on the Island, which underpins 

some people’s support for its continuation. Some may argue that the mining companies 

have not done enough, or that what they have done has been largely for its own benefit or 

the benefit of its workforce, but the fact remains that over the years mining companies have 

invested in people and organisations and have built or maintained infrastructure and 

facilities that many Islanders benefit from; “the mining company did put a lot of money into 

the community, so who’s going to put the money into the community when they’re not 

here?” – I.5.6; and “when the mining company goes there will never be the money put back 

into the Island that there was from the mining industry, I guess that would have to be a 

state of fact. The money just won’t be there” – I.5.3. 
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Others have issues with the details of the Act itself as well; “[The Act] doesn’t give us a lot of 

time, it doesn’t actually end the mine in the right spot! [laugh]…leases don’t run on time, 

leases run to resources…what if we have another GFC? [Sibelco may] go and reduce 

throughput for a few months, and then all of a sudden [they] don’t finish on time…it just 

takes away the complete flexibility of the operations” – I.8.2; and, “Well I thought the 

government stuffed it up…The State Government has to put in some money but the 

community itself can sort some stuff out, that’s really what the community needs to do 

anyway. Money’s not going to solve everything. But when overnight they came along and 

moved it back to 2017, and caused all that upsetness in families and communities, I, 

personally, was upset with them for doing that just because of the angst it was causing 

people” – I.8.5. 47 

Some were against the Act on principle, because of the way it came into being; “I've got 

friends in council who are very much against the decision to remove mining, but the reason, 

their stated reason is because the decision to stop was taken away from the Islanders. So I 

don't know if it's actually about mining or disempowerment, their resentment. So maybe it 

was more about process than the product” – M.6.2. 

People who are pro-mining/anti-NSIPSA are well aware that mining will end, they just do 

not support closing it earlier, given the jobs that will be lost and their belief that tourism will 

not effectively fill the hole it leaves; “They’re going to run out of minerals, aren’t they, but 

they shouldn’t close it if they still can keep it open, eventually they’re going to run out” – 

I.5.6; and, “I think the majority of people think that there is no way that tourism is going to 

supply what we need when the mines close…Anna Bligh promised — what — 700 jobs or 

something like that in tourism to replace it, which is just a joke, the Island in winter, you 

know, there’s hardly any tourism” – I.4.7. 

                                                      
47 ‘2017’ was mentioned by a couple of participants as the closure date for mining, but I’m not sure 

where this figure has come from. One mine was to close in 2015, another in 2019, and all by 2025. It is 

possible that there was speculation that the Enterprise mine would close earlier than expected due to 

the restriction of its mine path, but I found no mention of this date in the State Government 

documents or in NSIPSA (2011). This uncertainty around dates, even by those who are well informed 

and heavily involved in the transition planning process may point to broader issues of 

communication, misinformation and a lack of clarity over the issue.  
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Some people who were pro-mining were also sceptical about the purported damage being 

done by mining, and argued that the rehabilitation is excellent and that no lasting harm is 

being done, which shaped their attitudes towards mining’s continuation; “if I thought that 

sand mining was damaging this place irreparably, I wouldn’t stand up [in support of 

mining]. But it’s not. You know, nearly two years ago the Bligh Government handed over 

this mining company an international award for rehabilitation, they do it so well…You go 

out there and have a look at some of that rehab area, that was done sixty years ago, and it’s 

[pause], there’s no way that you would say that that’s done and that’s not…it’s not doing 

the damage that they say” – I.5.7. Indeed, some argued that mining is less harmful to the 

environment than tourism; “in all honesty the tourism will do a hell of a lot more damage 

to the Island than what the mines will do” – I.4.9.  

Finally, whilst most of these pro-mining/anti-NSIPSA perspectives are Island-centric (as in, 

focussed on the importance of mining to the Island community, and the impacts of it 

ending), there is another take on the matter. Some argued that as the minerals the mining 

company extracts are things we all use, and as a wealthy, relatively well-regulated country 

in a globalised world, we should take responsibility; “And I also feel like they have to get 

this stuff from somewhere, we use this stuff, we're all responsible for this stuff, and part of 

me says, I would much rather they dig it up in my backyard, where I can see what they're 

doing, where there is really quite strict environmental monitoring…People are being paid 

really good wage to do it, what's the alternative? I've got a friend who's just moved to West 

Africa, because they're building a massive, the biggest mineral sands mine in the world in 

West Africa. You can't tell me that those blokes working in Senegal are going to be [pause] 

paid anything like these blokes… most of those workers are going to be the locals, who are 

going to be working in probably very dangerous and very underpaid jobs [pause], to get the 

same stuff” – I.8.5. 

As evidenced here, there are a wide range of reasons why some Islanders support the 

continuation of mining on North Stradbroke Island, and/or oppose NSIPSA (2011). Some of 

these reasons were centred in the campaign the mining company ran against the Bligh 

Government and NSIPSA (2011), which will be discussed below. 
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Mining campaign 

In response to NSIPSA (2011), Sibelco engaged Rowland,48 a public relations firm, to 

organise a well-funded publicity campaign with four key objectives:  

“1. Achieve pre-election community consensus on NSI’s future direction, and a collaborative 

approach to influencing the Liberal National Party’s (LNP) position in favour of continued 

sand mining operations; 

2. Demonstrate to the LNP Sibelco’s tangible investment in the sustainable management of 

NSI’s sand mining operations and track record of success; 

3. Increase awareness of sand mining’s contribution to the social, environmental and 

economic fabric of NSI, to further support Sibelco’s government relations platform; 

4. Achieve public endorsement by the then Queensland Opposition Leader, Campbell 

Newman, for the continuation of Sibelco’s NSI operations until 2027” (Rowland, 2012: 4). 

The campaign included film advertisements screened in cinemas, hosted online, and on 

television — according to one article there were “108 prime time television spots” (Carew, 

2014). They also produced newspaper advertisements, flyers, pamphlets, postcards, bumper 

stickers and other materials promoting Sibelco’s cause. As described in an article in 

Australian Mining, “Sibelco is hotly opposing the new direction for the island and will take 

its fight public with a full-page advertisement in a state-wide paper and further 

advertisements on three commercial television networks on Thursday”(Burke, 2011). There 

was a protest in support of mining on Easter Saturday in 2011 (a time when the Island is 

packed with tourists). The Straddie Island News reported that 800 people were in attendance 

(Anon, 2011) and the Sand Times, a newsletter published by Sibelco, reported “700 locals and 

holiday makers” in attendance (Sibelco Australia, 2011b: 1). This publication reported that 

the rally was organised by an Islander woman named Robyn Mortimer, not Sibelco. 

However, the public rally is mentioned in Rowland’s report as one of the ‘tactics’ employed 

in their strategy (Rowland, 2012). The rally also featured in media coverage at the “national, 

metropolitan and local” levels (Rowland, 2012: 11). Although it received somewhat less 

coverage, there was also a counter-protest against sand mining held on the same day 

(Australian Associated Press, 2011). 

A key part of Rowland’s campaign strategy was focussing on “community issues with less 

emphasis on Sibelco’s corporate brand” (Rowland, 2012: 5). This allowed the campaign to 

reframe those affected by the closure of mining as ‘the little guy’, or the ‘underdog’, who 

                                                      
48 According to Rowland’s website, this campaign received multiple awards (Rowland, 2014). 
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were being harmed by unfair and unjust government policy, as opposed to an 

internationally-owned private company, currently with a case in the courts regarding the 

allegedly illegal sale of construction sands, who have made over one billion dollars from 

their sand mining activities on the Island, and who are hoping to make more. It is arguably 

much easier to elicit sympathy for local workers and small business owners than it is for a 

mining company, and thus these people were the stars of the campaign.49 

The campaign materials seemed to be structured around two key messages, ‘Anna, don’t 

shut Straddie down’ and ‘Sustainable Stradbroke’ (see Figure 8 for sample). The materials 

marked by this slogan included bumper stickers, postcards and flyers, and the bumper 

sticker was pervasive enough to spawn a spoof (see Figure 9). Ultimately there was, “A lot 

of money thrown into the fact that the Island was not going to exist…there were just these 

wild assertions that if mining closed, like full page [ads] in various magazines up and down 

the coast, not only within the readership of the Island, that essentially this beautiful place 

will cease to exist [laughs]…Quite slick, quite a lot of dough, slogan, ad campaign” – I.5.2. 

A ramification of this approach — of the insistence on the critical importance of mining to 

community and economic life on the Island — is that the audience this message succeeds 

with will wholeheartedly believe that the loss of mining means shutting ‘Straddie’ down. 

However, mining will have to end sometime or other, be it in 2019, 2035, or beyond. The 

helplessness and hopelessness of an Island future without mining, which this message so 

successfully evoked among some community members, may in fact undermine transition 

planning processes now and into the future, as they rely on the hope this message  

                                                      
49 It has been argued that support for the underdog is a key Australian cultural trait (Phillips & Smith, 

2000:218; Stevenson, 2007:205), though I am wary of making such universalising claims about culture, 

and it is also important to acknowledge that this support is often limited to a certain kind of 

‘underdog’ – asylum seekers and refugees, for example, tend to be excluded (at least in mainstream 

media and discourse) from ‘underdog’ status and support.  
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FIGURE 8: SAMPLE OF PRO-MINING CAMPAIGN MATERIALS  
SOURCE: EPHEMERA FROM THE NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND HISTORICAL MUSEUM, PHOTOS (2012) & COLLATION 

(2014) BY AUTHOR.  

undermines. This message arguably contributed to the collective trauma experienced on the 

Island (see Chapter 9). 

The second message, ‘Sustainable Stradbroke’, adopts the discourse of ‘sustainability’ to 

make an argument for the continuation of sand mining. Mining is recast not as an inherently 

destructive activity, but one that can be sustainably practised in ways that contribute to the 

triple bottom line of mainstream sustainable development. Mining is also cast as an enabler 

of positive community activities — the Community Benefit Fund was a prominent feature of 

the campaign. This message appeared on postcards and brochures that highlighted the 

rehabilitation work the mine had completed, arguing that one could not even tell a mine was 

once there (see Figure 8). Members of the Island community were featured in many of these 

campaign strategies, perhaps most prominently in the ‘Straddie Stories’ advertisements. 

These people are Islanders and they undoubtedly believe that mining is of critical 
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importance to Island life. However, some felt that the people involved in the campaign were 

not always honest or upfront; “a lot of them who were doing the campaign weren’t declaring 

their vested interests, to say, oh for example ‘my husband owns the petroleum contract to 

the mines’, or something” – I.8.1. 

FIGURE 9: BUMPER STICKER SATIRISING CAMPAIGN AND THE CONTROVERSY  

SOURCE: PHOTO BY AUTHOR (2014), SEEN ON CAR PARKED ON THE ISLAND. 

As part of the campaign, letters were sent from a group called ‘Straddie Mothers’ to over 

98,000 homes in the Ashgrove electorate (and surrounding areas), which Campbell Newman 

was contesting against incumbent ALP member Kate Jones. This letter argued that the Bligh 

Government’s plans to expedite the closure of sand mining on the Island would be harmful 

for Islanders (Withey, Tapim, & Staff, 2012). It was discovered that this letter campaign was 

funded by Sibelco, a representative from which stated that, “it has done nothing wrong in 

funding a pro-mining campaign in Ashgrove” (Withey, Tapim, & Staff, 2012). The letters 

were listed in Rowland’s report as one of the ‘outputs’ of their campaign (Rowland, 2012). 

Kate Jones also accused the LNP of being involved in it (Vogler, 2012) and some members of 

the community felt that some agreement or deal had been struck; “one of the campaign 

motives of the new Premier was that he was going to address the Sustainability Act, and he 

made promises to the mining sector of the community, and even got them to assist in the 

facilitation of his campaign in seats such as Ashgrove, by taking busloads of mining 

employees from here and around the mainland to Ashgrove to publicly speak and deliver 

letters and so forth” – I.5.4. 

Although anti-mining groups had been protesting and lobbying for years, and include some 

informed, scientifically-literate and politically-savvy people, it was difficult for them to 

counter the claims made in Sibelco’s campaign as they did not have the resources. They 

certainly tried to counter the message, and to correct statements that they argued were 

incorrect or dishonest; “they have very deep pockets…they have run a campaign of lies and 
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misinformation, ever since the Bligh Government in June 2010 announced that mining 

would end by certain dates” – I.4.2, but they could not purchase full page newspaper ads or 

prime time television spots; “the mining company immediately launched a major media 

campaign trying to lobby support for the mining company’s continuation over here, and 

green groups and others sort of tried to counter that with whatever sort of mechanisms they 

had available” – I.5.4. 

Ultimately Rowland and Sibelco’s campaign was a success; “they’ve been extremely 

successful in this campaign to associate mining with the most positive of community 

values” – I.4.2. Indeed, a report produced by Rowland claimed that “the strategy was 

extremely successful”, with some objectives reportedly achieved to greater than 100%, given 

“post-election engagement with key ministers” (Rowland, 2012: 13) and, essentially, that 

Sibelco basically got what it wanted from the campaign. As one participant reflected, “But 

you know there’s this trend in Australia…a mining company spends enough money they can 

get their own way. So, you want governments to rise above, to be able to rise above that, 

but when you see how Sibelco also entered the election campaign to push the outcome they 

wanted, which was an LNP Government, again, it was just spending money to get what you 

want. Sibelco would argue that…they were just helping people on the Island get what they 

wanted, but you can’t separate their vested interest from that. How can you?” – I.4.6. In 

2014, two years after the election, the ALP referred Sibelco to the Crime and Misconduct 

Commission based on concerns surrounding this campaign including: 

“Sibelco confirming in 2013 that it had spent $91,000 mailing 98,000 letters to voters in 

Ashgrove and nearby electorates, and that Mines Minister Andrew Cripps met eight times 

with Sibelco over two months in 2012, but with the island’s Quandamooka people only once” 

(Moore, 2014b).  

This issue is yet to be resolved (see Epilogue).  

Anti-mining 

The anti-mining position is founded on two central and related arguments; the first is that 

mining is doing, and has done, irreparable damage to natural and cultural heritage systems 

and features, and should be discontinued to preserve what remains, and the second is that 

mining limits enjoyment and access of the Island. On the damage caused by mining, 

participants said:  
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“if you want to have a good ecology into the long term you need to retain very large tracts 

of original country, because the more you fragment it, the more risk there is of invasive 

species, things degrading, and then it’s no longer resilient to all the natural forces there are 

anyway, like extreme weather and climate change…So when you look at a map now of 

Stradbroke, and where mining’s been over the last sixty years, you see an Island peppered 

with areas that have been mined, all their natural vegetation taken away. And yes, there’s 

some native plants there now but that’s nothing like the original vegetation. There have 

been scientists that have warned that we are at a tipping point that you just can’t keep 

doing that” – I.4.6;  

“I think, [pause], it would be a good thing if the mining stopped, because there’s a short 

term gain of money and employment to people, there are some families who’ve worked for 

generations in the mining industry on the Island, but the majority of mining workers come 

from the mainland, and contractors, they all just come from the mainland and work, and 

leave. But the (pause), what the mining is doing is going, bulldozing land, and totally 

modifying land that’s taken thousands and thousands of years to, or millions of years, to 

become like that, and the biodiversity can never, ever be replaced. When they mine a lake or 

a swamp or something, the acid in the water, never goes back right. Little species of fish 

that exist nowhere else in the world but in these particular swamps or lakes, disappear. So I 

think the loss of plant and animal and fish biodiversity is a huge loss, because there’s 

medicinal and all sorts of values to these plants and animals that we don’t even know 

about yet, and it’s very short-sighted to destroy something for a quick dollar when, for 

future generations, you know, we’re causing extinction of species and massive modification 

of environment…Yeah, so I think it’s short sighted for a quick, economic, short term 

economic gain to the expense of future generations of children” - I.8.1.  

This participant highlighted both the damage being done and the short-term nature of the 

benefits of mining, compared to the long-term, permanent damage it may do.  

Some, albeit not all, people who held anti-mining perspectives were sceptical about the 

efficacy of rehabilitation and the actions of the mining company, which undoubtedly 

exacerbated their concerns about the damage being done by the mines. It is possible that 

some damage could have been avoided if there was more effective oversight and stronger 
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regulatory controls, but as the mine areas are closed to the public, there was little scrutiny 

and, participants argued, little pressure for them to act in a way that preserves important 

features; “This is a very fragile environment…Stradbroke Island isn’t a renewable resource, 

and I believe they’re going to start mining below the water table, which is something they 

haven’t done before, and I don’t think there’s any corporate responsibility, where the mine 

will just dig it up, make a quick buck, and leave…I think they’ll forfeit their rehabilitation 

bond, and just leave, because it’ll be cheaper to just leave, rather than doing the 

rehabilitation. And all the mining sites are closed, so there’s no scrutiny, and so, [pause], 

there’s, there’s no accountability, so these trees that are hundreds of years old, and habitats 

and orchids and different unique little plant communities are just being bulldozed…you 

can’t put them back” – I.8.1; and, “…one of the scientists said the rehabilitation is like 18th 

century medicine [laughs] where we’re at. We’re still learning, we’re still 

experimenting…And actually a lot of evidence points to the fact that it’s not working and 

it’s not going to work” – I.4.6. 

Both the damage, and the limitations imposed by mining may also be affecting the success 

and viability of other economic activities on the Island; “it does cost jobs as well as make 

jobs. And, you know, the jobs that [are] cost are largely in sustainable industries, so in 

agriculture and in tourism particularly… I don’t really have a lot of faith in mining as a 

long term employer unless you’re willing to restrict the amount of stuff that comes out of 

the ground with the idea that it is going to be a longer term generator of cash, or to have 

some more rigorous methods of ploughing that money back into the community” – M.6.2. 

As one participant said; “ultimately mining’s going to end anyway, and we will be reliant 

on those things [referring to the natural bushland of the Island], they’re the obvious things 

to capitalise on, but if we’ve sort of put them at risk and they don’t survive long term, well 

that was a stupid decision” – I.4.6. This comment highlights that although tourism is 

thought to be a critical part of the Island’s post-mining future (and is indeed already an 

important part of the Island’s economy), it is not as simple as allowing mining to run for as 

long as it can, and then having tourism take over. Tourism on the Island relies, to at least 

some extent, on the quality of its environment and the health of its ecosystems. Should 

mining be allowed to continue indefinitely the assets the Island will require in a post-mining 
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future may well be destroyed. Indeed, some felt that the timeframes stipulated in NSIPSA 

(2011) were too long, and that irreparable damage would occur. To them, the Act did not 

end mining soon enough. Indeed, “the Enterprise lease had expired” – I.4.6, and the Act 

stipulated that the mine could remain open, and may simply result in the same amount of 

mining being done, but in a shorter time frame: 

“With regards to the whole Sustainability Act, and the closure of sandmining, I think it’s 

just another sham. I don’t think it actually addresses fully the issue of sandmining closure 

on the Island here, because sand mining’s just continued on its merry was as it’s always 

done. They…approached the government and through government negotiations got 

expansion of mining leases which allows them to mine anyway, up until about 2025 if they 

decide to, and I think 2025 or 2027 was the original - before the state announcement anyway 

- planned closure date for mining operations on the Island here, so they’ve got themselves 

covered through the Sustainability Act and through the lease tenures that they’ve been re-

granted to operate right up until then anyway, so there’s no real end clearly visible for that 

activity on the Island now” – I.5.4; 

“We were not happy that Enterprise was being allowed to run until 2025, because they’re 

taking out the last remaining ancient parabolic dunes on the Island, having mined the rest 

of it. So there’s pristine country there that should be locked up in National Park tomorrow. 

Yesterday. And, letting it run ‘til 2025, and also the mining company’s manipulated 

that…there are others who would tell you precisely the technicalities of what has been 

negotiated in terms of the mine path, but you know, huge irredeemable destruction that will 

continue until 2025, so we’re not happy. And what’s more two expired mining leases were 

renewed in order to let that happen” – I.4.2. 

Some people who perhaps did not have particularly strong feelings either way — or had 

strong feelings in both directions, which is perhaps more common than any degree of 

apathy around this issue - were just pleased that a decision had been made that gave some 

clarity about the Island’s future:  
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“I think it's a difficult decision for people to be making, but someone had to bite the bullet, I 

thought State Government was pretty courageous…it was a courageous thing to do, really, 

it's one of those discussions that keeps getting put off” – I.6.1;  

“My thoughts are that because Anna Bligh has done it in the way that she has, which I 

don’t know, might get overhauled by the LNP government, I thought she made a good 

compromise, I thought it was good that she gave us certainty, and that there was a certain 

amount of years, it was going to be another nine years, people could get their head around 

it, and start planning. Mining doesn’t last in places forever so, and that mining company 

they could leave like that [snaps fingers]. The stocks could fall, the prices could go, and 

they’d just pick up and go, they don’t care about a transition, they’ll just go. So I just 

thought it was good, a good starting point I thought she’d made the best of trying to please 

everybody” – I.4.5. 

Many people in the ‘anti-mining’ group also had a very different perspective on what the 

likely impacts of mine closure will be. There was a lack of clarity about the relative 

importance of mining to the Island’s economy, and some argued that the industry’s 

importance and Island’s dependence had been exaggerated; “I’ll argue against that with 

anyone, that the mining company sustains the Island’s community here, because the 

numbers just don’t balance up” – I.5.4; and, “I mean it’ll be a shock to the Island, but people 

cope with shock. People in Greece are coping with massive shocks. Our shocks are fairly 

minor…I think we can cope with the shock” – I.2.2. 

Some pro-miners were particularly concerned about the impact the loss of mining would 

have on civil society and community projects, as the contributions, subsidies and grants 

from Sibelco (and previously CRL) would no longer be available. Others however felt quite 

differently, because the contributions weren’t that significant anyway, or because the recent 

actions by Sibelco to invest in the community were viewed in a somewhat cynical light: 

“I haven’t seen anyone leaving. They don’t really employ many locals, the majority of 

workers come from the mainland. And they’ve now decided that, because mining’s so 

wonderful for the community, they have to give some money to the community, so after 

seventy years they’re going to give some money to the community” – I.8.1;  
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“I’m familiar with what types of community packages are being delivered by mining 

companies in predominately mining towns. And this town, you know, gets very little. And 

so, the interesting thing is that they suddenly came up with a new fund, a new community 

fund, that was supposedly $200 million I think over some period of time, and community-

driven group that was going to allocate the grants…There was all this stuff to try and 

quickly put the meat on the bones of the narrative” – I.5.2.  

Indeed, Rowland’s report on its campaign for Sibelco cited the “[formalisation of] Sibelco’s 

community investment commitment and long-term partnership with NSI community” 

(Rowland, 2012: 8) as part of its campaign strategy to get NSIPSA (2011) amended. Another 

issue related to the recent investments of mining money into the community was the idea 

that it could compromise civil society organisations, particularly given how contentious the 

issue had become; “we don’t take any money from them…It’s just, um, [pause], not wanting 

to be compromised with freedom of speech…I know IslandVibe took some money, and then 

they refused to let Friends of Stradbroke Island, an environmental group, be present at the 

festival, because [Sibelco] gave money towards it” – I.8.1; and, “the other thing was setting 

up the fund, and saying, ‘alright, well, all you guys that’ve…you better toe the party line, 

basically, if you want some of this’. I mean, not anything all that subtle” – I.5.2. 

And finally, some disputed the importance of mining for the Quandamooka Peoples; “the 

Aboriginal community get no royalties or anything from it…speaking from the Aboriginal 

people’s socio-economic perspective, the sand mining has never ever given us any economic 

opportunity or economic sustainability whatsoever” – I.5.4. 

Mid-road, hybrid, and other positions 

Although there were some polarised views on this issue, the more interviews I conducted 

the clearer it became that that polarisation had been promoted, exaggerated — even 

constructed — by some of the parties involved. In fact, most people’s views on the decision 

and the impacts were nuanced. Although undoubtedly many of those employed directly or 

indirectly by the mines support their continuance, not all employees feel the same. For some 

it is a means to an end, a way to make some money while living in a place they love, and 

when it is time for it to be over, it is time; “For instance I know a person who works at the 

mining company who’s Indigenous…who quite readily goes to anti-mining demonstrations. 
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He doesn’t mind if he loses his job, he’s not too worried. He’s like, ‘yeah, I’m making some 

money while you’re here, but when you move on I’ll gladly wave goodbye’” – I.4.3; and, 

“most of the blokes who work here are miners by accident, they’re mostly surfer dudes who 

want to live here, who go to work at the mine to fund their lifestyle. The mine disputes that, 

by the way…A lot of them are really hard core environmentalists! I’ve known some people 

who work for the mines who really know much more about the environment, and respect the 

environment a whole lot more than some of the people involved in the environmental 

groups” – I.8.5. 

Some participants advocated a kind of middle-of-the-road approach, where they supported 

a firm end-date for mining and a planned transition process, but thought the timeframes 

stipulated did not leave sufficient time for an adequate planning process; “I think that that 

timetable…isn't enough time if they don't get their act together in terms of providing some 

alternatives” – I.8.5 and “we need more time. We need that transition time” – I.5.7. This 

point of view may have been influenced by a distaste for the way the Act was made — 

apparently without consultation, without the best interests of the Island community in 

mind, or without due care and consideration as to the way the decisions and 

announcements were made, which they also argued undermined the resilience of the 

decision. As some argued, “I think it could’ve been done much better. Because the reality is 

that the mine was going to close anyway. And, it, and it was only taking it back like maybe 

two years? Like it wasn’t the, it turned into this thing that looked [like] the mine was like 

closing tomorrow, and it became this panic reaction from people” – I.5.5; and, “you have to 

actively create, actively provide for the environment, you've got to actively provide for the 

workforce, you've got to actively do something about an alternative economy. If you don't 

do that you just, just slash and burn. And they failed to do that…You've got to bring them 

along with you…So that's my answer, that yes there should've been and I think could've 

been a [pause] phasing out of mineral mining…which would've been, more broadly 

supported and may have worked” – I.8.4. 

Some felt that in certain circumstances mining could or should continue, but that those 

circumstances were unlikely to eventuate; “I’d call myself a pragmatic environmentalist, I 

use mineral products so I know mining has to happen… I think some land is suitable for 
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mining and some isn’t. I’m still open to the idea that parts of this Island probably could - 

you know low-level mining could continue… I’m not convinced that they’re keeping a very 

watchful eye on the quality of the country they’re moving into…I need to be convinced that 

they um, are prepared to leave some areas alone no matter how profitable their mining 

might be… But I’m not against the slow phase out. I think that people need time to process 

change, but I’m very against accelerated mining and I’m in favour of the idea that this 

Island has critical natural assets [laughs]” –I.2.2; and, “If there is sand mining I’d only like 

to see it if it was Australian, the profits were going back to the Island, and it was 

Australian or Stradbroke owned, or the Murris here — the local Indigenous people — got 

decent royalties from it…Then I’d say, ‘yeah, I’d like to see it, it could still be here’” – I.4.3. 

And finally, some may not support the Act, but felt that given the decision was made the 

best thing to do was to accept it and move forward; “to me it didn’t matter either way, the 

decision had been made, and whether it finishes earlier or later it’s going to finish, so it was 

a matter of just being positive and moving forward” – I.5.3; and, “I mean there were those in 

the community that…would’ve liked mining to end sooner, and there were those that would 

like mining to go longer. So the decision didn’t please everyone at all, but a decision was 

made and kind of moved forward on that. The idea that, you know, you just go back and 

start from scratch again, I think that’s very, sort of unsettling, it’s potentially just wasting 

time when we should really now be getting on, stuck into things to move forward” – I.4.6.  

Inevitability 

Regardless of their exact position on mining, almost everyone acknowledged that mining 

would end, sooner or later, as the resource would eventually run out. They also agreed that 

a transition planning process was necessary; “I think losing the mine…the reality is 

whatever is here it needs to generate a certain amount of income that stays, not a resort 

that then pays someone over in Brisbane, or commutes its workers in like at Tangalooma, 

or, something like that…All mines end. And it’s a good time to have the conversation, but 

regardless of the outcome, regardless if the new government changes [the] situation, 

whatever, the conversation still needs to be had. Plans need to be put in place”– I.8.2; 50 and, 

“the minerals are running out…politics aside, this has been said by the mining company for 

                                                      
50 Tangalooma is a resort on Moreton Island/Moorgumpin.  
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years, ‘yeah the minerals are running out, we’re going’…it’s just how it ends, how it ends in 

terms of how much more of the country is destroyed, and whether or not the mining 

company is permitted to quarry from its mining leases…there’s no question that mining has 

been important to Indigenous and other families and households over the years. No 

question! But it’s a dying industry — it’s not tomorrow, it’s yesterday. So when are people 

going to grasp that nettle?” – I.4.2.  

Two participants noted that the situation the Island found itself in was not unique; rather, 

they connected their experiences to other communities around Australia facing issues with 

their extant economies and the need for transition. North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is in 

a unique position because the Act set a clear end date for mining, and the ETP that followed 

presented a structured, funded, transition planning process; “They were fully ready to 

support the community, they were sort of having meetings about what other things can be 

proposed, and I thought we were on a good track. Anyway, they were listening, that’s the 

main thing. You know, if you get the government’s attention, if the government wants to 

give you money well you grab it and you get it while you can. Because they’ll turn away 

from the Island and go somewhere else…I suppose there’s lots happening in all communities 

around Australia, but the focus is on us at the moment” – I.4.5; and, “…I think the biggest 

thing we’ve got ahead of us is to try to get all candidates, both in local government and 

state to endorse this process and support us because sooner or later, I mean the community 

needs it now. So do most communities in Australia. We’re lucky in that we’ve been 

presented with the opportunity. I mean, rural communities all through Australia, and I dare 

say in urban communities too, are going [through] transitions, you know, factories closing 

down, bulk of employment going, we’re just fortunate that we’ve actually got an umbrella 

committee working on it” – I.2.2. 

Reactions — summary 

The sections above illustrate the point that there were a range of nuanced opinions about 

sand mining on the Island, about Sibelco in particular, and about NSIPSA (2011). These 

opinions were influenced by a multitude of factors: the historical importance of sand mining 

on the Island; the ongoing role of mining and mining companies in the economy and civil 

society; the balance of the workforce still residing on the Island; the damage thought to be 
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done by mining; the merits and limitations of rehabilitation; the political machinations of the 

Bligh Government; the process through which the decision was made; Native Title and the 

debate around land rights; and general feelings about the ability of Island life to continue in 

a similar manner after the closure of mining. It is not a simple issue, and the views and 

opinions of the participants in this study were not simplistic. They were nuanced, 

conditional, and informed by reasoning, discussion, and some degree of evidence. Although 

I divided this discussion of reactions into three opinion ‘groups’, some participants have 

been quoted in more than one section. This highlights the diversity and complexity of views, 

and that they often resisted firm, polarised, or mutually-exclusive categorisation. Much of 

the public debate, however, was less nuanced, and did not reflect the diversity, complexity 

and coexistence of views; arguably it was in some interests to make the issue more 

polarising and divisive than it perhaps needed to be (see Chapter 9).  

Conclusion 

The decision on the part of the Bligh Government to specify an end date for sand mining on 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah may have been influenced by a number of factors, but 

Islanders reported that it was not a decision made collaboratively, or in partnership with 

them, or with their best interests in mind. It triggered widespread debate in the community, 

fuelled in part by Sibelco’s prominent campaign against the decision, and although there 

was a great deal of nuance in how most participants canvassed the issues of mining and 

mine closure, publicly the debate became quite polarised. It is undoubtable that mining has 

played, and continues to play, an important part in the Island’s economy and in the 

livelihoods of many Islanders; however in the absence of clear figures and an independent 

economic impact analysis it is difficult to ascertain what the economic impact of closure will 

be. Despite the debates over the Bligh Government’s decision and NSIPSA (2011), all 

participants agreed that transition planning was necessary, as even in the absence of 

NSIPSA (2011) the mines would close at some point. NSIPSA (2011) triggered transition 

planning activities at both the State Government and community level, and the following 

chapter will explore these activities in greater depth.  
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CHAPTER 7  

Transition Planning 

“The real strengths of the post-mining economy and society of North Stradbroke will depend 

on how well the Island community appreciates and celebrates its distinctiveness. It can, for example, 

be somewhere to compare the stories told in the Indigenous tradition with what modern 

environmental sciences say of plants and animals. It can, for example, be a place to celebrate different 

patterns of community organisation and management. It can, for example, be a place for Indigenous, 

Asian and European cultural traditions to come together” (Guille et al., 2011: 6). 

Introduction 

After the Bligh Government made the decision to expedite the closure of the sand mining 

industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and NSIPSA (2011) was introduced, it 

instigated an Economic Transition Process (ETP). This process was designed to identify 

opportunities and create strategies for the development of the Island’s post-mining 

economy. In this chapter, I explore the ETP51 as implemented by the State Government and 

consider the ways in which this process was received, challenged, altered and experienced 

by Islanders. The opportunities and challenges identified as part of the ETP and by Islanders 

themselves, and their hopes for the Island’s future will be discussed, particularly in the 

context of changing political circumstances and uncertainty.  

Transition planning processes 

After the announcement of the decision to expedite the closure of sand mining on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, the Queensland Government through the Department of 

Environment and Resource Management (DERM)52 instituted an ETP in order to develop, “a 

                                                      
51 This is a phenomenological work focussed on Islanders’ lived experiences of transition, thus this 

chapter does not include substantive policy analysis, or an evaluation of the ETP against theoretical 

principles. There are comments evaluating and reflecting on the ETP, but these come from the 

Islanders themselves.  
52 DERM was abolished after the election of the Newman Government. The Department’s 

responsibilities were divided between the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection, 

Department of National Parks, Recreation, Sport and Racing, Department of Natural Resources and 

Mines, Department of Energy and Water Supply, and the Department of Science, Information 

Technology, Innovation and the Arts. 
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pathway towards a sustainable economic future for the island” (Queensland Government, 

n.d.: 1). The Queensland Government described it as “an unprecedented opportunity… for 

the community to reinvent its economic future — to support the community’s aspirations 

and contribute to the environmental, social and cultural sustainability of the island” 

(Queensland Government, n.d.: 1). An Economic Transition Taskforce (ETT) was established 

to lead the ETP; members, and the organisations they belonged to and/or represented are 

listed in Table 3 below.  

TABLE 3: ECONOMIC TRANSITION TASKFORCE MEMBERS 

Ian Fletcher (Chair) Director-General, Department of Employment, Economic Development and Innovation 

(DEEDI) 

Aunty Joan 

Hendriks 

Quandamooka Combined Aboriginal Organisations Forum 

Darren Burns Quandamooka Combined Aboriginal Organisations Forum 

Paul Smith Sibelco 

David Thomson Stradbroke Ferries (this company operates the water taxi and vehicle ferry services to the 

Island) 

Col Battersby Fishes at the Point (a café located at Point Lookout) 

Gary Stevenson Redland City Council 

Sharon Raguse Tourism Queensland 

Geoff Moore North Stradbroke Island Social and Economic Development Association (SEDA) 

Mariae Crawhaw Regional Development Australia 

Alice Langford Business Representative 

Geoff Clare Development of Environment and Resource Management (DERM) 

Malcolm Letts Department of Employment, Economic Development and Innovation (DEEDI) 

SOURCE: ADAPTED FROM QUEENSLAND GOVERNMENT (N.D.: 3). 

The ETT oversaw a transition planned process, which is outlined in Figure 10 below: 
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FIGURE 10: OVERVIEW OF OFFICIAL ECONOMIC TRANSITION PROCESS  
SOURCE: QUEENSLAND GOVERNMENT (N.D.: 4). 

In addition to the ETT, a North Stradbroke Island Reference Group (the reference group) 

was established, and a Land Use Planning Group. The members of the reference group and 

the organisations they belong to are listed in Table 4: 
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TABLE 4: NORTH STRADBROKE ISLAND REFERENCE GROUP MEMBERS 

Minister Vicky Darling 

(Chair) 

Minister for Environment 

Councillor Melva Hobson Mayor of Redland City Council 

Councillor Craig Ogilvie Redland City Councillor, Division 2 Councillor - Cleveland and North 

Stradbroke Island 

Aunty Joan Hendriks Quandamooka Combined Aboriginal Organisation 

Darren Burns Quandamooka Combined Aboriginal Organisation 

Dr Brett Roe Nominated community representative 

Jennie Truman Nominated community representative 

Dale Ruska NSI Social and Economic Development Association 

Paul Smith Sibelco 

Jan Aldenhoven Local resident and environmental sector representative 

Paul Donatiu National Parks Association of Queensland representative 

David Thompson NSI Chamber of Commerce representative 

David Morgans Tourism Queensland representative 

Unknown Youth Representatives 

SOURCE: ADAPTED FROM DARLING (2011). 

This group was established as it was felt by some islanders that the initial process laid out 

by State Government would not adequately engage with the community; “the transitional 

planning process…they were more or less going to just bypass community and community 

representation in that whole process and contract outside professional companies to 

facilitate the whole plan. Community sort of voiced their concern about that process and 

demanded representation, and more or less forced the government to establish a reference 

group, a transitional planning reference group under the — oh there was the first group 

which was, might’ve been called the steering committee, and then there was sub-committees 

set up under the reference group” – I.5.4. According to a Media Statement made by 

Environment Minister Vicky Darling (Darling, 2011), the purpose of the reference group was 

to coordinate communication and engagement between the community and State 

Government.  

Under that reference group a number of sub-committees, also called advisory panels, were 

established to conduct research and engagement and to generate reports to feed back into 

the ETP;53 “the reference group the previous government set up five subcommittees then, but 

                                                      
53 Important to note here is that it should not be assumed that all those who were active participants 

in transition planning wholeheartedly endorsed the decision and NSIPSA (2011). Some were quite 

ambivalent, some even had tentative support for the continuation of mining under certain 

circumstances. It seems that approval for the decision and NSIPSA (2011) was less of a motivating 
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that was at the request of the people on the Island” – I.8.6. 54 The Media Statement released 

by the Environment Minister identified key priorities for the reference group:  

 “Planning and infrastructure including the importance of affordable housing, 

township planning and provision of community infrastructure;  

 “Social development and economic justice that ensures respect for all groups on the 

Island, supports a robust and diversified economy and addresses key social 

development needs; 

 “Undertaking a Community Needs Analysis including as assessment of economic, 

social and skill requirements with a focus on education and training opportunities; 

 “Environmental protection and National Park management including the provision 

of nature-based recreational opportunities while maintaining ecological values of the 

Island; and 

 “Youth engagement to ensure that relevant issues and aspirations of young Island 

residents are considered and incorporated into future planning” (Darling, 2011). 

As is evident by this extract and the following quote, the reference group and advisory 

panels had a range of concerns that spanned beyond a focus on economic post-mining 

transition, although that was also a key part of their work. Their work covered a range of 

issues and objectives:  

“I think the advisory panels…they’re very effective…the social and community group are 

looking to raise money to do a whole scan of the Island, an economic scan… so that we 

know exactly how many people we’ve got on the Island and who, not who earns what, but 

the areas of big earners and then the areas of people who are in dire straits, so that we can 

lobby to get the people who are on the breadline into some sort of activities, paid activities, 

that can support them in that way. So there’s a lot going on in that group. In the National 

Parks group obviously we’re looking at fire management, how to nominate trails for people 

to walk on immediately, rather than waiting for the whole National Park to unroll, and in 

the infrastructure group, we’re looking at what it is that makes the Island the way it is, and 

what it is that we value about the Island, and how we can put mechanisms in place to 

ensure that those values are taken into account with future development and future 

industry and that kind of thing” – I.2.1. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
factor for involvement for these people than the pragmatic recognition that mining would end 

someday regardless, and transition planning was inherently necessary in order to prepare for an 

Island future without mining, and also to address other extant issues in their community. 
54 This quote states ‘five’ sub-committees; other participants and materials referred only to four. 
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Drawing from the work of the advisory panels and the reference group, the ETT produced 

three reports that were released for public consultation: a ‘Situational Analysis’, a supporting 

document that, “provides detail about the current economic state, history, natural 

environment and geography of the island, and sets the policy framework for the strategy”; 

an ‘Economic Transition Strategy’ which established “a framework that encourages 

sustainable economic activity, with a focus on the importance of people, infrastructure and 

land”; and a ‘Planning for Action’ document, which “identifies priority actions with the 

potential to contribute to sustainable economic growth for the island and its community” 

(Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service & Department of Environment and Resource 

Management, 2011a: iii). As far as I can ascertain, no final post-consultation report was 

produced. The consultation period ended on 31 January 2012, and the new State 

Government was elected on 24 March 2012, which means there was very little time for a 

final report to be completed, approved, and released. After the election the ETT was 

disbanded (further discussed later on in this chapter). 

The Draft Planning for Action document identified four key action areas for the economic 

transition of the Island; “1. sustainable tourism 2. education and training 3. locally-based 

small business and industry 4. Quandamooka People and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander business opportunities” (Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service & Department of 

Environment and Resource Management, 2011b: 2). In the following sections I explore these 

action areas, including the ideas, opportunities and strategies suggested, as well as some of 

the constraints and limitations, drawing to some extent from the official ETP and supporting 

documents but primarily from interview data. This gives a sense for how Islanders 

envisaged their post-mining future, and how many of the constraints and limitations are 

intrinsically related to the Island’s islandness and emotional geographies. Although some of 

the strategies discussed by participants were included in the Draft ETP documents, not all of 

them were. Participants often talked in terms of building on existing activities and assets, 

reflecting on the Island’s strengths and its limitations — again in a manner not always 

reflected in the ETP documents. Although to structure this discussion I have mirrored the 

action areas as specified in the ETP, many of the suggestions could fit under multiple 

headings. 
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Sustainable tourism 

Given the importance of tourism in the existing Island economy (see Chapter 4), this was 

perhaps the obvious ‘action area’ for economic development, and it was the first one 

articulated by public servants. There was a significant difference in the way Islanders and 

State Government perceived and emphasised the role of tourism in the Island’s post-mining 

economy. Indeed, according to some participants tourism was the first and only transition 

strategy identified by the State Government early on in the process, and was the strategy 

identified by FOSI, which had been pushing for mine closure. Given the experiences 

Islanders have with tourism, and their familiarity with its impacts and limitations this 

emphasis only served to underscore the different perspectives and discredit both 

organisations with many Islanders:  

“essentially the FOSI stuff about ‘close down mining now’, and of course people [were] 

saying, ‘well, what are we going to do?’ And the FOSI response was quite overtly tourism. 

Tourism. Ecotourism or tourism, depend which day of the week it was. And nobody believed 

it…the day they announced…that the government was going to close down mining…there 

was a meeting…and they had somebody else called [redacted], fairly senior public 

servant…’what are we going to do about jobs’, and this guy [redacted] stood up…’well, you 

know, tourism’. Whether it was me or somebody else said, ‘well how many jobs are you 

going to make out of tourism?’ ‘400 equivalent full time jobs’…’How many are there now?’ 

‘Oh there’s 200 full time jobs in tourism.’ [pause]…now I did a back of the envelope 

calculation, just, if you have 400 full time jobs, and basically work out what you think the 

wages is as the proportion of revenue for tourism, I did all very, very conservative estimates 

and finished up with a calculation that to sustain 400 full time jobs you’d need 2,000 

visitors per day…spending $100 a head…in comparison I think the grey nomads spend $35 a 

day”– I.8.4;55  

“tourism was the only focus really initially of the State’s drive to transition the economy 

from mining to tourism. I think anyone that’s been involved with that industry here and 

                                                      
55 Current average tourist spending per day is estimated to be $20 per person (Queensland Parks and 

Wildlife Service & Department of Environment and Resource Management, 2011b:3). 
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elsewhere in Queensland had an understanding that that was a fairly long bow to draw” 

I.5.2; 

“Well it was bollocks, it was never going to happen. You can quote me on that. It was 

bollocks” – I.8.5. 

Add this well-founded scepticism about the Bligh Government’s claims about tourism to the 

other concerns participants had about the existing impacts of tourism on the Island, 

including environmental degradation, social problems, pressure on infrastructure, and poor 

job security (see Chapter 4), and it is clear why Islanders argued that the transition strategy 

needed a broader focus. From their perspective; “Everybody agrees that tourism isn’t going 

to be the panacea, isn’t going to be the central core anchor, economic anchor of the place” – 

I.4.2. In fact, when tourism was discussed in interviews there was always far more said 

about its limitations than its potential, which was probably due, at least in part, to a 

perceived need to challenge the imbalanced emphasis on tourism from the State 

Government and in the official transition documents. That said, there remains a lot of 

potential for improving and carefully expanding tourism and mitigating impacts by 

spreading the visitation throughout the year, rather than increasing visitation during peak 

times.  

A range of tourism types were identified as options for the kind of tourism expansion 

participants hoped to see, including festival and event-oriented tourism, wedding tourism, 

eco- and wildlife tourism, and health tourism (educational tourism and Indigenous cultural 

tourism will be discussed in the sections on ‘Education and Training’ and ‘Quandamooka 

People and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Businesses’). The Taste of Straddie festival 

was a new event along this line that was organised partly in response to the transition 

process; “So that’s what this Taste of Straddie is, to try to bring people over, and all the 

businesses are getting together to try to get some people here and keep the businesses going, 

so that’s one thing we put in place to help ourselves” – I.5.7. These alternative types of 

tourism offer opportunities for what is now the off-peak tourism season, and would call for 

only low level development; “I think there’s a real option…what I’d call low level tourism 

for the bulk of Brisbane, in other words instead of a day in the park it’s a day on a bike out 

here. I have a lot of faith in the idea of a bike track linking Dunwich to Amity to Point 
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Lookout…just pushbikes and with overnight stops in the townships. You could also turn it 

into a walking track with overnight stops in the bush, prepared campsites where all you’d 

have to have would be water and a toilet, people carrying lightweight tents, or you could 

have bush platforms...which I think would serve a real need, I think it would be like 

breathing space for somebody – I know for myself when I was living and working in 

Brisbane I’d love to come out for a weekend regularly…we could develop that type of 

camping, with composting toilets and limited water and a bush shower and cooking on a 

fire” – I.2.2. Health-based retreats, including yoga trips and boot camps were mentioned, as 

was respite-type care; “it’s conceivable that we could provide some nursing care for 

mainland people” – I.2.2.  

There were also discussions about how to address some of the existing issues with tourism; 

the suggestions outlined above are aimed at spreading visitation throughout the year. 

Another issue is the tendency for visitors to bring almost all of their supplies with them and 

spend very little, if any, money on the Island; “I think the thing is for them to have things 

here that they can come and spend money on. Some of the things they’ve talked about was 

getting packages sort of teed up so that people come for a weekend, they pay for their 

accommodation, they pay for a meal out, they pay for various things to do over the 

weekend. If they can get those packages together that would obviously mean that they’re 

spending more money here because they’ve already paid for a meal, they might go do sand 

boarding, go on a fishing trip down the beach, or something like that” – I.5.3.  

Infrastructure for tourists could also be significantly improved. Several participants related 

stories that illustrated some of the rather simple improvements that could be made:  

“I had probably ten Japanese tourists walk past my house the other day because the 

information about the Island just isn’t there. They were trying to walk to Brown Lake and 

they had to catch the next boat, and my house is [laughs], to walk to Brown Lake it’d 

probably take…an hour, or something like that?…People catch the barge over and don’t 

realise they have to get on a bus, otherwise they’re just going to be hanging around in 

Dunwich until the next boat comes in, but there’s no information out there for them to be 

told that. There needs to be an information office in Cleveland, otherwise the tourists are 

just going to continue to get, be confused” – I.4.7; 
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“there should be a proper little tourist information centre at the Point, there should be one 

in each town. And you need a map…you need to be able to employ somebody to sit down 

and talk to the tourists…even a travel agency where you can do trips and organise 

things…there are things, places that you go for snorkelling and sandboarding, but people 

don’t know about it…You go into any old little hick country town, and there’s always a 

tourist information centre. Always” – I.5.6. 

The plans for tourism were also small-scale; “it’s all low key, small business, ground up 

kind of stuff, as opposed to, ‘let’s build a resort here and employ a hundred cleaners’. That’s 

the way, there’s going to be lots and lots of small businesses growing and flourishing, rather 

than anything big” – I.8.5; and, “Maybe a foodie market? High quality, boutique food 

weekends [laughs]? It’s just, somehow small quantity rather than huge quantity, that’s all. 

Frequent, frequent turnover of very focussed activities” – I.2.2. 

There are some key constraints and limitations to tourism that will affect its ability to 

provide the economic activity the Island needs. Tourism does have a range of impacts on the 

Island’s environment and community. Tourism can be environmentally damaging; some 

participants contended that tourism was more damaging than mining, and harder to 

regulate. Still others — who may disagree with that particular argument — emphasised the 

damage done by tourists and tourism and the importance of effective regulation; “So, 

tourism…you’ve got to manage it well anyway, because it will do damage to the 

environment, but that happens in any National Park, I mean, it’s not the same as mining 

which is actually destroying the very fabric of the land down to a depth of 100 metres, it’s 

just homogenising the whole lot. But some people say that tourism is worse than mining” – 

I.4.6. Littering around camping areas is a big problem, “it’s disgusting, like it gets really 

bad, and the amount of rubbish they pick up around the Point” – I.4.7, and visitor numbers 

(particularly when they are concentrated) put the Island under a lot of pressure, as 

previously discussed. 

Educational tourism — which will be discussed more in the following section — is thought 

to be less damaging; “if you’ve got educational tourism again you’ve got people who are 

aware” – I.2.1; and, “In some ways it certainly is less impactful than normal tourism, 

because kids don’t drink alcohol, kids don’t generally take drugs…And kids generally don’t 
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drive four wheel drives down the beaches…if you’ve got a little bit of modicum of control 

over what these groups are doing it’s a real win-win situation because you’ve got people 

accessing the Island, you’ve got that economy being created, but then…it’s not, 

theoretically, not as impactful on the environment and of course on the community itself as 

well” – I.5.5.  

However, if unregulated, or if it is not supervised by those who understand the Island’s 

ecosystems and how to protect them, even educational tourism can do damage (as discussed 

in Chapter 4). Another factor that increased scepticism about tourism on the Island was that 

ecotourism resorts on neighbouring islands had experienced difficulties; “but ecotourism, 

which is what the Bligh Government was saying shortly after that was announced, Couran 

Cove hit the dust, you know, collapsed” – I.5.7; and; “there’s been people talking about 

doing an ecotourism thing…but didn’t South Straddie just go down the gurgler, is that 

right?” – I.4.7 — “Yes, the resort there” – I.4.8 — “So why would you open up another one 

just on the next island over [laughs]?” – I.4.7. Further, the resorts do not always employ 

locals, “the government kept pointing to Tangalooma…half of the workforce there [are] 

backpackers and students” - I.8.4. 

Finally, the employment generated does not offer the kind of remuneration mining does — 

tourism jobs tend to be lower paid, casual, and seasonal. Unlike mining, there are few jobs in 

the sector steady and well-paying enough to support a mortgage and a family unless there is 

another income earner in the household; “They don’t pay like the mines, and they don’t even 

pay enough, you know, if mum and dad both work as cleaners or chefs….a family doesn’t, 

would barely be able to afford the rent, let alone buy a house at the Point” – I.8.5. 

Quandamooka and other Indigenous People are currently under-represented in the tourism 

industry; “there’s a lower proportion of Aboriginal people working in tourism than whites” 

– I.8.4, and there’s some concern that the kind of tourism that may be promoted on the 

Island may not provide a diverse range of opportunities for Quandamooka People; 

“[redacted] said it graphically once to me, ‘what do they want us to do? Are they just going 

to employ us so we do the dances when they get off the boat?’ That was the sense of the 

tourism that was being talked about” – I.8.4.  
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Taking the above into account, if tourism is to be expanded and the opportunities identified 

harnessed, some sort of coordination and/or regulation will be necessary to preserve the 

Island’s environments and liveability. Funding needs to be available to regulate, manage 

and repair National Parks, the camping areas, and other visited places. More difficult to 

address are the attitudes of tourists. There is an attitude of entitlement amongst some 

tourists, and a sense that the Island is a lawless place, where they can ‘let loose’. This 

attitude is not simply an issue of the Island’s particular reputation, it is part of the way 

islands are constructed in Western imaginaries. As such, although tourism will be an 

important part of the Island’s future, much of the hope and excitement for transition 

opportunities came from other areas, which will be discussed below.  

Education and training 

Many in the community were sceptical about the role that tourism could play in a post-

mining economy, and this was part of the impetus behind the community wanting to 

explore the role of education and training in the Island’s future; “I think why we started 

talking about education is that we all realised that tourism is not the end all and be all” – 

I.5.5. The importance of education for the Island’s future has been raised in the past; it 

appears in the Quandamooka Aboriginal Community Plan 2007 as a key element in the 

achievement of community development goals, and education and training already plays a 

role in the Island’s economy: 

“We put that initially, well straight up front, that we thought education was an industry 

that as a community we would like to explore as an option, not only from a sort of 

educational tourism-side but, it’s got the great thing of bringing benefits at a whole range of 

levels to the community” – I.5.2;  

“we’ve already seen some of those benefits happening, because we have a lot of 

undergraduate groups that are coming from overseas, for example we have University of 

California here right now, and we also have a group of high school students who are here 

from Singapore. And both of those groups are going out into the community, and you know, 

going down to the local shops and buying stuff, and adding, contributing back to the local 

economy. With the science camps in particular…there’s at least three or four people who 

live locally on the Island [employed] as tutors…it’s not just the cleaner’s jobs, if you know 
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what I mean? You’ve got everything, all these different types of opportunities. And that’s 

already happening” – I.5.5.  

The positive results from the relatively small and uncoordinated nature of the education and 

training industry existing on the Island means that there is a high degree of support for 

expanding this industry; “there’s a pretty high level of agreement…the actual idea of 

developing educational opportunities is fairly widely accepted and supported” – I.5.2. 

Education was identified as a key component of the transition planning process, both in 

terms of supporting the community through the change and as an industry that could be 

developed and expanded to form a greater part of the Island’s post-mining economy.  

The Island is particularly well suited for providing educational activities — it is close to a 

capital city and international airport, and its history and islandness provide unique 

educational opportunities: 

“Stradbroke’s like a microcosm of Australian society…a microcosm for Queensland history, 

where all the themes are here, existing in a microcosm. So it’s an excellent teaching place. 

For example…we can teach about convict history, institutional history, with the 

Benevolent Asylum and quarantine station, Aboriginal history, industry, like mining 

history, and also tourism, and then also be confronted with all the social problems which 

are occurring all across Australia, all exist here in a very visible microcosm. So there’s 

tremendous opportunities for being a teaching learning place” – I.8.1;  

“the Marine Centre over here in Dunwich… it’s been very successful. On top of that we’ve 

always got school groups visiting the Island, and primary and secondary, and then we have 

a lot of adult education groups visiting here also, but it has the potential for education in a 

lot of areas, and there’s all of the ecological side that exists regarding the marine and 

terrestrial environment of the Island, and there’s all the cultural and customary side from 

an Aboriginal perspective in relation to those environments. And then there’s the unique 

things like the hydrology and the aquifer of the Island and how it operates as a big sand 

dune system, and yeah, the educational opportunities just go on and on, and you can find 

avenues for education everywhere within this Island” – I.5.4.  
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A group was established to explore this idea and identify education and training 

opportunities and initiatives; dubbed ‘Education Island’, this was a grassroots project and a 

community consultancy: 

“that was facilitated totally by a local community group, a group we formed specifically to 

feed into that transitional planning process, and we called that group the Social Economic 

Development Association, SEDA for short…we actually facilitated that process totally 

independent to the government…the community was pushing that it can’t be just 

‘education’, it’s got to become, ‘education, training and employment’, because there’s a lot 

of opportunities for education around, but what the Island lacks is to further on from that 

education to getting skilled training, which leads into secure and permanent employment 

opportunities for local residents. So there was requests made originally to expand on the 

original areas that were identified by the State Government as being priority for addressing 

that whole transitional planning process” – I.5.4;  

“we cottoned on to the fact the State Government were going to do these consultancies, four 

different consultancies, that group decided that they really should be doing one on 

education and training as a future part of the Island economy. So, that’s when [redacted] 

got together, put a proposal in and asked the State, we went off to see the State Government 

and said, ‘don’t fund Price Waterhouse Coopers or someone to do this, employ some local 

people, we’ve got some expertise, we’ve got a bit of knowledge about this stuff, we’re quite 

grounded in the community, so give the money to us instead of them, and we’ll do a 

community consultancy,’ which is what we did” – I.8.5. 

The community consultancy working on Education Island had a broad scope to:  

“review how education and training can assist with: 

 Sustaining the Island population and economy post-sand mining 

 Increasing the resilience of the community 

 Resourcing care of the Quandamooka lands and the national park, and 

 Reducing existing inequalities of access and opportunity” (Guille et al., 2011: 6); 

and; “looking at how best we can use the educational facilities on the Island, with the UQ 

Marine Research Station, the School, the high school, and any other initiative that’s 

around. How we can best utilise those, and who in the community might be able to 

contribute in some way to that. We’re also looking at the fact that already there are a 
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number of low key situations that happen already, but they’re just not coordinated, and 

that is that a number of high school groups come over here to do camps and research trips, a 

lot of tertiary education, we would be looking at international education as well, and if 

that were all coordinated that would provide a number of jobs and infrastructure that 

would be very helpful” – I.2.1.  

Education offers a range of different types of employment opportunities in different sectors, 

not just teaching positions (Guille et al., 2011). The Education Island report acknowledged 

that these jobs will not pay as well as mining jobs, but they are “better paid and more secure 

than jobs in tourism” (Guille et al., 2011: 8). In addition, this industry can offer: 

 “a renewed base for community, civic and cultural pursuits 

 Increases in individual employment changes and life-long income 

 Opportunities to earn revenue through provision of education services 

 Large economic multipliers with jobs at all occupational levels, not just in teaching, 

and 

 High(er) paid and secure jobs that will lift local labour market standards” (Guille et 

al., 2011: 6). 

A number of participants discussed the possibility of an expansion of the University of 

Queensland Moreton Bay Research Station (also referred to as ‘the Station’ or the ‘Marine 

Research Centre’) based at Dunwich, in creating an Education Island. The Station has been 

on the Island for some time, and seems to be very highly regarded in the community. It 

provides some level of proof that research and education can attract visitors and economic 

activities to the Island, and many people see potential for expansion; “I’m a big fan of the 

Marine Research Centre, I’d like to see extra investment there. It comes down to 

UQ…universities have to sing for their supper a lot more than they used to. So they, they 

make those decisions based on business modelling, just like any other corporation these 

days. I’d love to see more investment in there…I mean there is the potential there to grow 

that to being a really significant, one of the biggest, probably the best research centre in the 

southern hemisphere…the marine infrastructure and so forth are there…From an education 

point of view that’s a top of the list one…builds off the strengths of what you’ve got, the 

values of the place, you talk about knowledge economy, well it can compete in an 

international world, increasingly globalised world against other products of its type. 

You’ve got a genuine competitive advantage” – I.6.1.  
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Several participants also mentioned the Station in the context of Woods Hole, a town in 

Massachusetts, USA, which underwent a similar kind of transition resulting from the loss of 

an industry (in their case, fishing). As explained in the extract below, the expansion of an 

existing research facility was critical in the town’s successful transition: 

“there is some real wonderful possibilities of the Station being able to expand, and certainly 

one of the ideas that we would really like to see…there’s a really good example of Woods 

Hole Institute, which is Massachusetts…Woods Hole was originally a fishing village…the 

bottom had fallen out of the economy because fisheries collapsed there, and there was really 

high unemployment. But at the same time, there was a research station, something like this 

sort of size, that was owned by, I think at the time it was owned by the University of 

California. And the University of California had to make a decision, they had to say, ‘well 

okay, this research station is actually costing us quite a bit of money…we can either just 

close the whole thing down, or we can throw some real money at it and go, what they call, 

“let’s go NASA”’…They decided to go NASA…when they made the decision to go NASA, 

what happened to the community is that it completely turned things around. From being a 

very, you know, low socio-economic town with very high rates of unemployment, it all of a 

sudden became a college town…People who work at the Institute now live in the 

community. People in the community, most people are employed by the Institute, so 

everything from cleaners jobs through to kids who’ve gone to university then end up 

working as a research assistant or whatever the case may be…So that’s kind of what we 

proposed for here. Saying that look, we are in a really good position, we’re literally, say an 

hour and a half from a major international airport…There’s really interesting stuff going on 

here, we’ve got a mix of the temperate and tropic waters, so you’ve got real diversity, we’ve 

got heaps of endangered species living in the Bay, but we’ve also got the added interest of 

the urban impact…and then of course there’s all sorts of different types of environment to 

look at…it’s a really good location to be able to do these sorts of things. So that was sort of 

one of the things that we discussed…look at expanding this research station so that the 

community itself ends up benefitting from that…for something like that to happen you need 

to have a champion. A champion not only just from the research station, but a champion, 

someone within the university itself — basically like the Vice-Chancellor has to decide that 
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this is something that he wants, or she in this particular case, that she wants to 

back...because there’s going to be a lot of money involved! [laughs]” – I.5.5.  

So there is certainly potential, and some evidence that this kind of expansion could support 

the Island’s transition. However, as mentioned in these quotes, it is not something that can 

happen without significant support, investment and commitment from the University of 

Queensland. Given the current political context and cuts to research funding, it is not 

particularly likely that they will be considering this kind of investment in the near future. 

Another idea is offering immersion courses within degree programs at South East 

Queensland universities in areas including museum and heritage studies, Indigenous 

studies, ecology, and environmental management (Guille et al., 2011). Providing immersion 

courses would require partnerships between Islanders with expertise in these fields and 

university faculty. For some years the School of Environment at Griffith University has 

taken its Field Ecology students to the Island for a week as part of that course; this kind of 

activity could be expanded. There was also talk of offering training for State Government 

employees on the Island.  

The Minjerribah Indigenous Knowledge Centre was another key component in Education 

Island vision. The concept of an Indigenous Knowledge Centre (also referred to as the 

Minjerribah Knowledge and Cultural Centre) on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah did 

not emerge from the Education Island study; the idea predates it by some years and has 

been mentioned in several planning documents. There are a number of Indigenous 

Knowledge Centres in Queensland, and they are supported by both the State Library of 

Queensland and the relevant local government (Dunn et al., 2010). Indigenous Knowledge 

Centres are places:  

“for the preservation of cultural and historical knowledge about that community, the land and 

the people who live within it and/or come from that place. These centres are owned and 

managed by Indigenous people as an essential component of their establishment and cultural 

sustainability” (Dunn et al., 2010: 9).  

These centres can support the “cultural, spiritual and physical health of Indigenous people” 

(Dunn et al., 2010: 10), and can implement intellectual property procedures in order that the 

communities and individuals retain their rights and that these knowledges are protected 
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from non-consensual commercial use. A Feasibility Study conducted in 2010 identified the 

following features for the Indigenous Knowledge Centre: 

 “A conservation program to protect the materials that exist. 

 A program to gather and record information currently held by individuals not in 

written form. 

 The development of shared catalogue of material available with clear copyright 

attached to each catalogue item. 

 The development of a website to support the catalogue and provide links to 

information that exists in the public domain.  

 A training program for young people in the preservation and potential use of 

knowledge as the basis of employment. 

 A conservation access place for families and community organisations to work on 

their materials.  

 An exhibition and dance/song/drama/story space for shared use by families and 

community organisations.  

 A tourist and visitor focal point providing information and educational resources on 

the cultural heritage of the island. 

 Temperature controlled storage space. 

 The possibility for future ways to relate Indigenous knowledge about the environment 

in the public domain to non-Indigenous community knowledge” (Dunn et al., 2010: 

16). 

There seems to be broad community support for this idea. Several participants mentioned it 

as a desirable feature of the Island’s future that could support social and community 

development for the Quandamooka Peoples and the Island’s other Indigenous Peoples, as 

well as offering new opportunities for tourism, education and research activities, and of 

course, tourism, education and research dollars: 

“Indigenous Knowledge Centre…to me I think that would be a really wonderful 

opportunity to be bringing kids from all over, and bringing in knowledge and elders from all 

over Australia and keeping those cultures alive, which as we all know is struggling, they’re 

all struggling. And to have some actual purpose built area that is run by, managed by the 

Indigenous people themselves, that they can then have like a safe place for them to be able 

to share their knowledge with their next generation. And reinvigorate — almost like a 

Renaissance, reinvigorate interest back into knowledge again, about their culture again, 

beyond just the tourism side of things, if you know what I mean, in a much deeper 

way…they have the Native Title claim here as well. Great place, even just to talk about 

that. You know, other communities coming to talk to this community, even though it was a 

long slog, it took twenty years, but what was the process, how do we go about doing this, 
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sharing all this knowing, both modern and historic knowledge, amongst themselves, in a 

safe way, so they don’t feel like the white guy is going to come and steal it all….[laughs] 

That it’s theirs for them to grow and keep and nurture…I’d love to see something like that, 

that’d be amazing” – I.5.5. 

“I’d like to see a Knowledge Centre here, where families are putting their cultural 

knowledge, and a really good interpretive centre where every visitor who comes here wants 

to go and see and learn about Aboriginal culture and learn about the people who’ve been 

here for all these years…This being on the doorstep of a major city has real potential to 

build capital for Aboriginal People and in the white community about Aboriginal People” – 

I.8.5. 

Another area of education development many participants mentioned is the notion of 

fieldtrips and school camps for primary and high school students; “making more of school 

camps for Brisbane schools, somehow linking [the Island] more intimately with the day-to-

day life of Brisbane” – I.2.2. Currently school camps are limited by the lack of appropriate, 

affordable accommodation. There was much talk from participants of the idea of renovating 

existing buildings at the Dunwich High School campus, which had closed, to provide this 

sort of accommodation and infrastructure. These camps could then be supported by the 

development of curriculum materials that could be used in primary and high school 

teaching, developing a network of experts who could work with visiting students, and 

having scientific equipment available for them (Guille et al., 2011): 

“There’s stacks of schools in South East Queensland that try to come here to do camps and 

to do educational activities, it’s just through lack of curricula, and decent 

accommodation…we mention in there…the need for somewhere to just broker a network of 

accommodation, and actual content delivery” – I.5.2.  

“My concern is that they’ll just leave the school…it’ll just sort of sit there and not be 

utilised to its full potential…There’s a whole bunch of different possibilities…turning it 

into a type of place for kids that are younger than years 11 and 12 can come to do various 

activities, to interact with the kids here at the school…Create it so that you’ve got some of 

these camps coming over, and organise it so, sometime during their camp, they come and 
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visit the kids in the Dunwich campus, and maybe do stuff together. Go out into the field 

together. The kids here on the Island know so much about the environment. They are so 

cluey. Get them to act as tutors to some of these other kids that are coming onto the Island, 

I mean how wonderful would that be? They can show off, show off their knowledge, and get 

a real sense of self and self-worth, and at the same time they’re making new 

friends…expanding their social circles …and you’d need money because you’d need to 

convert some of those things into bunkhouses…But certainly the facilities are there, it’s a 

fantastic campus, wonderful things you could do from there, making it a sort of central 

point for a lot of these school groups that are coming anyway, and also gives a little bit of 

control, because one of the things that’s happening right now with the school groups is 

there’s absolutely no control over, or management over what they’re doing once they 

actually get here” – I.5.5. This quote also highlights how funding for a coordinator of 

education programs could also address some of the impacts of education tourism, as 

discussed earlier.  

Expanding and creating new education and training opportunities on the Island is also 

critical for supporting transition initiatives in other sectors. Both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous residents may be in need of support, training and capacity building if they are to 

harness opportunities and develop new small businesses on the Island: “it would be very 

helpful if they did have some small business sort of training, like I know they’re talking 

about maybe turning the high school into a training area, and if they could offer small 

business sort of training that would be great, because I honestly think anyone who wants to 

make a go of something, if they’ve got that available it’ll encourage them to do something” 

– I.5.3.  

In addition to these bigger vision initiatives the Education Island initiative also explored the 

barriers currently limiting the accessibility of education and training on the Island, and, 

where possible, identified suggestions for addressing these issues. One barrier is that there is 

no publicly available computer lab on the Island (Guille et al., 2011). The school has a 

computer lab, but it is not available to the public.  

Another barrier identified in the Education Island report was that there is no coordinator for 

different learning programs available on the Island, and no ongoing support for those 
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seeking to undertake education and training opportunities (Guille et al., 2011). There is a 

lack of advice and mentoring, and access to off-Island input and resources is complicated by 

the fact that not everyone has access to a computer and the internet as well as the high cost 

of travel. Assistance accessing information and opportunities, dealing with forms and 

bureaucracies, and finding and applying for grants, scholarships and other financial 

assistance could improve the educational outcomes for Island residents. As a means of 

addressing these issues, and coordinating the development of the education and training 

sector on the Island, the Education Island report proposed the formation of an ‘Education 

Exchange’. This Exchange would promote the educational opportunities on the Island, 

enable the coordination of networks, resources, materials and spaces, to provide assistance, 

support and advice to Islanders seeking education and training, and to be a contact point 

with education and training providers on and off the Island (Guille et al., 2011). The 

Exchange, proposed to be located in Dunwich, would also provide access to computers and 

the internet. 

Important to note here before moving on to the discussion of other economic transition 

action areas is that the Educational Island group was not able to access the sort of 

information it wished to from the mining company. The group wished to survey the 

workforce and get a clear picture from Sibelco regarding its workforce profile, and 

information like how many people would be employed in rehabilitation work, or could be 

transferred to another of Sibelco’s mines. However, arguably it was not in Sibelco’s interests 

to share that information or support the reskilling of their workforce; one participant 

reported that the mining company was already experiencing difficulties retaining staff, and 

this was Sibelco’s rationale for not cooperating with the Education Island group.  

Locally-based small business and industry 

A range of small business and industry opportunities were identified by participants, and/or 

by the ETP, as a means of developing the Island’s post-mining economy. Some of these 

businesses already exist, and could benefit from support or infrastructure improvements, 

and others might require some seed funding to get started. Arts and culture could be 

expanded; “I mean the creative industry stuff, it’s already alive and kicking, there’s arts 

and crafts, and art and music, there’s already that happening on the Island, and hopefully it 
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will continue to happen” – I.6.1; and, “small industries, cottage industries, the art 

community I think has got a lot to offer…those sorts of options a lot of them are done by 

peripheral urban communities anyhow, you know the Melaney type approach” – I.2.2. 

Indeed, this is an area with potential for education as well, “I think arts and culture is a very 

good way to deliver education” – I.8.1.  

There was also some talk of horticulture, and bush products; “There used to be a flower farm 

here, which struck me as an absolutely ideal industry and it failed for reasons I don’t fully 

understand…high value horticulture [is an option], I think we’ve got water, we’ve got 

varying soil types, there’s some patches of good soil around Dunwich I believe, here it’d 

have to be something that coped with sand-leached soil! [we laugh] But quite a few plants 

do” – I.2.2. As with arts and crafts and other cottage-type industries, there are problems with 

obtaining raw materials and shipping goods out — being an island, the costs are higher; “I 

do find one of the drawbacks that we have is we don’t have some of the postage facilities 

that they have in some of the main post offices, so we don’t get some of that bulk mailing 

sort of discounts and things like that…We have a wholesaler here on the Island, but his 

prices are, would not be as good as what they are [elsewhere], so it’s always going to be 

more costly because of getting stuff here” – I.5.3.  

Health-based tourism has been mentioned, but there is also a need for a rehabilitation 

facility, which could service a broader area (the Bay Islands, South East Queensland). Drug 

and alcohol dependency were identified as issues on the Island, in both non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous groups; “I’d be so bold as to say one of the greatest needs we have, and we’ve 

flogged this to death for a long time, is to have a dry centre somewhere there, a rehab place” 

– I.8.6. 

Marine infrastructure, businesses and trades were also discussed; “I don’t like marinas, I’m 

a greenie at heart myself, but if you look at boating space and the use of this bay, and the 

fact that you have an Island here with a marine-based economy, then you would say boat 

mooring…short stay, maybe a fuel up point here, services that cater for all the boats that 

come out here…would be a great idea. That issue was dismissed out of hand because it’s not 

something you can build in six months” – I.8.2; and, “a few of the Dunwich meetings were 

talking about aquaculture, boat building, trades” – I.4.5; and, “there are a number [of] 
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potential businesses that could happily find a place here…there may need to be some 

protocols put in place to assist them to get up and running. Like a fisherman’s co-op rather 

than the fishermen all being fragmented” – I.2.1. 

There is also potential for more small businesses that operate primarily online; “I’ve got a 

small business…the whole world’s open to start up a business. Some other friends of mine 

have started up an online dive equipment and spear fishing website” – I.5.3; and, “There are 

the film makers and publishers and writers and journalists and photographers who can all 

operate here because we’re near an airport, we’re online, and I would like to think that that 

grew and increased, and we attracted more of those people, who were IT workers and, you 

know, anyone who can work at the end of a telephone line…I think we’re just at the 

beginning of that…I’d like to see that potential realised” – I.4.2. Businesses where people 

can work via remote access was also mentioned; “more desktop workers potentially, 

because you can be connected to a computer on the mainland” – I.4.6. However, one 

challenge with these businesses is that, “electronic communications are not great, they’re 

adequate” – I.8.4. Faster internet access could provide further support for development in 

this area.  

Quandamooka Peoples and Indigenous businesses 

Although there is some doubt about exactly how many Quandamooka People are employed 

by the mines, undoubtedly mining does support many families. Transition initiatives need 

to create jobs for Quandamooka People; one participant argued that given the demographics 

of the Island, “at least half the new jobs on the Island have got to be ones that can be taken 

by Aboriginal people…That’s a big ask, for a whole set of reasons…the school leaving 

issues, a lot of them are still leaving school at year ten, they’re not going through to year 

twelve… the ones that do are doing very well” – I.8.4.  

The Native Title Consent Determinations and ILUAs offer some economic opportunities for 

Quandamooka Peoples. In 2012 the trusteeship of the camping grounds was granted to 

QYAC, and the campgrounds shifted to the management of Minjerribah Camping Pty. Ltd. 

This provides employment opportunities for Quandamooka People, and gives them the 

opportunity to further develop the camp grounds and facilities. In addition; “there’s 

business opportunities for us in forestry, forest products like wildflowers, 
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permaculture…there’s [opportunities] for us to own oyster banks, for us to have commercial 

licenses like bêche-de-mer, license to own fisheries...gardening 

opportunities…Quandamooka People can now build themselves, we own the land to build 

ourselves housing, 300 hectares that we can take as land bank for community to develop 

community housing on. And there’s other opportunities in the Indigenous Land Use 

Agreement in terms of housing…development housing which we can sell for an economic 

gain” – I.4.4.  

Other opportunities include; “We have all this pure water supply and it’s very good water, 

that could be bottled…we have the type of melaleucas that are very good for tea tree oil, 

and it’s a renewable source, so both of those are industries that the Indigenous people could 

benefit from, and that could employ lots of people” – I.5.1; and “seafood…We’ve got all 

sorts of beautiful food here, we know that this is the garden of Eden” – Aunty Donna Ruska 

I.8.3.  

The art sector also offers some opportunities (as also mentioned in previous sections), and is 

an area that has already had some success which could be built on. Islands are known for 

attracting artists (Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2008), and North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is 

no exception. The art gallery, “Saltwater Murris is a really, really successful venture” – I.5.1; 

and “There are brilliant artists, I’ve got all these things here to show you, evidence of what, 

how we can make money and survive without mining…I’d like to see a studio here where 

they can produce music and poetry or whatever else, where they can make films and that… 

we’ve got, as I’ve said, artistically gifted and talented [people] that can draw on wood, on 

metal — god forbid metal [laugh], but can draw on wood and make beautiful jewellery and 

that from shells and beads and things” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. 

A key consideration in economic opportunities for Quandamooka People is sustainability, 

both in terms of developments being self-sustaining in the long term, and in terms of 

ecological sustainability and respect for the Island’s environment, “what are we going to do 

here in terms of fisheries development, because nobody wants to own a trawler…oystering, 

you can only do so much oystering, bêche de mer…so there’s going to be a critical balance as 

to what we can do in that regard, and that’ll be the same with the forest products ” – I.4.4.  
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One challenge here, and this is related to the need for education and training, is that in order 

to develop these industries the Quandamooka People will need some support and capacity 

building; “Oh we need a lot of capacity development. It’s going to be one of the biggest 

processes…what resources, what opportunities do we have available, and then drawing up 

to meet, realise our potential” – I.4.4. 

Another challenge is a change in the composition of the community; the Native Title 

Consent Determinations had already, at the time of interviews, brought an influx of 

Quandamooka People back to the Island. However, little if any new infrastructure had yet 

been established for their use, which meant that there were newcomers to the Island who 

were living quite rough, which raised some concerns: 

“there’ll be an influx of people coming in, and they’re going to be living pretty rough…I’m 

looking at it from the children’s perspective, of going to school, it makes it very difficult to 

be doing things like homework and stuff when you don’t have electric lighting and when 

you’re really basically camping, you know? So those sorts of challenges will happen, and 

those challenges are going to be quite extreme for the school in particular” – I.5.5;  

“I find it a bit of a worry now in terms of the way people are moving into the bush…how 

are you going to handle, even the ones that have moved back on their homelands at One 

Mile there, what infrastructure is QYAC going to — it’s not going to be easy, because people 

shifting back there, my understanding is a lot of them think, ‘well it’s our country now, we 

got land, Native Title, and nobody has to tell us what to do’, well, that’s not what it’s 

about. That’s what land rights and sovereignty is about. Native Title, which we went for, 

spent 16 years fighting for it…that was about working in partnership. And so you know, 

that’s going to be one of the hardest things for people to accept that — some people” – I.8.6.  

Funding and cooperation 

A key factor in the success of any of the transition initiatives outlined here is funding, 

resourcing, and cooperation from State and Local Governments, and oftentimes Sibelco. 

Certainly there is no lack of ideas and opportunities, and, “with the right good will and the 

right resources it’ll all be great” – I.8.5. However, given the change of government 
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(discussed further below), the fact that local government has few resources to offer, and 

Sibelco’s lack of cooperation, there are serious limitations on the transition process.  

In terms of implementing some of the Education Island initiatives; “the immediate barrier’s 

always establishment funds and then after the establishment funds there’s the initial, 

ongoing administrative funding…there’d need to be some fairly intensive planning done in 

how the Island and its community would manage that whole educational sector that visits 

here to ensure that…the Island environments are maintained in a sustainable manner and 

not negatively impacted on as a result” – I.5.4; and, “you’ll notice that no entrepreneur has 

actually gone and built a research station or an education station because they’re not 

extremely profitable [laughs]…So without the sort of subsidising or backing from 

something bigger than that, you know, bigger than just the little group that’s working in the 

Island itself, it’s very difficult to move these sorts of things forward, hence why, as I said, 

Rupert Murdoch doesn’t own a string of marine research stations [we laugh]” – I.5.5.  

The National Parks also need to be properly funded; “My worry, and I share it with a lot of 

people, is that what we’re going to finish up with is an unfunded, inaccessible National 

Park… how’s it going to be funded? Because I don’t think this mob — and this is not a 

party political position, I made the same view with Labor — without a dynamic economy 

on the Island, or a very substantial subsidy that is transfer payments from public taxation 

or Redland City, there’s not going to be any money to maintain, to protect, to enhance the 

National Park. And we’ll just see feral animals, feral plants, etcetera, go through it. Which 

is a problem, and there’s plenty of that when you look up and down some of the National 

Parks on the mainland…I mean there are people who are listened to who have said, ‘well, 

what’s going to happen is they they’ll sooner or later find that the government can’t afford 

it so it will start selling some of it off” – I.8.4. 

Funding and support is also required to provide support and development in the wake of 

Native Title, “I think Native Title, done properly, which would also require some State 

Government help, and everyone to get behind the Aboriginal People and let them work it 

out for themselves” – I.8.5. This support may to some extent be guaranteed through the 

ILUAs; “Indigenous employment opportunities, I thought there was some great stuff there, 

and I think some of that will continue, will have to continue, because there’s this 
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Indigenous Land Use Agreement…I think some of that stuff will roll on anyway, I think 

because it’s embedded in the contract” – I.6.1. Some funding may be available — at least for 

a few years, through royalties paid by the mining company — but the details are 

confidential; “I don’t know what’s in the ILUA, I only guess, but I know they’re getting a 

royalty payment of some size” – I.8.2. 

Most of the suggestions for gaining funding for initiatives revolved around contributions 

from local, state and/or federal government. There was also hope that Sibelco would 

contribute funding to some initiatives, and that the University of Queensland would support 

the expansion of the Station. It was also suggested that those who benefit from the closure of 

mining and the development of National Parks — namely, those who own holiday homes 

and rentals on the Island — should be taxed “on the increased value of their homes…Well, 

funnily enough it flew with the ministers but it didn’t fly with the public servants” – I.8.4.  

Cooperation is another significant issue. The change of government has seriously 

undermined the likelihood of cooperation and support from State Government. In addition 

right from the beginning of the process there were issues with getting high quality 

information. No independent economic analysis was conducted, but another issue was that 

some of the researchers and consultants involved in transition planning did not find Sibelco 

to be cooperative. According to them Sibelco refused to supply them with information, and 

would not let them conduct research or consult with their workforce. This deficiency 

affected the comprehensiveness of some of the reports, and required assumptions and 

comparisons to be made rather than having the reports grounded in local data:  

“this is where it gets a bit dicey, but we wanted to talk to the mining company…we had 

three major themes that the government asked us to look at, and one of them was transition 

arrangements for mining workers, so people who are currently working at the mine, say the 

mine closes tomorrow, what can we do to retrain those people? So we go off to the mine to 

talk about that. And they don’t want to talk to us about that because that, to them, is an 

internal issue…they don’t want us talking to the miners about [pause], you know, 

education entitlements, all that kind of stuff, because that’s part of their Enterprise 

Bargaining arrangements, and it’s also, they thought we would be unsettling the miners. I 

thought that was bollocks, surely I can go and have a chat to a family I know down the 
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street here, whose husband’s a miner and say, ‘listen, say you lost your job tomorrow, what 

do you reckon you might want to do, and how could the State Government put some money 

into retraining you? How about some [pause], why don’t they give you some money 

towards a year of your degree, or maybe you want to retrain’…so the mine basically 

blocked us in talking to their workforce, we wanted to do a survey of their workforce…they 

just went ‘nah’. And in the end, they wouldn’t even talk to us locally, they referred us to 

their Sydney office…we went in a bit of a different direction to deal with that and spoke 

about it in the abstract rather than in grounded consultation…that bit to me was a little bit 

disappointing because I know a lot of those families and I really would’ve liked to have 

made some recommendations that would’ve made a difference to their lives” – I.8.5.  

But given these ideas could not be grounded in data, or made more specific given that 

Sibelco would not allow the consultants to survey its workforce, the proposals made were 

necessarily fairly generic. 

Post-election, post-amendment  

Prior to the election, when it looked increasingly likely that the ALP would lose government 

and after Campbell Newman had expressed his support for the continuity of mining, 

participants were already concerned about the survival of the ETP and other transition 

planning processes; “It’ll only be effective if it’s backed up by money, and it’ll only be 

effective if it’s continued by whichever government gets in next month” – I.2.2; and, “there is 

an election coming up, what happens after that we don’t know, the reference group haven’t 

met for quite a few months — the reference group itself is a good group of diverse people, 

and I think with those structures in place, if we were allowed to continue I think there 

would be a very good platform for planning for the future there…But I just have this feeling 

that if we end up with a Liberal-National Government, the whole lot is going to be 

scuttered” – I.2.1. Indeed, one participant reported withdrawing from the election process 

before the election:  

“I was [involved in transition planning] oh, until I could see what was happening with the 

elections, more or less. In my view, I came to the conclusion that it was going nowhere and 

it was all just a big political scandal, campaign tool, and I gave up attending the meetings 
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because I could see that there was nothing really going to eventuate at all, especially if the 

Labor Government lost power and the new government come in and didn’t consider the 

issue over here as being any sort of priority whatsoever… we’re faced with so much 

uncertainty still, like there’s no stopping of sand mining, there’s no implementation of all 

the proposals for economic transitional alternatives, like everything’s more or less in limbo 

now, and it’s because of the change of parliament. And I sort of realised that towards the 

end of that whole transitional planning process and I started saying to people well, what if 

the new government? What happens to all of this and all of our energy?” – I.5.4.  

Many of the interviews were conducted after the 2012 election, which saw the Bligh 

Government removed from power and saw the Newman Government instated. However, 

although Campbell Newman had stated prior to the election that if elected he would reverse 

the Bligh Government’s decision and continue sand mining on the Island, at the time of 

these interviews nothing had been said of it since. So although there was still some 

uncertainty — “I don’t think anyone knows what’s happening there, with this new 

government” – I.8.6, but the generally feeling at time of interview (especially amongst those 

actively involved in the transition process) was that mining would continue and the 

transition planning process would be scrapped.56This was believed despite the dedication of 

the people involved, the work that had already been done and the investments made, and 

despite the fact that transition planning needed to happen regardless of exactly when the 

mines close. It was a fair assumption, given that, “The unit that is in charge of Straddie 

transition has been all but, well it's been disassembled...and so it's all but over. I mean, the 

evidence is, to me, if I was reading the tea leaves it would be that the State Government 

intends, within the next six months, probably, to reverse the decision, and then just put the 

transition process back out on the never never…it would be pretty sad, I mean, because that 

transition is inevitable” – I.6.1.  

With the disassembly of the ETT, and ultimately of DERM, networks and relationships that 

had been established between the community and public servants were lost; “We had a good 

working relationship — some really good people in DERM. And I don’t know where they’re 

                                                      
56 Interviews concluded in August 2012; when follow-up conversations occurred in early 2014, this 

still seemed to be the case. See Epilogue for further discussion.  
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going now, what they’ve done with them…there were some really fine people we worked 

with in there, people that I will take, the honour of their friendship will always remain, 

because they were sincere and genuine about what they wanted to do. We’re yet to see…a 

handshake from this mob, let alone a working relationship” – I.8.6.  

At the time of interview some participants were trying to maintain momentum and keep the 

transition alive. They were seeking meetings with the new minister; “We're still waiting for 

an answer… we've made three attempts to get him to come to a meeting…his PA got back 

to us and said oh they'd noted it, but that's not good enough either” - I.8.6; and seeking 

commitments that they would continue the planning process; “…we’ve made the decision 

that we want to keep pushing forward, and we want to make a difference in the community 

and we want, especially in the social side of things, the cultural side of things, we want 

things to change and we want to be able to push that…we’re going to tell the new 

government that ‘hey, we’re still here, we were formed by the minister and this is what 

we’ve been doing’, and we want to ask them for support to keep doing what we’re 

doing…‘hey, are you going to allow us to keep going and are you going to support us’?” - 

I.4.5.  

However, that commitment was not forthcoming. Given the likelihood of changes to 

NSIPSA (2011) and the dismantling of DERM and the ETT it was widely thought that; “If 

the State Government puts the timeline back, I think it probably, really, nothing will 

happen. They’ll put the timeline back, none of the transition stuff will happen” – I.8.5; and, 

“[the reference group is] sitting on the fence, not doing anything at the moment, because you 

can’t do anything until you get…the doors have been closed right in our face. It’s as simple 

as that” – I.8.6. 

Despite their personal commitment to and investment in transition, the community was 

quite limited in what they were able to do without government support; “We got the local 

council support, but there's only so much we can do…we can't resource a transition process, 

and if there's no commitment at a State Government or Federal Government level then 

there's no point resourcing a transition planning process” – I.6.1. They were left with limited 

options; “So either the community takes it on and comes together in one voice and pushes 

the issue, which can happen, otherwise we go through the same processes again, three steps 
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forward, two steps back, through the government way. So that’s what we have been 

debating, do we just do it ourselves? There has to be commitment there, and you have to 

have a good support through the broader community, and that takes a lot of time and effort 

for people to organise. You’ve got to have that commitment to follow that through, so we’ll 

see if that’s going to happen” – I.4.5. 

A great deal of work towards transition has been done, but given the change in government, 

the dismantling of the ETT and ETP, and the Newman government’s reluctance to meet with 

the reference group and advisory panels — let alone support and fund transition activities 

— the process has been halted; “it’s so frustrating because you get so far, and you think 

you’re doing something and then ‘boof’, you’ve got to start from scratch again. You wonder 

why you even try sometimes [laughs]!” – I.4.5. Although some participants reported feeling 

frustrated, disappointed, and angry with the Newman government, they still saw some 

value in the work that had been done; “I think because I was a bit cynical from the 

beginning, as we all were…we did at one stage consider not doing it, just withdrawing 

because…why are we doing this, this is just going to take up a lot of our time, and it’s going 

to sit on a shelf. And then we decided that the reason we were doing it was for the 

community, not for the government. So the motivation…and the process became the 

important thing, and I’m happy with that. I think, what we, and our report, that we’ve got 

our name on, I’m happy with. The government part I’m more cynical about, but probably 

because there was a change of government I can live with the fact that nothing’s going to 

happen” – I.8.5. 

Reflections on and experiences of the process 

When the Bligh Government implemented the ETP and the ETT - “the State put their 

process in the hands of DERM...They weren’t really experienced in the type of social 

planning exercise they were embarking on, so it was all new turf to them” – I.5.2. However, 

DERM’s inexperience, the relatively narrow focus of the original process, and some early 

missteps, meant that the community mobilised to involve themselves in and influence the 

ETP.  
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Early on in the process the Bligh Government brought in some external consultants from a 

large agency to do an economic plan for the Island, and one of the consultants came out to 

give a presentation to SEDA; “nobody was impressed [sigh]. Really was a poor presentation 

and it was obvious that what they were doing — they had a plan for somewhere else that 

they’d done, either Maroochy or Redcliffe or somewhere, and it was, if you know the phrase, 

cross out ‘dog’ and write in ‘cat’…they were talking about a place, probably with a 

population of about 200,000 that they’d done this plan on, and they were just going to 

transfer it straight over to, and it just really didn’t make sense…it was very low rent stuff, 

and yet presumably quite expensive. And what was worse was that there was no [pause], no 

feel for the Island…islands are strange places, you either are an island person or you’re 

not….I think it’s probably true of isolated communities everywhere, but a place where the 

last transport is half past six is a different sort of place. So they didn’t have a feel for the 

Island” – I.8.4. The result of this disappointing consultancy that lacked a feel for the 

community and for islandness was that people got to talking and they thought, “we can do 

better than that. And it was decided that we would put a proposal together for education, 

which is then what we did” – I.8.4. As such: 

“The community stood up last year and more or less said, yeah, well this is how we’re going 

to do it. And that resulted in reports like that Education Island coming out, along with a lot 

of the other documents that were produced through that whole process. And the State 

Government, apart from the…bureaucrats I suppose, the government ministers and 

government leaders had virtually no part, apart from chairing the odd meeting here and 

there, in this whole planning process. It was a community motivated [initiative] totally. 

And if it weren’t for the community the State wouldn’t have been able to produce anything” 

– I.5.4; 

“It started off good, as all these things do! And we got frustrated because we wanted…to 

get things done and the government was slowing us down. In the end we sort of felt it was 

just like, ‘oh okay tick that box we’ve consulted with the community’, so, that’s all. But 

then we sort of pushed the envelope a bit and we started off some, from the community 

reference panel we saw there was four groups that could be formed…we’re still meeting, 

even though the government has changed, we want to keep going and doing what we’re 
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doing, because we think that there needs to be a community-based, the community needs to 

take control of its own destiny and we need to be able to make our own decisions” – I.4.5. 

Members of the community who became involved — to varying degrees — in the transition 

process had some reflections on the process, including issues with the timing of the work, 

particularly in the context of the 2012 election: 

“the group who have done the transition process have done an enormous amount of work, 

and it’s really good, valid work, but for various reasons, their timeline blew out, and that 

the time for public consultation finished on the 31st of January, and they’re now falling over 

themselves trying to get the final report done, delivered before the election. And because that 

has been so time consuming, and there was nothing to report back to the reference group…as 

soon as the government goes into caretaker mode, there will be no rationale [for a reference 

group meeting]. The advisory panels are looking at trying to maintain a little bit of 

momentum through the elections, but the reference group by virtue of having the minister as 

head of the reference group, I feel is unable to really move at the moment” – I.2.1. 

“But we’ve been, you know, hands tied behind our backs. We’ve got all these fantastic ideas 

that we want to put forward, and just, like gagged. [NO: What are those barriers and gags?] 

The government…well first off it was because, you know the time frame, we had to get 

certain, they had to get the economic transition strategy done, and they were, you know 

everything was working at speed…we didn’t have time to do the things we wanted to do, 

because we’ve got to get this in because there’s going to be an election, and so things were, 

you know really moving too fast I think for people to have the time to consider a lot of the 

documents. And a lot of the things that advisory panels wanted put in them, well we 

couldn’t get — like, if the advisory panel couldn’t even get recommendations put into the 

document, you know nobody in the community was going to! So it was a matter of bad 

timing, government in panic mode to get something done, so pushing things through” – I.4.5.  

In these processes, the working and draft documents produced by consultants and 

researchers (including the community-based consultants and researchers) were subject to 

editing before being included in public and/or final documents. Some of the participants 

who discussed this part of the process with me suggested that the committees reviewing the 
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input and documents were influenced by political or other considerations, and as such some 

of their suggestions and recommendations were excluded from public/final documents on 

the basis of those considerations. For example, the idea that the Island could become 

“Australia’s most sustainable island” – I.8.4 was proposed in “draft 2 or 3 of [a] report”, 

including ideas such as, “every government vehicle should be, should have biofuels…Didn’t 

get past draft 3….Just taken out, he was asked to take it out…it’s gone out of the report, 

not just the biofuels but the whole lot of it. And I think that’s typified the, the timidity of it, 

and in a way, the lack of vision” – I.8.4. ‘Sustainability’ was frequently mentioned in the 

draft reports, however this seemed to refer mainly to economic sustainability, and at least 

some of the sustainability measures initially proposed did not appear. Another issue was 

that some consultants wanted to include recommendations about Sibelco contributing to 

retraining the workforce; “Our draft which we gave to the State Government was [pause] 

had some quite radical stuff in it. It got watered down…there was some things that we were 

quite attached to that didn’t end up in the final paper. Because in the final wash up, the 

government just took our report which we thought they were just going to edit and publish, 

but they ended up taking it and they rewrote all the reports that they got, so it wasn’t just 

ours, they kind of got all of it and mixed and matched them all and put them into the spin 

dryer, and something a bit different came out…most of our stuff is in there, but the 

emphasis is a bit different…because it was a report to the Economic Transition 

Taskforce…they got to have the first edit of it, and the mining company were represented on 

that taskforce, so when they saw our draft, they didn’t like our bit where we had 

recommended [pause] that the mine give the workers [pause], I can’t remember whether we 

said a certain amount of money or, some money towards some training, that the company 

should pay for that, so they made us, they didn’t make us take it out, but they wouldn’t 

pass it until it was taken out, so then we had to find another circuitous route to do it. So we 

ended up publishing our paper as we wanted to” – I.8.5.  

This is a significant problem for transition planning, as the full range of ideas were not put 

on the table for broader, public consideration. These ideas were reportedly not excluded 

because there was information proving them unfeasible, but because “they” (meaning, 

people with enough power to influence the composition of reports), did not want those 

ideas discussed or explored for their potential role in the Island’s transition. The participant 
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quoted above argued that it was not simply that Sibelco’s representatives insisted that things 

be removed, but that pressure came from other quarters on the assumption that those 

suggestions would not be well received by Sibelco. Another participant identified that this 

kind of pressure may be particularly effective on paid consultants — particularly those who 

may want to be hired again; “the difference between [other consultant] and I was [other 

consultant] wants work from the government again, and I don’t, so they couldn’t ask us to 

take things out, we wouldn’t, and you ask [other consultant] to take things out and [they] 

probably would” – I.8.4. As such, the ETP was experienced by some as being influenced and 

limited by the power of the State Government and Sibelco, and this then limited the ability 

of the transition process to be bold, visionary, and to openly discuss all available options.  

Another reflection was that the ETP was not inclusive. It certainly did not start off 

inclusively, and despite the best efforts of in establishing committees and panels and 

consultancies, inclusivity was still limited. Without support at the State Government level 

for high quality, high level engagement, there was only so much the community itself could 

do to remedy the deficiency. Even those who worked their way in found their input was not 

highly valued; “Because in terms of a process of working with government…I was surprised 

that, the level of influence that they were, I mean, I suppose it’s their job, they have to listen 

to all these different points of view. But they had paid us as consultants to do that, and 

then in the end, they did it their own way anyway” – I.8.5. The community consultants 

identified a range of opportunities and initiatives, and also identified a range of existing 

issues and challenges in the community to be addressed, however, “they didn’t use much of 

it in their [report]” – I.8.4. 

Some participants reported feeling quite detached from the process;57 they weren’t clear on 

what was happening, and they very much felt like it was not a process for them, or that their 

                                                      
57 It is important to note that people’s perceptions of the consultation process may have been 

influenced by their feelings about the decision itself – after all, many Islanders already felt as though 

their views did not matter to the State Government, which could certainly make them feel cynical 

about later consultation efforts, and perceive them as tokenistic. Further, given that there was a very 

prominent, well-organised and well-funded campaign against the decision and NSIPSA (2011) those 

who – actively or passively – supported or identified with this campaign were understandably less 

likely to get involved in the transition planning process, and may have felt alienated from it, or that 

participating in it would be a conflict of interests.  
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input was welcomed, or that engagement was genuine. Some weren’t clear on what was 

happening and when, or only heard about consultation events after they occurred, and there 

was a perception that this may have been a deliberate strategy; “I usually hear about it 

afterwards, is the other thing. Like they tell particular people” – I.4.9. There was also a 

sense of mistrust and uncertainty about what was going on, and the sense that consultation 

processes were targeting different groups separately; “they were consulting with [the 

Indigenous community], supposedly consulting with the mines, supposedly consulting with 

us, but the groups weren’t getting together. Like it was done as separate entities, so god 

knows what they — well we don’t know what was told to this group, or this group, or this 

group, it could’ve been different stories. Because when they got together, you talk to people 

on the street, there were different stories coming out, rumours, and within a small 

community that’s what happens… [so what’s needed is to be] basically a bit more 

transparent around the whole process” – I.4.9. 

Some reported being deliberately excluded from participating because of their association 

with mining; “It would be good if the government, next time they come over and do their 

interviews and whatever if they [laugh], I would just like to tell them…don’t just say ‘well 

you can only come if you’re not associated with the mines’…you actually have to book in, 

like ring them up and say that’s my name, what I’m doing on the Island, and they say ‘well 

okay come up’ and they had this group discussion at the hotel. But you’re not allowed to be 

associated with the mines” – I.4.8 — “So they’re only getting one side, really, I think” – I.4.7 

— “I couldn’t even get in. I tried” – I.4.9.58  

Some of the engagement strategies used were perhaps not appropriate for what was a 

highly contentious issue. For example, there was a public meeting which was not timed 

well; “when they did do community consultation because everyone’s screaming, it was two 

o’clock in the afternoon….so the people who worked couldn’t get there. And the only other 

way you could have input in was through a webpage, but I put a couple of comments in and 

got no responses” – I.4.9. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
58 This is an extract from a group interview, so the responses followed one another.  
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Another part of the engagement strategy was installing an employee in a shopfront in 

Dunwich, which also had some issues; “So they basically put someone in there three days a 

week and that was for people’s opportunity to come and talk. Doesn’t work. That’s not, 

people aren’t, don’t want to go in and talk because she couldn’t give many answers…my 

understanding is [they] barraged the girl for the first couple of weeks, and she had no 

response, because it was basically, ‘here you go, you go and consult with people, you get 

their feelings, etcetera’, well people were as angry as hell and she copped an absolute 

blasting…And still copping it. And she walked into that job blind. I think she thought [she] 

would be the conduit for information to the community — they were telling her nothing” – 

I.4.9 — “Yeah, I’ve talked to her about it and she’s really hurt…It’s a hot topic…you could 

spend weeks and weeks here talking to people. And she’s really hurt by it, some of her 

friends aren’t her friends anymore, that’s how serious it is, and she’s copping it, like, it’s the 

State Government and she’s the one copping it and losing friends over it” – I.4.7.59 They 

hired an Islander for this job, which may have been a good idea, but, as these participants 

suggested, she had little information to give, wasn’t provided with much support, bore the 

brunt of some community members’ anger at the State Government, and actually lost some 

friendships in the process. As such it did not appear to be an effective strategy for 

community consultation and engagement, and actually may have damaged networks and 

relationships. 

When I asked those who had complained about engagement what they’d like to see, they 

replied, “Ah, talk to us [laughs]! Let us have a voice” – I.4.7 — “Some forums, come and sit 

here, speak to us” – I.4.9, and when I asked what form that should take, one participant 

simply said, “This” – I.4.7, as in, something like the talk we were having. The impression I 

was left with was that they wanted a transparent process in which they felt comfortable 

sharing stories and feelings (i.e. not bound to prescriptive or formal process of consultation), 

where they felt their input was heard and valued, and their experience and expertise 

respected.  

A constraint that affected the inclusivity of the ETP was the division in the community. 

Much of the community was not on board with the transition process, which fundamentally 

                                                      
59 See previous footnote. 
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undermined the strength and legitimacy of it; “If you talk about empowering the local 

community, there wasn't a community consensus that, in my opinion, developed in behind 

those, because of the fact that there was so much static around the whole timeline — that 

and that planning didn't happen in a vacuum, it happened in a very, very noisy room of 

competing voices, many of them angry [chuckle], and wanting to pull down or destroy 

anything that the State Government was doing in that space…and you had some very 

committed people, and good voices, informed voices involved, but they still didn't 

necessarily carry the community with them. And I think if you're going to have transition 

planning, you really do, if you're talking about local resilience, resilience is as good, is as 

strong as the consensus” – I.6.1.  

The involvement of Quandamooka Peoples was also limited; “To be honest there was hardly 

any Aboriginal input apart from, I think three of us, into that whole transitional process 

[NO: and why is that, do you think?] Oh, that’s just the way they do things, government, 

and the whole Native Title process just ended up being a bit similar, there’s supposed to be 

a few thousand of us, Aboriginal people that are from here, that doesn’t just include the 

local Island residents. But that process was facilitated by probably thirty to fifty. And 

that’s something a lot of us couldn’t accept and find it hard to live with still, but they’ve 

made that decision on all of the rest of our behalves, and got away with being able do to so 

by the State, and that transitional planning process was pretty much the same too. And if a 

few of us that were able to voice our opinions to the point of the State having to listen and 

address it, because there was public, well, non-Aboriginal public support for us expressing 

those views as well, yeah, there probably would’ve been no Aboriginal people involved in it 

whatsoever” – I.5.4. 

That said, some felt that the engagement during the official ETP process was relatively 

inclusive and genuine; “I think the initial announcement of the phasing out of mining and 

the increase in National Parks probably, there wasn’t a lot of consultation then, but post 

that announcement and in managing the potential transition…there’s been an enormous 

amount of consultation in that. And I think it’s been effective and I think it’s been genuine, 

actually…I think the current level of consultation in the transition process is adequate, and 

staff have been put on to it…so anybody who wants to have an opinion now has got plenty 
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of avenues. And what happens with all the information, as I say that’s in the lap of the 

gods” – I.2.2.  

And despite the issues and limitations, some of those involved in the process found some 

value or meaning in it; “The process to date of the information gathering from the 

community has been an invaluable process, because there lies a great big body of work” – 

I.4.4; and, “I would do it again, if nothing else because it did cause a conversation in the 

community. Every now and again someone will have the conversation with me about some 

crazy idea they’ve got for school camps, or something, I don’t know, and it’s all good. 

People do have love for that kind of future for the Island. It’s not something that we 

dreamed up, it’s there. We just articulated it. And to me, it’s just, it’s so obvious that it’d be 

a great step forward. Someone will pick it up one day…They’ll pay another lot of 

consultants to do the work, and that’s okay, they can put us in as a footnote! [we 

laugh]…there was an election coming, and there was going to be a change of government, 

and nothing was going to happen anyway. The most important thing to me was that we did 

something that was true to us, and reflected the people that we spoke to” – I.8.5. 

Hopes for transition 

Despite the challenges, doubts, conflicts, cynicism, and disappointments, many Islanders 

cherish hopes for the Island’s future, and for a vibrant post-mining community and 

economy (whether that comes in the next ten years or the next thirty years). Despite their 

inherent limitations, NSIPSA (2011) and the ETP triggered a broader discussion and 

visioning of the Island’s future, one that redefined the scope of the ETP as originally 

presented.  

If it did not come up organically (often it did), there was one question I made a point of 

putting to participants; in some form or another: I asked them what their vision for the 

future of their Island was, or what their hopes for the future were. There was a great deal of 

commonality in what people said, and although people emphasised different things, there 

was little that could be thought to be mutually exclusive. Many people wanted the Island to 

remain similar to how it is now, with a few improvements; “Just like this” – I.4.5; “Not 

terribly different from how it is now” – I.5.1; “Oh, fairly similar to how it is” – I.5.2; “I’m 
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happy the way it is now! I don’t think it needs to change that much” – I.5.6; and, “Same as 

it is now…[laughs] Yeah, I don’t really want it to change that much” – I.5.3. 

Everyone spoke with great affection for the Island; despite the varying perspectives and 

differences of opinion, this affection for the Island’s places was shared and people were 

united in their wish to preserve it: 

“for Stradbroke’s reputation and image to be one of a place of a very precious environment, 

that everyone was immensely proud of maintaining, with our koalas and our wildlife and 

our beautiful, almost pristine vistas…you can have a sense of wilderness in some parts of 

the Island, which is quite magic” – I.4.2;  

“What I would like to see preserved is what I believe is the community spirit. That doesn’t 

mean to say there aren’t differences, but there should be differences, and there should be 

discussion about those differences, otherwise we can’t grow. I’d like to see growth within 

ourselves. I don’t want the Island to become so insular that there are no outside 

influences…But I’d really like to see the Island keep its soul, which I think is where we are 

one, and I would like to see the development of eco-structures that are — I mean, social-eco 

structures that protect the land, but I would still like to see the Island have an economic 

base that could support it” – I.5.1; 

“the big thing really for me is the scenery, the interface between the ocean and the land 

maintains a greenery, so that when you’re on the beach and looking back, what you mainly 

see is the greenery, you don’t, you’re not seeing the built environment. I hope it maintains 

that” – I.4.5. 

Related to this shared affection is that people also tended to share views on the intensity of 

development they wished to see; low key, sensitive, in keeping with what is already there:  

“What I’d like to see here in that time is development that’s consistent with the feel of the 

Island…no curb and guttering except where there is an absolute run-off issue. Really well 

thought out pathways and footpaths, where they need to be and where they don’t” – I.2.2; 

“I really don’t mind change, but I wouldn’t like to see change for instance in high rise, I 

wouldn’t like to see density of population” – I.5.1; 
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“I wouldn’t like to see much more high rise or anything like that happening” – I.5.6.  

“I think there’s a huge future for here, it doesn’t involve masses amount of development or 

high rise, it just involves some really smart thinking” – I.8.2; 

“keep the vibe that’s sort of already here, low key, but healthy — healthy economically, 

healthy in spirit, and healthy culturally…which is a very hard thing to ask for! [laughs]” – 

I.4.5.  

“I hope that they don’t open up the south end of the Island for more housing and stuff, I 

hope that they keep it pristine down there, and I hope that they don’t increase the size of the 

townships too much, not because I don’t think everyone should be allowed to come and live 

here, but just because it is a really beautiful place, and it would be a shame to turn it into 

Victoria Point. As beautiful as Victoria Point is, I don’t really want to have a Bunnings and 

a McDonalds and all that kind of stuff here” – I.8.5. 60  

Participants were also united in their opposition to a bridge; indeed, when asked about their 

hopes for the future, opposition to a bridge was often one of the first things mentioned; “I 

don’t want anybody to start talking about a bridge” – I.4.5. Indeed, a bridge was referred to 

as something that would destroy the Island’s ‘islandness’; “…as long as we don’t get a 

bridge. If we got a bridge over here, it’d just be ridiculous….it’d just stop being an island” – 

I.4.4; and, “as long as it’s not overdone as so far as, ‘let’s build a bridge’ and the Island is no 

more” – I.4.3. 

As discussed in the literature (Baldacchino & Clark, 2013; Hay, 2006) islands have often been 

sites of experimentation and innovation. There was quite a lot of ambition amongst 

Islanders to do something grand with their place and their community, and so that the 

Island could serve as a wonderful example for other communities; “I think there’s a really 

significant opportunity…I think the Island…is like a rock dropped in a pond — it’s like a 

rock that’s been dropped into Moreton Bay, and hopefully the ripples from that rock will 

eventually wash over the mainland community…all the great values that should be driving 

our future are all there, contained within that community. There’s people who have those 

                                                      
60 Victoria Point is a coastal, mainland suburb in the Redland City Council area.  
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values and are prepared to voice them and be agents for change…it’s about harnessing all 

that, and trying to effect paradigm shifts” – I.6.1.  

The transition planning process offered Islanders a chance to explore possibilities for their 

Island’s future. Although the initial scope of the State Government’s ETP was quite narrow 

and limited to a general focus on economic development for a ‘sustainable’ and self-

sufficient post-mining Island economy, the community pushed for a much broader scope; “I 

mean the first question is, you know, what is the sustainable base of an island economy like 

this one? Not just the economy, but the society, and I don’t know the answers. I don’t know 

the answers, the questions are difficult enough. But it probably isn’t sustainable in its 

present form. Even with mining…there are not the opportunities for young people, there are 

not the opportunities for skilled, and or professional people, other than if you can be sort of 

semi self-employed” – I.8.4. The community’s discussions, research, analysis and reports 

included an assessment of the Island’s current issues and challenges, including social 

inequities, health issues, schooling and opportunities for young people, environmental 

degradation and biodiversity loss, the pumping of water to the mainland, development and 

infrastructure issues, land use, and more. The community broadened the scope of the ETP 

by challenging the mainlander narrative; they resisted the erasing romanticism inherent in 

constructing the Island primarily as an idyllic tourism destination for mainlanders, a 

common experience for islanders (Jackson, 2008; Péron, 2004; Vannini & Taggart, 2013). The 

Islanders’ own hopes for transition included working to address these existing issues, as 

well as looking at opportunities for economic development, and they insisted that these 

considerations had a place in the transition process. In keeping, their suggestions and 

proposals were broader, more all-encompassing, more radical and more ambitious than 

what the State process really mandated, and what the Bligh Government was comfortable 

including in its official reports on the transition planning process.  

Australia’s most sustainable island 

Several participants highlighted the opportunity for the Island to become a paragon of 

sustainability. As mentioned earlier, ‘sustainability’ was mentioned in the State Government 

transition documents; however the emphasis was on economic sustainability and self-
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sufficiency, rather than the more comprehensive — and more radical — interpretation of 

sustainability proposed by some Island residents. For example, one document reported: 

“The theme of sustainability has consistently been expressed by community members during 

discussions over the future of the Island’s economy. While sustainability can mean different 

things to different people, in the context of the Island’s economy it has been linked to 

achieving the following: 

 creating economic diversity to help insulate the economy from fluctuations in the 

local and global economy 

 increasing the economy’s ability to adapt to new circumstances 

 avoiding public subsidies 

 building internal economy capacity 

 encouraging the development of local business 

 diversifiying the range of employment and creating more full-time jobs 

 supporting all three townships 

 identifying economic pathways that provide an economic future for the Quandamooka 

People and other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander residents 

 encouraging economic activity which complements the island’s environment and 

culture” (Queensland Government, n.d.:1). 

In the Draft Economic Transition Strategy (Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service & 

Department of Environment and Resource Management, 2011c: 6-7), the section on ‘Values 

and principles — A vision for Australia’s most sustainable island community’ is a little 

broader, and includes ‘cultural’, ‘social’ and ‘environmental’ principles as well as economic, 

however ‘economic’ is presented first, has more detail than the others, and appears to be the 

primary emphasis throughout (an emphasis indicated in the nomenclature of the process). 

However, the input from participants suggested a different emphasis; economic 

development is positioned more as a means to an end, the ‘end’ being the protection of 

Island environments, improved social equity — particularly, albeit not exclusively, for 

Indigenous people — support for community and civil society, allowing people to remain, 

and to thrive, on the Island, and a harmonious Island community. Therefore economic 

development, whilst important, was not at the heart, so to speak, of many participants’ 

stories and contributions. In this way, the State Government documents do not always 

reflect the Islanders’ motivations and values. 

A number of participants emphasised that the Island could be a place that exemplified 

social, economic, environmental and cultural sustainability and excellence. As articulated in 

the Education Island report:  
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“There is an emerging vision of North Stradbroke as Australia’s most sustainable island 

community. Education and training can assist in realising this vision. One way is education 

about what is ‘sustainability’ — directed first at residents but then extended to the wider 

Moreton Bay region. Another is training about how to operate sustainably. All parts of the 

economy need this, including building and construction, accommodation and food services, 

fishing, transport and property management. Again, the training can start locally but should 

extend to the region” (Guille et al., 2011: 5). 

And by participants; “It would be wonderful to be a kind of example, a shining example of a 

community living in a very sustainable way, because we’ve got the chance to reinvent 

ourselves that way” – I.4.6; and, “We could be anything we wanted to be…if we wanted to 

be energy sufficient, independent, we could be…maybe we’d be a self-sufficient sort of town. 

We can cope with the big, but we don’t lose our identity” – I.8.2.  

This goal would also have benefits for tourism, because in tourism, “you’ve got to have an 

edge, you’ve got to have some — not brand, but some distinguishing feature. What you need 

to be is Australia’s most sustainable island, you know? Pick up the environmental things. I 

think that’s a very, very strong point...linked to that, well we don’t need to be as big as, we 

can actually let the population fall…Be Australia’s most sustainable place” – I.8.4.  

Another component of sustainability often discussed was notions of self-sufficiency, 

resilience, and independence. These notions may also have been influenced by islandness 

(Hay, 2006; Jackson, 2006); the fact that offshore islands are often forgotten or neglected by 

their governments (Royle, 1989) and that help is often not forthcoming. Islanders said, “I 

think it’s actually best future is to be self-sustaining” – I.8.4; and, “we don’t want to have a 

welfare society over here, that’s the last thing we need…[new small businesses and 

cooperatives] probably need a bit of seed funding, but you would look at the long term of 

everything being self-reliant” – I.2.1; and, “having individual resilience where you accept 

that adaptation is also an individual responsibility. It’s not always someone that, you 

know, the government must do this, the mining company must do this for me…is sort of 

taking responsibility yourself…and I think it’s more empowering to feel that you can adapt, 

and that you’re not just waiting for someone else to do it for you” – I.4.6.  

This attitude was also represented in the preference for a diversified economy with many 

small businesses:  
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“Perhaps the most crucial aspect is to ensure Island and community management of any 

developments in education and training. One of the most common themes in the comments 

made…is that it is time for the Island to control its own future. This is understandable, given 

that the Benevolent Asylum and then sand mining have dominated the Island for the past 150 

years. In this context, there is wariness about suggestions for a new large enterprise that 

might dominate the Island economy” (Guille et al., 2011: 9). 

On the notion of a sustainable Island future, some problematised the fundamental 

assumption that the Island’s economy should grow, and/or that current population levels 

should be sustained, or increased: 

 “we need to decide do we want to keep the economy the same size? Are we happy to shrink 

it? But if we want to grow it, then there’s going to be some trade-offs, and most people here 

aren’t going to like that. If this becomes a dormitory suburb it’s going to need five, six, 

seven thousand people to generate that internal income, and all those people are going to 

need to commute, and then you’re going to have parking, and it’s just like the Bay Islands. 

So we could go the way of the Bay Islands. If it’s going to stay the same then it needs to 

have something locally generated that’s going to locally employ…just really discriminately 

employ locals” – I.8.2; 

“they were telling us, ‘you have to develop’, and there were some people there, and I’d be one 

of them, ‘why do we have to develop?’…I think is a valid argument, alright, mining goes 

away, why have we got to do anything else? Why do we need to create all this money, not 

in a kind of ethical way, but just, for what?” – I.8.4.  

Many participants emphasised the importance social equity and justice, and social and 

cultural sustainability, for the Island’s future, and sought to embed these issues in the 

official transition planning process; “and that was something I wanted to address in the 

very beginning of the transitional planning, because of also the Native Title nearing to an 

end and there being recognition of Aboriginal rights on the Island and one of the main 

requests I was making as an Aboriginal representative was that there be some social, 

economic equity and equality for the Island’s local Indigenous people, and that was driven 

through all of the different proposals that came out of that whole transitional planning 

process” – I.5.4. The Education Island report in particular emphasised social equity and 

justice, and improving education and training was seen as a key strategy for achieving this; 
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“The most fundamental objective is to contribute to social cohesiveness based on tolerance 

and acceptance of the social and cultural differences that are a large part of the 

distinctiveness of the island” (Guille et al., 2011: 6). Others centred the place of the 

Quandamooka Peoples in the Island’s future, saying: 

 “My first priority would be proper justice for the Island’s original First Nations 

people…my second priority would be social, economic equality for the Island’s Aboriginal 

people, with priority for the original First Nations” – I.5.4;  

 “that the Indigenous people had a major stake in the running and management of the 

environment, of the Island, that Dunwich would be a thriving hub, cultural hub…so one 

would hope to see tours into the Island, and Indigenous-led tours, and of course, the Island 

with an Indigenous identity” – I.4.2;  

 “…the ILUA, and the implementation of that is…managed properly it could be a model 

that other communities can look to…If you’re talking about reconciling traditional values, 

Indigenous values, connection to land and all that sort of thing, what better place to do it 

than, to try and effect it than [the Island]?” – I.6.1; and, 

 “I’d like to see Dunwich — that main street just full of really thriving Aboriginal 

businesses, like a really vibrant art gallery. I’d like to see a Knowledge Centre here…just a 

really strong Aboriginal community” – I.8.5.  

Conclusion 

The ETP instigated by the Bligh Government held some promise; namely, that it offered an 

opportunity for Islanders to engage in a funded and staffed strategic planning process for a 

post-mining future. As some participants acknowledged, this kind of opportunity is not 

available to all places, despite many being in need of it. Many Islanders worked to make this 

process more inclusive; rather than primarily focussing on tourism, they wanted to consider 

other economic opportunities, like education, and other issues, like social and economic 

inequality. Rather than the research being conducted by outsiders, they successfully 

pressured the State Government to instead fund community-based consultancies. 

Participants articulated their experiences of the process, particularly of working with 
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government departments and their experiences of consultation and engagement strategies. 

They highlighted how — certainly early on in the process — the State Government and 

various government departments had a limited understanding of the Island, its community, 

and its context; factors which they felt were critical to any effective transition. The following 

chapter will explore how the emotional geographies of islandness shaped plans for 

transitions, enabling certain possibilities and limiting others.  
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CHAPTER 8 

Emotional Geographies of Islandness and 

Transition 

Introduction 

The preceding four chapters have been constructed around quotations from interviews; this 

has been part of my critical realist and phenomenological research praxis to be open to, and 

write in as many voices and stories as I could, displaying diverse and partial perspectives. 

Following the analytical processes of phenomenology and the storytelling method, the 

preceding chapters have been largely focussed on individual accounts drawing into broader 

themes, and identifying connections between participants’ stories. The next two chapters 

represent the next stage in the analytical process, in which I move on to explore these 

individual, particular accounts in a broader social and structural context, how these stories 

speak to the orienting framework guiding this work (primarily islandness, emotional 

geographies and, as discussed in Chapter 9, collective trauma), and what these lived 

experiences can tell us about the structures shaping them. This process of moving from 

multiple, individual, oft conflicting accounts to a composite understanding of the ‘essence’ 

of a thing is how we can achieve a phenomenological understanding of a transition, and this 

chapter and the next particularly address research sub-aims 1, 2 and 3. 

The literature on emotional geographies and islandness inform this analysis of how place — 

specifically, the islandness of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — shaped civil society, 

influenced experiences of transition, and affected relationships with outside forces, 

including power structures. As discussed in Chapter 3, there are debates in the island 

studies literature about how islandness creates resilience or vulnerability, and some 

resistance to framing islands as inherently one or the other. Yet, there is a materiality to 

islands, and to this Island in particular, that constitutes points of distinction and difference 

from mainland communities; thus the role of islandness in shaping vulnerability, resilience, 
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and in influencing transition processes must be explored. Here, I follow Jackson (2008: 50), 

who rejects the ‘vulnerable versus resilient’ dichotomy for islands and instead suggests we 

study the “constraints that may face individual islands” and “identify opportunities…which 

arise from particular island characteristics”. 

In this chapter I draw from the understanding of the Island’s history, its status as a town-

with-mining rather than a mining town, emotional geographies, community, the closure 

decision, and the transition planning process discussed in the preceding chapters to explore 

the relationship between islandness, emotional geographies, and transition. Grounding this 

analysis in the lived experiences of Islanders, I explore how certain features and 

consequences of islandness function as assets and constraints in the context of a post-mining 

transition on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. Before this discussion, however, I first 

wish to reflect on how the stories I was told, and thus the analysis in this chapter and the 

following chapters, were shaped by the storytellers.  

Selection and framing of stories 

Stories are constructed by story-tellers (Haynes, 2006), and the literature on the storytelling 

method argues that the first stage of analysis is conducted by the participants themselves in 

selecting which stories to tell and deciding how to construct, frame and convey them 

(Kasper, 1994). Before expanding on my own analysis of these stories as a body of data it is 

important to reflect on this first, participant-led stage of analysis. 

As previously discussed (see Chapter 2) critical realism posits a non-linear model of 

causality; causality is generative, with multiple, interrelated causal mechanisms (New, 2005; 

Oladele et al., 2013; Sayer, 2000). As such, in order to understand the phenomenon of the 

transition planning process on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah causal mechanisms 

need to be identified and their complexity and interrelationships understood. Such 

mechanisms include the range of factors thought to contribute to the closure decision being 

made, and the establishment of the ETP. Others include how people envisioned, imagined, 

and constructed possibilities for the Island’s post-mining future. The emotions of Islanders 

can also be considered a causal mechanism given that emotion is a component and source of 

knowledge (Ahmed, 2004; Anderson & Smith, 2001), can catalyse action and change 
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(Gorman-Murray, 2010), and is integral to understanding and constructing lived experiences 

(Jones, 2005; Morrison, 2010). 

There is a temporal component to emotional geographies, and to stories. The emotional 

geographies literature suggests that emotions and lived experiences have a temporal as well 

as spatial dimension (Davidson & Milligan, 2004; Heimtun, 2010; Sultana, 2011), and 

islandness is also related to different experiences of time. The phrase ‘Island Time’ is 

ubiquitous on many islands — including North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah — and refers 

to “a later time than what the universal clock says” (Hodson & Vannini, 2007: 262). This 

counterculture of time is another point of difference and distinction from the mainland 

(Hodson & Vannini, 2007; Vannini & Taggart, 2013), and the temporal distance of islands 

reinforces their physical distance and separation (Gillis, 2001). As such it is important to 

consider the temporal component of the emotional geographical landscape, and the spatial 

components of time — what Pedersen (2009: 394) refers to as “the chronotope” — as they are 

expressed in storied accounts of lived experiences. As these lived experiences are not in and 

of themselves experienced in a linear way, stories about them tend to be, may even have to 

be, non-linear too (Brown, Gabriel, & Gherardi, 2009; Denzin, 1992), with knowledge and 

understandings drawn from a mixture of sources, rationality and emotion, from the actual, 

the real and the imagined (Davies, 1992). The stories participants constructed in this research 

followed this pattern. Rather than one thing leading inexorably to another, and stories 

progressing from the past to the present to future imaginings in a linear, clearly delineated 

and causal way, stories moved in and out of and between the past, present and future, 

between things that happened and things that have not happened yet and may not ever, yet 

in their imagining are integral to some stories and experiences. For example, what I might 

have considered ‘past’ was not necessarily ‘past’ for participants; in storytelling, time is 

“open” and “must be defined”, either by the storyteller or by the listener (Pedersen, 2009: 

392). As such stories from ‘the past’ were actually very much in the present for some 

participants, in that they lived it in the present. The present, as well as fears, hopes and 

beliefs about the future, in turn, undoubtedly shaped the way participants framed their 

stories of the Island’s histories and their views on trajectories of change. Pedersen (2009: 393) 

described this as ‘foreshadowing’, “an already told future that sends signals back to the 

present by backward causation”.  
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The Island’s history is not an abstract thing, it is lived and embodied in present practices, 

meanings, places and understandings. There are three key examples of this I will mention 

here, though there are certainly others. Firstly, the invasion and colonisation of the Island by 

Europeans is experienced in the present; in the name and settlement of One Mile outside 

Dunwich, in the ongoing segregation on the Island (particularly in Amity and Point 

Lookout), in the poverty and disadvantage still experienced by many of the Island’s 

Quandamooka Peoples, in their experiences of racism and injustice, in their struggles for 

their rights to be recognised, and in many other ways. Colonisation may be thought of as an 

event that occurred in the past, but it is experienced as a sustained phenomenon that is 

enacted and re-enacted moment to moment (Alexander, 2008; Stonebanks, 2008). 

Another example is the proposal to build a bridge linking North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah to the mainland, which was being considered in the late 1970s and early 

1980s (Main Roads Department, 1979; McNamara, 1983) and has long been abandoned from 

formal government consideration. Yet it has shaped and continues to shape emotions, 

experiences and community to this day. The opposition to this proposal coalesced 

community organisation and civil society; SIMO was formed in response to the bridge 

proposal, and they have had a material impact on the Island’s environment and community 

ever since. The bridge also constituted a fundamental threat to islandness and Islander 

identity, which is perhaps why it resonated, and continues to resonate so strongly. Identity 

is a lived thing constantly being enacted and embodied, and threats to that identity may be 

remembered in a particularly immediate way. The legacy, the remembrance of this proposal 

from decades ago also ripples into people’s imaginings of the future; as noted in Chapter 7, 

when asked about their future hopes for the Island, the first thing a number of participants 

expressed was their firm opposition to a bridge. In imagining the future they recalled their 

fears from the past, and their hopes were firmly linked to the Island’s geography and 

separateness.  

Similarly, for some participants the future is very much already with them; particularly 

those who were fearful about the viability and continuity of the Island community post-

mining, and who feared extensive and severe impacts. This is an example of 

‘foreshadowing’; for them, the impacts were already real, and had become embedded in the 
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way they lived on the Island. Their anticipation of pain, loss and fracture meant that those 

emotions were part of their present lived experiences. Indeed, imagined events can be just as 

harmful and traumatic as ‘actual’ events (Alexander, 2004b; Smelser, 2004a). People 

expressed the loss of friends and families, of their business or businesses important to them 

closing down, having to leave the Island and/or being stuck on it, as though these things had 

already happened, so in a sense they had. Some of them had already lost people from their 

networks, but not actually because of the mine closure, rather, because of the conflict around 

it (see Chapter 9). In another example, one participant argued that the Island had changed 

dramatically over the last couple of decades, largely for the worse, particularly in terms of 

the services available. This participant also had serious concerns about the Island’s post-

mining future, and framed the Island as on a trajectory of decline. However, another 

participant, one quite sanguine about the Island’s ability to effectively transition given 

sufficient support and planning, argued that the Island had changed very little, and 

probably was not likely to change much in the future. It would be simplistic to suggest a 

linear relationship here; that views on mine closure, change and transition were neatly 

extrapolated from views on the Island’s history. Given the sharply contradictory accounts of 

the same thing, the way these stories were recounted, the level of emotion involved, and the 

differences in the participants’ relationships to the mining company and to mining money, it 

is likely that their perspectives on the Island’s history of change (or lack thereof) both 

shaped, and was shaped by their feelings about the Island’s post-mining future and their 

experiences of the Island at present — an example of ‘foreshadowing’. A problem with 

foreshadowing particularly relevant to this case is that it can close the storytellers off from 

other possible futures (Pedersen, 2009); as such the stories people told me in that first stage 

of analysis may have contributed to the construction of their futures.  
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A town-with-mining 

When mines close mining towns rarely remain viable (Basson & Basson, 2012). It is argued 

in the literature that a successful post-mining transition depends on very early planning 

(Andrews-Speed et al., 2005; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001); indeed, closure should be 

planned for before the mine opens and closure plans should be revisited and updated 

throughout the life of the mine. In the case of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, there is 

no evidence that this was given any consideration when the mine first opened in the 1940s, 

and it does not appear as though any detailed closure plans were made in the ensuing 

decades. No participant mentioned any official plan, and electronic and library searches 

revealed none.  

However, North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is arguably not really a ‘mining town’, in the 

typical usage of the term. People were living there on a near-permanent basis long before 

the mines came, and it had a long post-invasion history without mining too. There is no 

doubt that mining played a significant role in the development and settlement of the Island, 

and no doubt that mining plays an important role in the Island’s economy. However, 

participants almost never described the Island as a mining town per se; one participant said, 

“it’s a mining community” – I.4.8, but generally this construction was not invoked. Scott 

(2007: 493) argued that “Working-class communities are typically identified according to 

what the men do: a steel town, a mining town…female-coded types of employment do not 

identify communities”, however generally speaking, participants neither identified the town 

as a ‘mining town’ or as a ‘tourist town’. Islandness, as will be discussed further in this 

chapter, seemed more central to the construction of identities and to the way people thought 

about the place. Many viewed mining as important, even critically so, but resisted 

conceptualising the Island as a ‘mining town’, perhaps because although mining enables 

some to stay and live on the Island who otherwise could not, it is not really the reason why 

people choose to become Islanders. A quote cited in an earlier chapter states; “I’m familiar 

with what types of community packages are being delivered by mining companies in 

predominately mining towns. And this town, you know, gets very little” – I.5.2, which 

perhaps indicates that Sibelco and the company’s predecessors have also not considered 
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North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah a ‘mining town’, as they have treated it differently 

from mining towns elsewhere.  

So in this way, the Island’s experiences of closure and transition do not quite align with the 

bulk of the literature on this topic. It is less of a mining town, perhaps, and more of a town-

with-mining. Another point of difference from many of the accounts of mine closure in the 

literature is that the mining industry on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was not 

closing down due to a ‘bust’ cycle or resource exhaustion. Rather, there were other reasons 

underpinning closure (as discussed in Chapter 6), and the closure decision was not the 

company’s own. As such, instead of the mining company being a cooperative partner in 

post-mining planning, or even being absent, Sibelco was powerfully present and putting 

considerable resources into having the decision reversed, with the official ETP being a 

casualty of their success. Many of the lessons from the literature involve recommendations 

for actions mining companies ought to take in preparation for closure, which are of limited 

relevance in this particular case.  

Although there are some key differences between North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and 

other mining closures in mining towns, there are some points of similarity. There is a trend 

away from unionisation in the mining industry, and this diminution or absence can affect 

community relationships to the mine, and activities around closure (McDonald, Mayes, & 

Pini, 2012). It has been argued that unions can play an important role in supporting their 

members’ skill development and retraining to prepare them for alternative employment 

after closure (Laurence, 2006), but where unions have diminished membership and power, 

they may struggle to perform this role. In the case of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

the lack of unionisation arguably affected the transition process in two key ways. Firstly, the 

workers lacked a platform for their voices; at the company level, Sibleco was promoting its 

own interests, and employed pictures and quotes from their workforce in their campaign, 

however the views and interests of the mine workers cannot be assumed to map neatly onto 

Sibelco’s interests. Although some miners would want mining to continue as long as 

possible, others were quite comfortable with the idea of closure. However, it was difficult to 

explore this diversity; participants spoke of diverse perspectives, but as previously 

discussed (see Chapter 2), there is some reason to believe that employees were instructed — 
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be it implicitly or explicitly — to not get involved in unsanctioned activities and 

conversations, or anything that would challenge the narrative Sibelco was crafting; “I found 

it interesting to talk to friends that work for the company about the level of bullying, to 

kind of toe, toe the party line…the whole narrative, the writing of the narrative, and then 

the bullying to kind of not depart from the narrative, particularly for their own 

workers…the way that that kind of manipulation of opinion is enforced” – I.5.2.  

The second key way that the lack of a union affected the transition process was that those 

involved in transition had to rely heavily on the mining company for the information about 

the workforce that they sought. As previously discussed (see Chapter 7), Sibelco was not 

always willing to be cooperative, and when Sibelco withheld information and access, there 

was no alternative route. Had the workforce been strongly unionised the union may have 

provided another avenue for engagement and research, and, had it been amenable, could 

have made a substantial contribution to the quality of information underpinning the 

transition planning process.  

Another trend in the Australian mining industry shaping experiences on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is the trend away from resident workforces (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; 

Haslam McKenzie & Rowley, 2013; Ivanova & Rolfe, 2011; Measham et al., 2013). As has 

been previously discussed (see Chapters 4 and 6), the sale of mine-owned housing in 

Dunwich contributed to the decline in resident workers, with more workers commuting 

from the mainland each day (Boat In-Boat Out) than have done so in the past. A number of 

participants critiqued this change, citing less money was staying and circulating in the 

community and a reduction in commitment to the Island’s social and civil life; both issues 

noted in the literature on this topic (Carrington & Pereira, 2011a; Ivanova & Rolfe, 2011; 

Ivanova et al., 2007; Measham et al., 2013; Petkova et al., 2009). 

The literature on mine closure also emphasises the importance of civil society organisations 

in planning for post-mining transitions (Guerra, 2002). Unlike many other mining towns 

(Haney & Shkaratan, 2003), North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah had a thriving civil society 

and strong informal networks, and many Islanders have a strong commitment and desire to 

remain on the Island after closure, which is another factor considered important for 

successful transitions (Lorch, Johnston, & Challen, 2004) (islandness was likely a contributor 
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to these factors — see discussion later in this chapter). Many of these networks and 

organisations became involved in the transition planning process, and/or in fighting the 

closure decision. Some of the organisations opposed to closure had received grants from 

mining companies in the past, which may have contributed to a sense of dependence and 

obligation that allied them with the mines (Basson & Basson, 2012; Esteves, 2008; Kemp, 

2009). Indeed, some felt that they could not really speak out against mining, because they 

had benefited from it in the past and they felt it would be hypocritical.  

As this section has explored, there were indeed some points of resonance between the case 

study and the literature on mine closure and post-mining transitions. However it was 

islandness, and emotional geographies of islandness, that centred most prominently in the 

participants’ stories, and in the construction of lived experiences of transition. Islandness 

was found to be a critical factor in reasons underpinning the closure decision (including the 

Native Title Consent Determinations, and the desire to protect the Island’s unique ecology 

through National Parks status), and in the community’s ability to cope with transition. 

Following Jackson’s (2008) argument that islands are neither inherently vulnerable nor 

resilient, but that islandness confers opportunities and constraints that influence resilience, 

the remainder of this chapter explores how islandness contributed to the Native Title 

Consent Determinations (given their importance in the closure decision and for the Island’s 

future), and the characteristics and influences of islandness on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah that shaped lived experiences of transition.  

Islandness as an enabler of Native Title 

The successful Native Title Consent Determinations were an influencing factor in the 

decision to set an end date for mining on the Island and in turning much of the Island into 

National Parks under joint management arrangements with the Native Title holders. The 

Quandamooka Native Title Consent Determinations, as previously discussed, were the first 

successful determinations in South East Queensland, and one of few determinations 

nationwide so proximate to a capital city. The success of the determination is arguably 

linked to islandness and to key features of the Island’s geography, which will be explored 

here.  
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The Quandamooka Peoples have lived on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah for tens of 

thousands of years. The Island is also the site of some of the earliest contact between 

Indigenous Peoples and European invaders in Queensland. Unlike other places in 

Queensland, and throughout Australia, the Quandamooka Peoples were not entirely 

displaced; although there was certainly some displacement, both in terms of movement 

amongst Island places and movement off the Island (Anderson, 2001), a sizeable population 

of Quandamooka Peoples remained on the Island, and others remained in visiting distance.61 

This difference is in part attributable to the fact that the Island — a sand island — was not 

seen as a valuable pastoral resource, and that the Quandamooka Peoples were needed for 

their labour to service the quarantine station and Benevolent Asylum (see Chapter 4). These 

activities were deliberately situated on the Island because of its islandness; that is, its 

isolation and separateness from the mainland. 

As such, the Island’s geography, ecology and its very islandness62 may be considered key 

contributing factors to the continuing on-Island existence of the Quandamooka Peoples, and, 

by extension, that a group of Traditional Owners were able to initiate a successful Native 

Title claim. As one participant said, “they still had the opportunity to practice their culture, 

and it was probably the isolation of it that did it for them” – I.8.6. If North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah continued to be connected to the mainland at the time of European 

invasion, if the landscape had been more suited to grazing livestock, or if the surrounding 

waters had been calmer, the Island’s post-invasion history, and the experiences of the 

Quandamooka Peoples, may have been quite different. In addition to protecting it from 

agricultural development, islandness also created the unique ecological features and habitats 

that make the Island a candidate for National Parks status.  

                                                      
61 I do not wish to minimise or downplay the suffering of the Quandamooka Peoples at the hands of 

colonialists. The trauma of invasion, displacement, land enclosure and land grabbing, attacks on their 

people, their cultures and practices, is undeniable and the ramifications of these practices continue to 

manifest in the injustices and inequities experienced today. I only wish to convey that the 

Quandamooka Peoples experienced something less than total displacement and genocide, which is 

not to say that they did not, and do not, suffer as a result of colonialism and genocidal practices.  
62 It was a confluence of factors, not islandness alone, that shaped the marginally less awful 

experiences of the Quandamooka Peoples; certainly other groups of Indigenous Peoples living on 

islands around Australia faced complete, or near complete, displacement and genocide. 
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Native Title, the ILUAs, and the Island’s Quandamooka Peoples more generally, present 

certain opportunities for the Island’s post-mining future. They also present certain 

challenges and both necessitate and enable the prioritisation of certain goals. As covered in 

Chapter 7, plans for Indigenous businesses and enterprises — including the Indigenous 

Knowledge Centre, forest and marine products, art, and tourism linked to Quandamooka 

culture — are considered critical for the Island’s future. Given the proportion of 

Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples employed by the mines who will need 

alternative employment, and the fact that despite decades of mining activity there remains a 

high degree of social and economic inequity for the Island’s Indigenous Peoples, transition 

initiatives need a high degree of focus on delivering positive outcomes for Quandamooka 

and other Indigenous Peoples. This includes job creation, adequate funding for the 

management of the National Parks, the improvement of access to education and training, 

improvements to infrastructure and housing, and capacity-building oriented to the 

development of Indigenous-owned and operated businesses. Less tangible, but no less 

important, is that justice is achieved for Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples.  

As a result of the Native Title Consent Determinations some Quandamooka People are 

returning to the Island to live on country. This trend presents a number of challenges; some 

of the people moving to the Island are not well known to present Islanders and may not 

have strong networks or relationships. There is also a lack of infrastructure even in existing 

settlements such as One Mile, and there are health concerns presented by people moving out 

onto country in the absence of adequate infrastructure. Further, there is not always a 

thorough understanding of what the Native Title Consent Determinations actually mean in 

practice, so some people believe they now have recognised rights to live in certain places 

when they technically do not. During a follow-up interview a participant recounted a story 

illustrating these difficulties: in early 2014, bushfires swept through the centre of the Island, 

and volunteers were going out in the bush trying to locate the people living on country, 

letting them know what was happening, and encourage them to evacuate to safety. The 

participant said that the volunteers were not entirely sure who was out there or where they 

all were, and that those living on country did not always know the volunteers, and may not 

have trusted them or put much stock in their advice. Thankfully there were no fatalities.  
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Certainly the provision of jobs alone will not address the range of inequities and 

disadvantages experienced by the Quandamooka Peoples; this is clear from the fact that 

these inequities still exist despite the fact that many of the Island’s Indigenous families have 

been working in mining for decades. Although access to mining employment and mine 

housing in town has improved the lot of individuals and individual families, as a whole 

many problems and inequities remain. A positive post-mining transition, if it is to achieve 

the goals specified by many of the participants in this study, will require not only economic 

development but culturally, environmentally and socially appropriate economic 

development, with additional foci on self-determination, empowerment, and justice.  

Islandness as a source of resilience and innovation 

Without making any sweeping generalisations about islandness as an intrinsic source of 

resilience and innovation, the islandness of this particular Island does offer some features 

that may contribute to its ability to respond effectively to change. The physical geography 

and location, the emotional geographies and attachments of people to places, and the 

community and civil society it is home to are all shaped and in some cases determined by 

the islandness of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. These features are the foundation of 

the Island’s transition strategies and hopes for a post-mining future.  

Islandness as a transition resource 

Islandness, and the distinctive geography, ecology, culture and community it creates and/or 

preserves, is a resource for the transition process. Islandness offers opportunities that may 

be less available in similar mainland communities; the beaches, the small town living, the 

available services, and the relative nearness, yet separateness and visual, emotive and 

symbolic distinction from the mainland currently underpin the tourism industry (see 

Chapter 4). These are also the bases for expanding the tourism industry for a post-mining 

economy, as island-based tourism often relies on distinctiveness, difference and separation 

from the mainland (Cave & Brown, 2012; McCabe, 2001; Sufrauj, 2011), as is the expansion 

and sensitive development of National Parks, and the expansion of the festival and event 

program on the Island, which is also linked to the way islands can attract artists and foster 

artistic abilities (Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2008). As such, through islandness the community 
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is offered particular economic opportunities to aid their post-mining transition; “we could 

become known for not just the beaches, but this lovely environment with a rich, living 

Indigenous culture, right on the doorstop of Brisbane. It would become a brand in itself” – 

I.4.6. This quote highlights the dual importance of separation and distinction, and closeness 

and accessibility. These traits could be less valuable, economically, if the Island was more 

distant from the mainland and a capital city, and if travelling to the Island was more 

difficult, expensive, and time-consuming.  

The plans for an education industry also rely heavily on the Island’s unique social, cultural 

and ecological environments. Expansions to the Station and research activities, attracting 

more primary and high school camps, and the introduction of the Indigenous Knowledge 

Centre and the knowledge and cultural tourism it will attract are all enabled by islandness. 

The economic and social opportunities for cultural education and tourism are linked to 

continued presence of Quandamooka Peoples on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and 

the recognition of their Native Title, which, as previously mentioned, are linked to 

islandness. Environmental tourism and education are also linked to islandness, to the 

uniqueness of the Island’s geography and position, and the diversity and distinctiveness of 

its ecology.  

Islandness, civil society, and social capital 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, as with many other Islands, had a high degree of 

social capital and a vibrant civil society. There are many community-based organisations, 

some quite formal and long lasting, such as the Amity Point Progress Association. Others 

are more ephemeral, forming and reforming, waxing and waning, goals changing and 

shifting, depending on the preferences and personalities of those involved. Others spring up 

around particular issues, and may or may not last beyond the lifetime of the issue in 

question. Of civil society, social capital and identity, the island studies literature suggests 

that high degrees of interconnectivity and formal and informal social capital are often seen 

on islands, as they can attract people who wish to be part of a strong community with a 

shared identity (Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2008). In addition to attracting a certain kind of 

person, the intimacy and boundedness of island spaces and places fosters knowability, 

familiarity, and social connectedness (Péron, 2004; Vannini & Taggart, 2013), and the 
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geographical boundedness of islands fosters a sense of distinctive island identity (Hay, 

2003b). This sense is certainly evident on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, which has a 

high degree of social interconnectivity, strong social networks and an active civil society, 

certainly within the townships and to an extent across the townships. Their isolation from 

other places has fostered a kind of insularity; even though there is a generally high level of 

interconnectivity with the mainland, the barges and ferries stop early in the evening, which 

means that the majority of leisure and social activities happen on the Island, amongst 

Islanders. Their separateness also means that the Island supports local shops and cafés, 

which are other important places where community work happens. Similarly, the water that 

both separates and connects the Island to the mainland (Harwood, 2011) brings Islanders 

together on the ferries and barges. The relative smallness of the population, combined with 

insularity, means that people are more known and knowable, which heightens connectivity 

and informal networks. The insularity, connectedness and cohesion islanders often 

experience is thought to contribute to their resilience and adaptability (Hay, 2006  

Overmyer, 2012). 

As such, when the issue of transition emerged, it was occurring in a place which not only 

had a range of strong, active organisations and networks in place through which 

participation, cooperation and resistance could be mobilised, but also in a place that has a 

strong history of effective community mobilisation around emergent issues. It was in a place 

where people knew each other, and where people had a high degree of connectivity 

heightened through the use of certain places, which meant that information (true or 

otherwise) would travel quickly throughout the community. When the decision to close 

sand mining was announced and the ETP introduced, various segments of the community 

rallied to involve themselves in the process, or to oppose it. Existing organisations — some 

of which may have influenced the decision — involved themselves in the transition process 

in varying ways. New organisations were formed, like SEDA and the Straddie Chamber of 

Commerce. These new organisations seemed to coalesce around existing, loose, informal 

associations of people; friends and acquaintances, people with known shared interests, and 

people who had worked on other projects or in other organisations together in the past. 

Some had a significant impact on the transition process; they insisted the government make 

the process more inclusive, they successfully pushed to broaden and redefine its scope, they 
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established advisory panels, and took on consultancies. Some mobilised to oppose the 

decision altogether, and used their networks to garner support for the continuation of 

mining and the campaign activities Sibelco was organising and/or financing. As such, the 

Island and its emotional geographies of community in (island) place and through (island) place 

were critical factors in the transition planning process, and influenced both the quality of the 

process itself and, should it have gone ahead as planned, would have been critically 

important in the implementation of transition activities.  

Islanders  

It is often assumed by mainlanders that island populations (and environments) are relatively 

homogeneous (Jackson, 2008). This is certainly not always the case; North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is quite a diverse place, home to people from a diverse range of 

backgrounds, with diverse interests, work histories, and education levels. Although the 

Island is on average poorer than the mainland, and with lower non-vocational educational 

outcomes, there are those — often (but not always) those who are self-employed, and/or 

semi- or entirely retired — who are highly educated and reasonably well off, who have 

professional expertise in a range of areas valuable to transition and to community 

development more broadly. Some such people got actively involved in transition activities, 

and it was hoped that more could be identified and recruited; “that’s why the community 

and social group are looking at doing the skills audit on the Island…particularly at Point 

Lookout, because of property prices, a lot of people who’ve bought in there are ex-

academics, ex-professional people, and they have an enormous skill base and for the Island 

to take advantage of that, we need to know who’s there and who’s prepared to share those 

skills” – I.2.1. Some of these people are currently employed in jobs that do not take 

particular advantage of their skills or education (see Chapter 5). This also holds true for the 

Island’s Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples; although many are impoverished, 

and although education outcomes are on average below what might be wished, there are 

also a number of highly educated people who have considerable experience working with 

State and Local Government and other actors, and who have a strong understanding of 

legislation, policy, and planning instruments; “The thing is this community is amazing. 

Somebody told me the other day that the community here, the greatest number of highly 

educated Indigenous people come from this community. Greatest number of PhDs, people 
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graduating with degrees, come from this community. So if [Native Title] is not going to 

work here, it’s not going to work anywhere, because they’ve got some very solid leaders 

within this community to steer them through” – I.5.5.  

In addition to formal qualifications, the Islanders also have a wealth of other forms of 

knowledge, such as local, traditional and Indigenous knowledges and knowledge systems 

that may support their resilience and aid in transition processes. As noted in the literature, 

islands are often home to diverse knowledge systems, and many have a long history of 

settlement, and thus a long history of successful adaptation to change (Campbell, 2009; Hay, 

2013a; Kelman & Khan, 2013). North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, with continuous 

settlement dating back tens of thousands of years, is a particularly strong example of this. As 

a result, although some capacity building is undoubtedly necessary, the Island already has a 

lot of talent, experience, a lot of people with a great deal of relevant knowledge, and people 

who are capable of being leaders, forming organisations, working with government, and 

getting things done — perhaps more so than similarly-sized towns elsewhere. 

Another important consideration is that living on an Island is a deliberate choice; even for 

those who are born there, remaining on the Island into adulthood requires taking on certain 

challenges and living with certain hardships. They have adopted what Gibbons described as 

a “voluntary identity” (Gibbons, 2010: 167); their love for the Island and island living 

attracted them to stay there, move there, or return there, and to be part of this, “voluntary 

community of islanders” (Gibbons, 2010: 168). This voluntary identity tends to be a strong 

one; islanders identify as islanders, where they are is a key part of who they are, and it is so 

powerful and intrinsic that island identity has been compared to ethnicity (Baldacchino, 

2005). The strength of this identity is linked to the boundedness, isolation, and sense of 

‘containment’ of islands (Fernandes & Pinho, 2013; Godenau, 2012; Hay, 2003b; Hay, 2006; 

Jackson, 2006). The majority of participants had made a deliberate choice to move to the 

Island, and in that deliberate choice is a foundation for shared identity. One participant 

suggested that it contributed to community’s ability to hold together; “Whether it’s just the 

small community thing, we know we’ve all got to live together and get on, so, and I guess 

it’s being mature enough to appreciate that hey, we’re all different, we come from all walks 

of life, it’s not like we were all brought up here, we’ve all come here from somewhere else, in 
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most cases” – I.5.3. The decision to move, or to remain, happened after weighing up the 

Island’s attractions with the tribulations of Island living. They made that choice, on the 

whole, because of deep affection for the Island and a strong regard for its community. They 

moved to and/or decided to remain on the Island because it offers them something they 

value that is not easily found elsewhere, like the astonishing landscape, the ocean, the bay, 

the bush, the climate, the fact that it is recognised Quandamooka country, longstanding 

familial connections and histories of childhood visits, the separateness, the tranquillity, the 

simplicity, the quality of the infrastructure and services, and the relative accessibility to the 

mainland and mainland facilities via frequent and reliable ferries and barges. When 

discussing the likelihood of an exodus from the Island when mining closes, one participant 

said; “I couldn’t get a car park at Home Beach this afternoon, everyone was going in there 

to walk their dogs and enjoy the sunset. There’s no ghost town going to happen. It’s just 

too, there’s too many nice things on Straddie, and there’s too many nice places. If there’s a 

ghost town, I’ll move in and buy some property there! [we laugh]” – I.4.3. These features are 

intrinsically linked to islandness, if not entirely determined by it; they are what people love 

about the place, and through this shared islander identity is established.  

In addition to having an identity linked to distinction, isolation and separateness, islanders 

have a particular understanding of what their separateness means. As described by 

Conkling (2007: 199) (see Chapter 3), the separateness of islandness can foster “lifeboat 

ethics”, where islanders are particularly conscious of communality, and how their wellbeing 

is linked to the wellbeing of everyone in the ‘boat’ with them, whether they like it or not. In 

addition, Conkling’s (2007) imagery also suggests a sense of being stranded, cut off, alone 

together in a vast ocean, with little hope of outside assistance — which means one has to be 

able to rely on those in the boat with you. Islands and islanders are separate and ‘out of 

sight’, and they may be easily forgotten by mainlanders and by their governments. Neglect 

may particularly occur when the island does not have its own local government, or even 

representatives in council (let alone higher levels of government) that are entirely their own. 

Islands often have a poorer standard of infrastructure and services than might be expected 

in a mainland town of similar size, given the added costs of servicing them (Watson, 1998). 

There is also often a tension between islands and mainlands, with powerlessness conferred 

upon them through unequal power relations, particularly with mainland cities (Baldacchino, 
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2010; Gillis, 2001; Jackson, 2008). This tension suggests why so many participants in this 

study expressed a degree of cynicism toward government (both the Bligh and Newman 

Governments), and their commitment, capacity and/or willingness to meaningfully assist the 

community. They tended to see them as more concerned with their own power, and using 

the Island for their own political purposes, than with actually working with the community 

and achieving positive outcomes; “I’d like to see them more focussed on the community 

project than the political party….we’re going to have a doozy of a time with political 

footballing, and we’ve seen it already” – I.2.2.  

Similarly, this perception may explain the undercurrent of resentfulness that some Islanders 

expressed towards mainlanders who they saw to be meddling in Island affairs that they 

knew little about; “We should be the only ones who can vote if we want the mines closed or 

not, and no one from over town or Cleveland or wherever, who’s got investment properties 

here, only locals here should be…asked if they want the mines closed or not” I.4.8. This 

distrust toward mainlanders — both those in government and those in civil society — may 

be at least in part explained, or justified, by the disregard they feel they have experienced in 

the past. Because of all this, Islanders are often accustomed to the idea that they need to be 

self-reliant and may consider themselves particularly self-sufficient or resilient (Vannini, 

2011); they cannot rely on help coming from the mainland, so if things need doing they may 

need to do them themselves. As one participant said; “...the government say they want to 

listen to the community but I think they’ve got their own agenda in most cases anyway…so 

that’s what we have been debating, do we just do it ourselves?” – I.4.5.  

Indeed, the Islanders of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah have a history of self-

organisation and of accomplishing things themselves. The Amity Point Progress Association 

which built infrastructure and facilities in Amity is a prime example of this, as is SIMO, who 

successfully rallied against the bridge proposal in the 1970s and since then have been 

involved in overseeing mining activities and pressuring them into better environmental 

performance (see Chapter 5 for other examples). There was also some indication from 

participants that transition initiatives would have to be Island-grown if they were to be 

successful; “And it’s [pause], nothing externally driven ever happens. I mean we see a 

constant reiteration of the same materials that communities put up. And realistically every 
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few years you get to tick something off that finally gets a guernsey, just because it’s been 

there so persistently…any of the ideas that have a high level of agreement within the 

community, the so-called ‘no brainers’, they tend to eventually get up” – I.5.2; and, 

“…people have got to realise that you can’t just thrust progress into a small place like this, 

it’s got to grow itself…you can’t just push tourism, or push another industry, I think it has 

to evolve in its own good time, and then it’s more robust, I believe, and healthier” – I.4.5. 

Given the stated importance and strength of islander identity in the island studies literature, 

supported by the stories of the participants in this research, I posit that there is a certain 

power found in the willing adoption of the voluntary Islander identity and all that it entails. 

Island living can foster a sense of independence and self-reliance, even if this results from 

the hardships of island life, like tense relationships with the mainland and with 

mainlanders, or a sense of neglect or inequity. People did not move to the Island because it 

was an easy choice to make, therefore they may not decide to give up and leave because of 

emerging difficulties. They have a high degree of affection for the Island and its community 

— indeed, this seems to be one thing at least that all Islanders share — and this affection can 

and has mobilised action. Because of their affection and the effect of islandness on identity, 

they may be more likely to stay in place and work for transition, and build on transition 

activities in place, something considered key for effective post-mining transitions (Lorch, 

Johnston, & Challen, 2004). As one participant reflected; “I think that we’re a pretty resilient 

bunch, and I reckon that when people’s backs are to the wall they’ll go get off their bums 

and do something…[NO: what do you think the characteristics of the community [are that] 

make it resilient?] Well [pause], deciding, probably why you’re living on an island in the 

first place, and accepting that you are living on an island so things are really different, and 

loving the place even for that…it’s really hard to put into words…it’s really hard, when 

you’re on the inside, to actually put into words what holds us together” – I.4.5. 

Islandness as a constraint 

Islandness does not only shape transition in positive ways. As is highlighted in the 

literature, islandness is often though to confer a degree of vulnerability and may lessen 

adaptability (Baldacchino, 2013; Campbell, 2009; Hay, 2003a; Kelman, 2007; Kelman & Khan, 
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2013; Peterson, 2011; Sharpley, 2012). It is important not to assume vulnerability, or equate 

islandness with vulnerability (Hay, 2013a; Kelman & Khan, 2013), but in the case of North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah there are some features of islandness that confer a set of 

limitations, and difficulties intrinsically linked to place that shape and constrain options 

available for a post-mining island economy.  

Islander–mainlander tensions 

There are limitations to tourism and tensions surrounding it, some of which are shaped by 

islandness and islander–mainlander tensions. Island tourism, by its very nature, 

commodifies islandness and island communities (Gibbons, 2010), and demands certain 

sacrifices and tolerances from islanders. To an extent island tourism depends on the 

romantic narratives of islands that pervade Western, mainlander imaginaries, and although 

islanders may well resent how this romanticism erases their troubles and their lived 

experiences, they may have to play up to those mainlander narratives to support the 

industry (Gibbons, 2010). 

The current disruptiveness of the tourism industry is a limitation, in that it undermines 

public support for the expansion of tourism, and places an unacceptable degree of pressure 

on the Island’s environment, services and infrastructure. Participants spoke with concern 

and dismay of the damage done by tourists to island ecosystems (see Chapters 4 & 6), and 

the degree of damage done is heightened by islandness both because of the way activities 

are contained and concentrated in certain areas (Cave & Brown, 2012), and because of the 

uniqueness of island environments. Given the interconnectedness of island environments 

and landscapes and identities, the damage tourism can cause represents a threat to islander 

identities (Bożętka, 2013). The pressure on infrastructure and use of resources was also an 

issue (see Chapter 4), as was the issue of who pays; “There should be proper charging for 

water…if somebody is renting a place out for tourists, they should be paying the proper 

amounts. I mean, it sticks in the craw that the water bill that somebody in the house across 

the road that has five trucks there, full of tourists, pays the same as me” – I.8.4. Indeed, 

water was a particular sore point between islander-mainlander relations, given that the 

mainland takes so much of their water; “we’d like to see a lot less water pumped off to 

town, because they’re probably doing more harm to the environment than the mining 
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company is” – I.4.3; and, “we had the water issues on the Island, before the drought had 

finally broken, and they were talking about pumping more water off the Island, which was 

a hugely controversial proposal, not just for the environment but for so many different 

reasons” – I.5.5. The fact that so much water is being taken from the Island, and used by 

tourists without them paying what is thought to be fair, illustrates a point of tension 

between Islanders and the mainland. Redland City Council and those who profit the most 

from tourism — who many participants characterised as mainlanders, not Islanders — are 

depleting resources and are not seen to be paying their fair share, and Islanders have little 

ability to address the disparity.  

As has been mentioned in Chapter 4, islandness bears some degree of influence over the 

mindset and behaviour of tourists. Islandness offers a sense of distance and separation from 

mainland life and mainland expectations and culture (Cave & Brown, 2012; Jackson, 2008; 

Sufrauj, 2011). The separation is part of the appeal of the Island for tourists and Islanders 

alike, but for tourists, who are not connected to the community or in touch with Islander 

norms, this sense of freedom derived from separateness can result in them treating the 

Island and the community with disregard and disrespect (see Chapter 4). This attitude is a 

difficult thing to redress as it stems from tropes about islands as places of ‘letting loose’ and 

of lawlessness (Bockrath, 2003) that are deeply embedded in Western culture and are 

reinforced by the very geography of the Island, with water separating them from the ‘real 

world’.  

Another key point of tension here is the issue of housing affordability and the displacement 

of residents for holiday houses and tourists (see Chapter 4). Through increasing property 

prices and increasing rates — “it’s now starting to occur at Amity, and it’s been occurring 

for a long time at the Point, and that is the pushing up of housing prices and all the 

associated costs, rates. Rates here are incredibly high…the effect of that is, it pushed out a 

lot of people who bought here, built here, to come and retire” – I.8.4 — locals are finding it 

difficult, if not impossible to buy or even rent a house (particularly in Point Lookout and 

Amity), and even people who want to move to the Island are finding it more difficult. This 

process of gentrification and displacement is often seen on islands as wealthy (or wealthier) 

mainlanders who are attracted to islandness and island communities buy holiday homes or 



258 

 

permanently relocate (Hay, 2006; Jackson, 2006; Marjavaara, 2007). Some of the proposals to 

aid transition — like improved telecommunications infrastructure — may actually 

exacerbate this trend (Jackson, 2006); the infrastructure aimed at helping islanders establish 

online businesses or allowing them to telecommute may have the effect of enabling more 

mainlanders to move to the Island, and hasten gentrification.  

Water, isolation and islandness 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah is both isolated by and connected to the mainland by 

water. An awareness of being encircled and bounded by water is thought to be one of, if not 

the defining features of islandness (Gillis & Lowenthal, 2007; Hay, 2013b; Jackson, 2008; 

Sharpley, 2012), and when travelling between the island and the mainland requires travel by 

boat, the difference and distinction of islands from mainlands is maintained and emphasised 

(Vannini, 2011). As Gillis and Lowenthal (2007: iii) argue, “the journey over water remains a 

distinctive experience”. The bay separating North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah from the 

mainland is, as discussed above, part of what makes the Island a special and valued place, 

however it also presents a number of particular difficulties and constraints.  

Commuting into the nearby cities for work (or to access services) requires that this barrier be 

traversed, demands the use of particular infrastructure, and disallows independent travel. 

Certainly people do it, but as the ferries and barges only operate during certain hours there 

are constraints around shift work, overtime, and even the sort of work that can be taken on. 

Commuting is also difficult for primary caregivers (who are generally women), and both the 

distance and the water travel create particular concerns (as discussed in Chapter 5). 

Commuting also places pressure on parking, both around the terminals at Dunwich and in 

Cleveland. Some commuting Islanders leave a car at Cleveland so that they can drive to 

their mainland workplace without the prohibitive cost of shuttling a car back and forth from 

the Island to the mainland every day; “they have their cars at the other side” – I.5.7; and a 

rise in commuting may see a rise in this activity. Also important to note is that commuting 

lessens the amount of time available for on-Island socialising and getting involved in 

community organisations; “commuting, you just don’t have time” – I.4.7. If more of the 

workforce has to commute everyday this could have flow on impacts for civil society. If 

commuting were made easier — should ferry services run later in the evening, for example 
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— this might increase employment options for Islanders, but may also diminish islandness, 

contribute to the gentrification process (as discussed above) and turn North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah into another dormitory suburb for Brisbane and/or the Gold Coast (Gillis, 

2001; Jackson, 2008). 

As predicted in the island studies literature (Baldacchino, 2006b; Cave & Brown, 2012), 

many small businesses face higher operating costs on the Island than they would on the 

mainland; “The position of the Island’s a problem — I mean, it costs more to do things out 

here” – I.2.2. Wholesaling costs are higher, as are freight, postage (see Chapter 7), and travel 

costs. As such businesses producing products, such as Island-sourced and/or branded 

produce, face increased costs and may have to charge a premium to cover them.  

People working from home, either telecommuting or running their own businesses from 

home, are also limited by the telecommunications infrastructure on the Island. In 2011 it was 

announced that North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, along with other Moreton Bay 

Islands, were on the priority list for the National Broadband Network (NBN), which was 

thought to provide support for the expansion of telecommuting in the post-mining economy 

(Kerr, 2011). However, the roll out of the NBN — including timeframes and coverage types 

— is being altered by the Federal Government who were elected in 2013. Currently it is 

unknown when the Island will be connected to the NBN, what areas will be serviced, and 

what type of infrastructure will be available. As previously noted, although improvements 

in this area may enable certain economic activities it may also exacerbate gentrification 

(Jackson, 2006).  

The Education Island report identified that a significant barrier for residents in accessing 

education and training is islandness and isolation — or in their words, the “costs and time 

associated with transport and accommodation” (Guille et al., 2011: 20). Travel is subsidised 

for high school students, but VET students, apprentices, and others are required to pay. 

Given the last ferry departs Cleveland on the mainland at 6:25pm (with an extra ferry and an 

8pm barge on Fridays), attending evening classes on the mainland would require that 

students find accommodation, which significantly increases the costs and time commitment 

associated with education (Guille et al., 2011). If the students also have caring 
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responsibilities it becomes even more difficult to access education and training opportunities 

(Guille et al., 2011).  

Although islandness is also very important for tourism, distance and isolation are also 

limiting factor; “Tourism…most people see it as the no-brainer, you know this is a really 

great place, surely tourism can be picked up…you talk to people that know their business, 

and they come here and go, ‘look, you’ve got, tourism’s all about small business, you’ve got 

some small businesses you can make a bit more dough out of those, but the reality is…you 

don’t have to be worried about turning into the Gold Coast, because it’s expensive to get 

here…there’s a whole bunch of constraints here’” – I.5.2. In addition to the added cost of 

travel — particularly travelling with a car — to a very real extent tourism is constrained by 

barge and ferry operational decisions. This issue came to the fore during Easter in 2012, not 

long after the water transport operators merged into a single entity. As mentioned in 

Chapter 6, they had moved one or two of their vehicle barges to another one of their 

Queensland routes. This move resulted in a significant reduction in services, and “people are 

getting left behind…even though they’ve booked”– I.4.9. The reduction was a problem for 

Islanders, but also presented problems for the tourism industry as, “people were booking 

holidays for Easter, booking the barges over, but they couldn’t get back, so then they’ve been 

cancelling bookings” – I.4.5; and, “there’ve been incredible difficulties in people getting to 

and from the Island…at Easter, a few people came early, and then when they wanted to go 

home…they couldn’t get a booking to go home, and there’s all these stories of people who 

had to go back and then come back a week later and get their cars…because they couldn’t 

get onto the barges” – I.5.1. This limits the viability of the Island as a tourist destination, as 

to a large extent it is reliant on a sole operator to bring people to and from the Island and 

that sole operator may change their timetables and services based on factors beyond local 

and tourist demand.  

However, as suggested above, improvements in connectivity (even without going so far as 

constructing a bridge linking the mainland to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah), could 

undermine islandness. McCabe (2001) argued that telecommunications networks and 

regular ferries constitute ‘fixed links’, and fixed links are thought by many to diminish 

islandness and undermine or disrupt islander identities (Baldacchino, 2004; McCabe, 2001; 
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Watson, 1998). Improved connectivity with the mainland through improvements in 

telecommunications or more frequent ferry and barge services may diminish isolation, offer 

improved economic and education choices for islanders, and facilitate tourism, but they may 

also diminish the distinctiveness and insularity, quietness and separateness that are valued 

by Islanders and tourists alike. Some of the transition initiatives, then, may represent an 

ontological threat to North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah’s islandness and to Islander 

identities by seeking to facilitate closer links to the mainland.  

The ‘dark side’ of Island community and emotional geographies 

I will only briefly flag this issue here, as it will be discussed further in the following chapter, 

but the intimacy and insularity of Island life and the strength of social networks and 

relationships has a ‘dark side’. As stated in the literature on islands and on social capital 

generally, connectedness and strong local ties can, if out of balance, foster harmful degree of 

insularity, parochialism, even xenophobia (Larner, 2012; Williams, 2010; Wynne, 2007). On 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, the interconnectedness had the result of heightening 

the visibility of difference and conflict. Proponents of certain perspectives were often well 

known to the community — even if they had never met, people knew them by sight, and 

even knew where they lived. At the request of participants who spoke to me about this I will 

not get into specifics, but some people experienced harassment and abuse on the basis of 

their support for a particular perspective. Another impact of insularity — less serious, but 

more pervasive — is how the Island’s informal networks and community places were used 

to spread misinformation. There was a considerable amount of inaccurate information in 

circulation, generally about the likely impacts of mine closure. Pervasive misinformation 

had the effect of heightening fears and anxiety around the issue, and the misinformation 

proved very difficult to effectively challenge and debunk.  

Discussion and conclusion 

The case study of the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah planned mine closure, land use 

change and Economic Transition Process demonstrates the importance of emotional 

geographies in shaping transition planning processes. Place, attachments to place and 

community, and the interrelationships and co-constitution of these factors materially shaped 
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not only Islanders’ lived experiences of the transition process, but the also the ways in which 

they participated in and changed that process and their attitudes toward change in general. 

Participants discussed how mining had shaped their emotional geographies; sometimes they 

spoke of positive contributions, such as the development of their community and services, 

and keeping their friends and family close to them by providing employment. They also 

reported on how mining can be perceived as a blight on the Island’s place, community and 

environments. The emotions the mine and its marks on the landscape evoke are diverse, and 

are shaped by other relationships, attachments, histories, places and emotions. As such, the 

attitudes around mining and its future on the Island were deeply personal and shaped by 

these social and spatial relationships.  

It appeared to many Islanders that the Bligh Government’s approach to the closure decision 

and NSIPSA (2011) did not demonstrate an awareness of the complexities of Island life and 

transitioning the Island economy, suggesting the kind of tension between the Island and 

mainland often discussed by island studies scholars. The way many Islanders interpreted 

and described the actions of the Bligh Government — particularly regarding the way the 

closure decision was initially made — evoked the idea of the dominating mainland and 

subjugated island, as discussed in the literature (see Baldacchino, 2010; Gillis, 2001; Jackson, 

2008; Royle, 2010). Many felt as though they had been marginalised from decision making 

processes and rendered powerless in the shaping of their own futures by the actions of the 

Bligh Government, and this fundamentally affected the success of the ETP. Participants 

reported that the Bligh Government ignored the advice of the Island ALP branch members, 

who had advised them that the closure decision needed to be made collaboratively, 

inclusively, and in a way that respected and centred the diverse perspectives, interests and 

attachments of Islanders. The sense of a lack of collaboration or engagement that 

characterised Islander accounts of the decision making process played into other narratives 

of island marginality and powerlessness, and may have lent credibility to claims that it was 

mainland ‘greenies’ pulling the strings. It also may have made some Islanders more inclined 

to support Sibelco’s campaign against the closure decision.  

As discussed in Chapter 7 participants reported that early iterations of the ETP also failed to 

be collaborative or engage with the Islanders’ local knowledges. External consultants were 
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brought in and the scope was not in line with the wishes and interests of Islanders. Again, 

this exclusion perpetuated the sense of Islanders being marginalised from and by mainland 

government processes, and suggested a lack of understanding of the Island, its emotional 

geographies, context and community, as well as a lack of respect for other ways of knowing. 

External, mainland expertise was centred, rather than local knowledges; although the 

privileging of outside, ‘expert’ knowledge is not uncommon in planning practice, here it 

coincided with islandness and an existing sense of being marginalised and exploited by 

mainlanders. Prior to the closure decision there were a range of points of tension between 

Islanders and mainlanders, including over the pumping of Island water to the mainland, the 

behaviour of tourists, and the displacement caused by wealthy mainlanders who owned 

(multiple) holiday homes. In addition, as emotional geographies of islandness are also often 

defined by a sense of difference and distinction from mainlands, mainland experts may be 

considered particularly ill-equipped to understand islands.  

Islanders pushed back against the centring of mainland consultants and expertise and had 

some success. As discussed, given their strong history of collective organisation, the strength 

of their civil society, and their strong social networks and connectivity, they were able to 

mobilise and change the process. They established a reference group and advisory panels, 

formed new organisations to contribute to the process, took on consultancies, conducted 

research and engagement, and delivered recommendations based on local, situated, 

contextual knowledge. They also expanded the scope of the transition planning process. 

Demonstrating a kind of “lifeboat ethics” (Conkling, 2007: 199), concerns about injustice, 

inequity and oppression emerged and stretched the boundaries of the transition process. 

The persistent disadvantage — particularly of Quandamooka Peoples and other Indigenous 

Islanders — became a key concern in the transition process. It was argued that economic 

development alone could not be counted on to address Indigenous disadvantage and 

inequality, as the failure of 60-plus years of the mining industry on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah attests to. Islanders organised to insist that the transition planning 

process would consider these failures and seek ways to address them and improve equity on 

the Island. The ability of Islanders to mobilise and involve themselves in and change this 

process — factors which were shaped at least in part by islandness — materially contributed 
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to the quality of the ETP, and would undoubtedly be critical for the ultimate success of any 

transition initiatives. 

Although Islanders were able to change the process to some degree, their influence was 

limited. As we have heard, some of their recommendations were removed or toned down 

before being included in official ETP documents, to protect or appease powerful interests. 

The process itself was constrained and rushed due to the political cycle, which limited the 

scope for research and engagement, and no final report was released. And after the election 

of the Newman Government the ETT was dismantled, and the ETP discontinued. Although 

members of the reference group and the advisory panels were trying to keep the process 

going, without cooperation from the State Government the scope of actions they can take is 

limited. Given that the Newman Government supports the continuation of mining it may be 

particularly difficult to mobilise the kind of support from the community for initiatives they 

could undertake cooperatively and independently. 

Islandness was a critical factor in shaping people’s understandings of the way their 

community would be affected by the closure of mining, both positively and negatively. 

Being constrained, limited, even ‘stuck’ featured in some participants’ stories about how the 

loss of mining would affect them and people important to them — “if we were to decide to 

go move somewhere else, we couldn’t really” – I.4.7 — invoking the trope of islands as being 

places of imprisonment. For those who envisioned having to leave, the pain, fear and sense 

of loss was perhaps heightened both by the importance of Islander identity to people who 

voluntarily adopt it, and also how a relatively small move in terms of distance, is made 

much more significant and drastic because of the water. When a person living in a mainland 

city relocates approximately 12 km (the distance from the Island to Cleveland) or even 

approximately 40 km (the distance from the Island to Brisbane), they are leaving their 

neighbourhood but may well be remaining in their city, in an emotional and geographical 

landscape they are familiar with, and may be able to retain at least some place-based 

connections. Many of their emotional attachments to place and community may stay intact 

and remain part of their daily lived experience. In leaving the Island, however, the water 

adds to the distance, and the difference in culture and lifestyle between the Island and the 

mainland (itself a feature of islandness) makes the change more stark. In this way, the 
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emotional geographies of islandness are less elastic and more firmly bounded than those of 

the mainland. 

As such, the case study of the planned mine closure, NSIPSA (2011) and the ETP highlight 

the importance of understanding emotional geographies when planning for transition. 

Connections to place, history and context, the constitution of identity and community, the 

strength and capacities of civil society, levels of social capital and interconnectedness, hopes 

people hold for the future, relationships with other spaces and places, presence of and 

relations to structural power, the assets and limitations belonging to place and the 

community — all these factors and more are critical considerations in transition. As such, 

understanding them should be centred in any transition planning process. They can only be 

understood, however, if the local, contextual, and situated are valued and centred, and if the 

relationships and co-constitution of place, community, identity and emotion are explored. In 

this particular case emotional geographies were very prominently influenced by islandness; 

in other places other constructions and meanings of landscapes will be in play.  

There is another central consideration for transition planning, one so complex, important 

and central to the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah story that I devote the next chapter 

to it entirely. This is how change — be it mine closure or other events that demand some 

kind of dramatic change, adaptation or transition — can exacerbate existing divisions within 

communities and create new ones, and how transition may cause serious damage to 

community, civil society, and collective identities. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Collective Trauma 

Introduction 

As discussed in the previous chapter, on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah community, 

civil society, and social capital were important channels through which post-mining 

transition activities were mobilised, as is consistent with the literature (Bergman et al., 2010; 

Hale, 2010; Lorch, Johnston, & Challen, 2004; Preston et al., 2009; Veiga, Scoble, & 

McAllister, 2001). However, over the course of this research I became troubled by three 

unanticipated issues: the degree of interpersonal conflict many participants recounted; the 

impact that this conflict had on the formal and informal social structures much of the 

literature suggests is critical for resilience, adaptation and transition; and the number of 

contradictions in accounts, particularly in identifying the ‘causes’ of things. Not only did 

participants contradict each other, which is perhaps to be expected, they also sometimes 

contradicted themselves. I sensed that these conflicts, and the pain and damage participants 

reported, were fundamentally important to understanding lived experiences of transition, 

however I struggled to conceptualise how the conflict was constructed, how it intersected 

and built on existing conflicts and divisions (such as the mainlander–islander tension 

discussed in the previous chapter). The degree of the damage seemed to go beyond personal 

pain and grief, and was operating on another scale altogether.  

In late 2012 after the bulk of my fieldwork was completed I reflected on these issues in a 

presentation at the Creative Communities 3 Conference, framed as a discussion about the 

importance of shared stories in transition planning, and about how the divisions in the 

community seemed to run deeper than disagreements over a government policy and how 

this was affecting transition planning. A conference participant approached me afterwards 

and suggested that the literature on ‘cultural trauma’63 might help me conceptualise the 

                                                      
63 ‘Collective trauma’ and ‘cultural trauma’ seem to be used interchangeably in the literature. Authors 

writing on one may cite sources using the other for definitions and foundational concepts, and it 

seems that the term selected for given research seems to depend on the author’s preference, and/or 
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issues I was discussing, and they were right. The reason why I introduce this new theory 

here, rather than discussing it in Chapter 3, is because I wish to do justice to the fact that this 

idea emerged organically from participants’ stories and my struggle to understand them and 

the factors shaping them. I do not want to imply that I embarked on my research under the 

assumption that Islanders were experiencing collective trauma, or that I was hoping to 

apply collective trauma theory in an innovative way. Rather, this chapter should be 

understood for what it is; an important example of how adopting a phenomenological 

approach of ‘wonder’, and using participant-led methodologies such as storytelling can lead 

the researcher to new bodies of theory and research and require them to expand their 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks. 

Although collective trauma was new to me it is consistent with critical realism and 

phenomenology, particularly given the way its proponents construct events as having 

multiple causal factors, consider structural power64 and its effect on lived experiences, and 

explore how ‘imagined’ phenomena can have an impact on the actual (which will be 

explained in some depth below). Critical realism urges scholars to explore the structures that 

                                                                                                                                                                     
what seems most appropriate for the case study in question. I use the term ‘collective trauma’ 

throughout this work because residents of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah are more accurately 

described as a ‘collective’ than a cultural group, with the exception of the Quandamooka Peoples and 

the trauma they experienced as a result of colonialism. However, for purposes of clarity, I refer to 

‘collective’ trauma throughout.  
64 In this chapter I refer to ‘structural power’; there are two entities at work in this case study that can 

be thought to have power at a structural level, namely the Queensland State Government and Sibelco. 

Sibelco’s power stems from capital, from their leases and the rights these give them to use and to 

control access to land. The power of the State Government is more complex; there are several theories 

exploring the State and the origins and exercise of its power. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

consider these theories – for such a discussion, see Howlett (2007). In practice, and in this particular 

context, its power is exercised through legislation, the ability to grant or refuse mining leases and 

influence other land uses, its position in Native Title and ILUA negotiations, and from their power to 

give or withhold resources for transition planning (and other community development) activities. 

There is also a relationship between the state and capital; the State Government receives royalties 

from mining, and states have facilitated capitalism and globalisation (Howlett, 2007:77-78).  

In this context, Sibelco had far more capital to deploy in this campaign than the Bligh Government 

could, and the benefit of single-mindedness. The Bligh Government could not match their resources, 

particularly in terms of advertising, campaigning, and creating a narrative, and their resources, 

attention and staff have priorities in addition to the North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah sand mining 

and transition issue. Sibelco also drew from the power and position enjoyed by mining companies in 

a country increasingly trending toward neoliberalism, with diminishing support for government 

spending and environmental regulations in many segments of the community. Sibelco’s structural 

power has arguably also been scaffolded by the recent trend in Australia away from unionisation. 
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shape the transitive dimension of knowledge, centring the partial and situated nature of that 

knowledge. In doing so, we can take as the object of our research “the social distortion of 

knowledge” (Potter & López, 2001: 14); that is, we can explore the ways in which those 

partial and situated perspectives and knowledges are constructed via social relations and 

power structures. In addition, critical realists also espouse a non-linear model of causal 

relationships (New, 2005; Oladele et al., 2013), and posit that phenomena may be shaped by 

multiple, social, spatial, temporal, relational and structural causal mechanisms. As such, 

critical realism provides a means to explore contradictions in accounts, diverse and complex 

causal mechanisms; to account for how perspectives are shaped by identity positions, 

relationships to structural power and — drawing from emotional geographies — place and 

community; and to consider how some perspectives achieve dominance over others. 

Collective trauma is also strongly related to emotional geographies, as many collective 

trauma theorists use case studies grounded in place, such as localised disasters.65  

In this chapter, I will give an overview of the literature on collective trauma and explain its 

characteristics. I then explore the manifestations of collective trauma on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, beginning with colonisation. I explore how collective trauma was 

constructed and how it shaped the lived experiences of Islanders, the damage of it, and 

consider the implications of collective trauma for transition planning processes. In doing so, 

this chapter contributes to research aims 1, 2 and 3.  

Introduction to collective trauma 

The notion of emotional or psychological ‘trauma’ at the individual scale is a familiar one; 

grounded in psychology, it has entered common parlance. Recently, it has been suggested 

that trauma may not solely be an individual phenomenon; rather, collectivities at all scales 

— from small, local, geographically bound communities to nations and entire cultures — 

may be capable of sustaining a kind of damage at the scale of collectivity, distinct from the 

damage experienced by individuals (Alexander, 2004b; Erikson, 1995). This kind of damage, 

known as ‘collective’ or ‘cultural’ trauma, is damage done to the social bonds, relationships 

                                                      
65This is particularly evident in the body of work on the Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) outbreak in 

Cumbria (Convery et al., 2005; Convery et al., 2008). 
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and shared identities that bind people together and that create ‘community’; it is damage 

done to the ‘collectivity’ as an entity (Erikson, 1995; Krieg, 2009). The literature on collective 

trauma focusses on trauma constructed and experienced at a larger-than-individual scale, 

traumas shared through shared identities and/or a shared sense of belonging to the same 

community or place, ranging from the local, geographically defined community to traumas 

linked to national and ethnic identities. Studies of collective trauma form a relatively new 

field, and although the concept can be traced back to the book In The Wake of The Flood by Kai 

Erikson (Erikson, 1979) most of the work in it has — much like emotional geographies — 

emerged since the early 2000s. 

A central premise of collective trauma theory is that collectivities exist, and that the bonds 

that knit groups together can be damaged in ways distinct from the damage done to 

individuals (Erikson, 1995). Put another way, collective trauma theory contends that the 

social institutions, structures and relationships that create cohesive groups and shared 

identities and meanings can, in and of themselves, be subject to trauma (Audergon, 2004; 

Eyerman, 2004). This characteristic was, perhaps, best articulated by Erikson (2008: xii), who 

stated that trauma at the individual level may be understood as, “damage to the tissues of 

the human mind and to the tissues of the human body”, that certain events “can also do 

serious damage to what I might call the ‘tissues’ of the community of which the victims are a 

part”, and this is “quite independent of the damage done to individual persons”. Collective 

traumas can only occur when there is a relatively cohesive community; a group of people 

with a strong, shared sense of identity (Penetrante, 2010). Without these features there are no 

community ‘tissues’ to be harmed and no social fabric to be damaged.  

In addition to damaging the social bonds of community, collective trauma can result in a 

loss of faith or confidence in wider social and political systems and institutions, and an 

overall sense of social instability (Aarelaid-Tart, 2006; Erikson, 1995; Picou, 2009; 

Somasundaram, 2003; Sztompka, 2004). Where trauma has far reaching impacts, this loss of 

community, social structures and institutions makes it much more difficult for people to 

cope with trauma at an individual scale — in no small part because the community is not in 

a position to rally around and support them, and those social avenues for giving support 

(such as civil society organisations and social networks) have been damaged or lost 
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(Abramowitz, 2005; Krieg, 2009; Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012; Ritchie, 2012). For 

example, one study found that collective trauma decreased the likelihood of people in need 

receiving support, both from within the affected community and without (Jorden, Matheson, 

& Anisman, 2009).  

Collective traumas can result in a disconnection from place and a loss of a sense of 

belonging (Dekel & Tuval-Mashiach, 2012; Krieg, 2009), and can have a complex effect on 

collective identities (notably, though not exclusively, those identities that are linked to 

place). They can destabilise, even destroy shared identities, become intrinsically part of 

them, and create new ones (Convery et al., 2008; Smelser, 2004a). As such, collective traumas 

can both damage and catalyse or create communities (Convery et al., 2008; Erikson, 1995; 

Giesen, 2004; Vertzberger, 1997). 

Collective trauma may be a result of (as well as a cause of) the disruption of shared 

identities; Erikson (2008: xiv) argued that collective traumas can occur, “when fault-lines 

open up across the community that the people who live there were not aware of”. All of a 

sudden differences that had previously seemed to be of little consequence, or were even 

invisible, can become divisions or fractures dividing a previously cohesive group, leading to 

fragmented, factionalised communities (Erikson, 1995; Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012). 

Such factionalisation impedes recovery (Ritchie, 2012), and by extension, their ability to 

effectively transition in response to a traumagenic66 change. An example of lost cohesion and 

division occurred in Cumbria during the FMD outbreak, where some people were classified 

as ‘dirty’ and others ‘clean’, some experienced extreme losses, and others were relatively 

unscathed (Convery et al., 2008). These designations and the management regimes around 

them damaged relationships between neighbours within communities, and people were 

physically isolated from each other in ways that had ongoing ramifications for relationships 

and community (Convery et al., 2008). This isolation also affected “the ability of 

communities to ‘pull together’” to deal with the issue (Convery et al., 2008: 108). Damage to 

                                                      
66 ‘Traumagenic’ is a term used in academic and non-academic writing on trauma (particularly in the 

context of post-traumatic stress disorder and sexual abuse), which refers to factors or dynamics that 

are imbued with, or can cause or exacerbate, trauma. As the collective trauma literature suggests that 

events in and of themselves are not ‘traumatic’, but rather it is the way they are constructed, 

experienced and imbued with meaning that leads to trauma, I use the term here to describe events, 

factors or dynamics that carry the potential to cause trauma when combined with other factors. 
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relationships amongst neighbours, friends, and family members is a feature of collective 

traumas, and one which makes it difficult to mobilise responses (Ritchie, 2012).  

That said, collective trauma may become an intrinsic part of a shared identity. Collective 

traumas are shared experiences; meanings and experiences of the trauma come about 

through social interaction, representations, and conflict (Sztompka, 2004). They comprise 

shared moods that shape how a community feels, distinct from the moods of individuals 

within that group (Audergon, 2004; Erikson, 1995). Convery et al. (2008: 109) noted that 

“disastrous events…may simultaneously act as a blow to the basic tissues of social life that 

damages the bonds attaching people together” — collective trauma — “but this may also 

create community, since shared trauma can serve as a source of 

communality…Extraordinary events thus become anchored in and interconnected to 

everyday places in people’s lives”. The shared experiences, shared emotions, shared 

relationships, as well as the sense of being marked as different can all create a sense of 

community, kinship, and shared identity (Convery et al., 2008; Erikson, 1995). It is not that 

the trauma strengthens the tissues of community, per se, but that “the shared experience 

becomes almost like a common culture, a source of kinship” (Erikson, 1995: 190). And it is 

not simply one or the other; Convery et al. (2008) noted that both happened within their case 

study. Those who experience trauma may start to understand their own collective identity in 

terms of that trauma, whereas people who did not experience the trauma become ‘outsiders’ 

— people who just cannot understand and cannot share that identity, even if they once did 

(Convery et al., 2008; Erikson, 1995; Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012; Smelser, 2004a). 

Collective traumas are characterised by a shifting and complex temporal dimension, in that 

people who experience the trauma may begin to mark time by it, with certain things 

belonging to before the event, and others after (Erikson, 2008). The spatial, environmental, 

social, economic, political, historical contexts of traumagenic events shape future traumas 

(Abramowitz, 2005) — the stories and histories that formed part of the collective identity of 

the group will shape their reactions and responses to future events, and it is possible for past 

conflicts to become “reengaged” (Ainslie & Brabeck, 2003: 47). As Ainslie and Brabeck (2003: 

47) argued, emotions and experience “that are a part of those past grievances and injustices 

become fused with the present circumstances in ways that can be quite destructive”. Trauma 
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can persist across generations (Denham, 2008; Kellermann, 2007; O'Loughlin, 2009) and it 

can also be cumulative (Brokenleg, 2012). Should an event be long and drawn out, continued 

or repeated exposure is likely to add to trauma (Convery et al., 2008). The ongoing, non-

linear shape of trauma means that it cannot be readily relegated to the past, and this is part 

of what makes an event traumatic, the “sense that the past, the present and the future are all 

implicated or affected somehow by what has happened” (Convery et al., 2008: 1). Non-

linearity may then contribute to the kind of ‘foreshadowing’ I discussed in Chapter 8, where 

the “already told” futures (Pedersen, 2009: 393) affected by trauma influence experiences of 

and stories told about the present and the past. This particular time-scape belongs to the 

collectivity, and becomes another mechanism marking difference between those who 

experience a trauma and those who did not is marked (Erikson, 2008).  

Many of the case studies collective trauma has been applied to are so devastating that my 

own case study — the closing of mines in a small island community — may seem a trivial 

and perhaps even unfair application of this theory. Cultural and collective trauma theories 

have been applied in cases of school shootings (Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012), the 

Holocaust (Alexander, 2004a; Giesen, 2004), colonialism (Howitt, Havnen, & Veland, 2012; 

Krieg, 2009), terrorism (Holman & Silver, 2011; Poulin et al., 2009; Smelser, 2004b), natural 

disasters resulting in widespread death, destruction and displacement (David, 2008; Dekel & 

Tuval-Mashiach, 2012; Erikson, 1979), and groups dealing with the impacts of war, 

displacement and resettlement (Audergon, 2004; Jorden, Matheson, & Anisman, 2009; 

Karenian et al., 2011; Somasundaram, 2010). However, I am not drawing equivalencies here, 

or suggesting that the trauma in my case study is commensurate to others. Rather, I content 

that this work on collective trauma may be applicable in understanding community-based 

transition processes — particularly the interactions among civil society, social capital, 

identity, and change — both in response to larger-scale disasters and to less devastating but 

still traumatic change; particularly, albeit not exclusively, in places where there has been a 

history of collective trauma such as colonialism, as is the case on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah. A key component of cultural and collective trauma theory is the idea 

that events alone do not constitute trauma — the creation of a collective trauma is complex, 

and ultimately socially (and, drawing from emotional geographies and island studies, 

spatially) constructed, and events do not have to cause widespread casualties or extensive 
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material loss (Convery et al., 2008; Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012) to be a disastrous 

event that leads to trauma. Ritchie (2012) and Picou (2009), for example, both studied the 

impact of the Exxon oil spill — a massive event — on a particular fishing community. In 

another example at a scale similar to my research, Perry (2012) applied collective trauma 

theory in examining the impacts of land use change and a shale gas mining boom in a rural 

area. Comparable my case study, this was a study of a small community with a strong sense 

of identity undergoing transition (Perry, 2012). Collective trauma theory provides a way to 

explore how events, change, and transitions have community-level impacts, improve our 

understanding of the construction of vulnerability and trauma, and how these are linked to 

identity — collective or otherwise. It gives us a way to explore how events can impact “on 

connectedness, collectivity and relationships…without unduly pathologizing feelings, 

behaviours or individuals” (Krieg, 2009: 30).  

The social construction of collective trauma 

A central premise of collective trauma theory is that ‘trauma’ is socially constructed; the 

event itself is not what causes trauma, rather it is the social, cultural and political contexts of 

the event, and how this event is constructed, experienced, and responded to that imbues an 

event with trauma (Alexander, 2004b; Erikson, 1995; Nurmi, Räsänen, & Oksanen, 2012; 

Smelser, 2004a; Sztompka, 2004; Wicke & Silver, 2009). This complicates the notion of 

traumatic ‘events’. When considering collective trauma, Convery et al. (2008: 1) implore us 

to conceptualise events in “non-linear, non-prescriptive and humanistic ways”, which 

accords with the critical realist theory of ‘generative’ causation and the need to look for 

multiple causal mechanisms and the interplay of mechanisms, structures, and social and 

spatial contexts (Jessop, 2005; New, 2005; Oladele et al., 2013; Potter & López, 2001; Sayer, 

2000). The literature identifies a number of factors that can influence whether an event 

causes trauma, which will be explored below with reference to their applicability in the 

context of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah.  

The cause of an event, or perceived cause of an event, materially shapes how people 

experience them, and subsequently whether or not the event is likely to cause collective 

trauma. Events thought to result from human action or error, technological malfunctions, 

neglect or malice, or that may have been avoidable, are more likely than purely ‘natural’ 
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events to cause collective trauma (Erikson, 1995, 2008; Kellermann, 2007; Nurmi, Räsänen, & 

Oksanen, 2012; Ritchie, 2012). Indeed, the search for a perpetrator or for someone at fault can 

be very divisive, and in and of itself may constitute a source of collective trauma (Smelser, 

2004a; Vertzberger, 1997).If we call the decision to close sand mining on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah and the transition planning process that followed as the ‘event’ for this 

purpose, the perceived causes were definitely human. Causal factors included everything 

from a desire to perpetuate colonial control over Quandamooka lands, to the need for the 

Bligh Government to garner ‘green’ votes and/or reduce their culpability in the alleged theft 

of construction sands, to the longstanding pressure from segments of the community 

concerned about ecological and cultural destruction, and more. As such, for those looking 

for someone to blame there were plenty of candidates, including mainland and/or Point 

Lookout ‘greenies’, the Bligh Government, Sibelco, even the Quandamooka Native Title 

holders. As will be discussed in the section ‘Identity — no true Islander’ later in this chapter, 

many who wanted or needed to find a culpable party found one who was not an Islander, or 

who could be redefined as not a real Islander (even if they had previously been one). It 

seemed to offer some protection to identify the perpetrator as not being one of one’s own.  

External reactions to the event are also important; where the ‘outside’ community — those 

who are not directly affected by the event — reacts with callousness, indifference, or apathy, 

the trauma can be exacerbated (Audergon, 2004; 2006; Erikson, 2008). Should the affected 

group feel as though their experiences are being ignored it can “ripen into a feeling of 

having been let down, or having been left out of the human community, even of having 

been betrayed” (Erikson, 2008: xiii). It is important to note that whether or not the wider 

community pays close attention to the traumatic event, whether or not they feel empathy 

for, or identify with the victims of the trauma may be shaped by differences in social 

location, and broader processes of marginalisation (Dekel & Tuval-Mashiach, 2012; 

O'Loughlin, 2009). Dekel and Tuval-Mashiach (2012) gave the example of Hurricane Katrina, 

where widespread inaction from ‘outsiders’ was attributed, at least in part, to the racial, 

ethnic, and class identities of the people in need of help and that this was part of what made 

the event a collective trauma. Convery et al. (2008: 104) noted a similar phenomenon in their 

study on the FMD outbreak in Cumbria; one craftsman they interviewed stated that it was 

not the event itself that had damaged his community, or his relationship to the place he 
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lived in, rather, it was “the lack of awareness by our Government to realise the human 

dilemma, the psychological effects that something like that can have on people’s lives, aside 

of the finance, the economics, everything…people matter.” Rather than the event itself 

causing trauma, it was, in the view of this man, the failure of government to really 

understand and empathise with the community that did the damage. As will be discussed in 

the section ‘Mainlander/outsider actions’ in this chapter, in the case of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah many participants felt that their community was a casualty of mainland 

political interests, and that no-one outside their community really cared about them or what 

they were experiencing, or appreciated what they had to do in order to effectively transition, 

or really respected the work they were putting in for transition. 

The way an event is constructed through media and other representations is also a 

contributing factor to the creation of collective trauma. Collective trauma research has often 

concerned itself with how representations of events, communities and places by media or 

others have influenced or even created trauma (see Alexander, 2004b; Wicke & Silver, 2009), 

and been instrumental in responding to collective trauma (David, 2008). Collective traumas 

often seem to be characterised by misinformation (Wicke & Silver, 2009); Ainslie and 

Brabeck (2003: 49) noted how “rumours and misinformation” circulated within their case 

study community, which led to increased anxiety, even paranoia. In fact, the representations 

and meanings ascribed to the event may matter more than the event itself. Representations 

of events may be driven by a range of social and political factors; as Bondi, Davidson and 

Smith (2005: 2) noted in their work on emotional geographies, “emotions can certainly be 

manipulated, managed and perhaps even manufactured for commercial and political 

purposes”. Similarly, representations of traumagenic events, may be designed to evoke 

certain emotions or responses. This was certainly the case on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, where the very well-funded campaign against mining (see Chapter 6), 

and the informal networks through which mis/information could quickly travel established 

some narratives about the closure and transition that were steeped in fear and panic; “Fear, 

fear is easily manufactured” – M.6.2. As will be discussed in the section ‘Constructing 

collective trauma’, many participants blamed Sibelco for crafting this narrative to further 

their own interests and to promote information and misinformation that supported their 

agenda, and others also implicated the Bligh Government and, to a lesser extent, FOSI.  
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Conceptualising collective trauma as a social construction, and in acknowledging that events 

themselves are not inherently traumatic, it can also be argued that there may not even have 

to be an ‘event’ for collective trauma to occur. Imagined or perceived events can be just as 

traumatic as actual events (Alexander, 2004b), or as Smelser (2004a: 40) expressed, “trauma 

can be experienced by attaching appropriate affects to imagined situations”. As such, the 

narrative of destruction and hopelessness that was woven around the closure of mining had 

very real impacts on people. In dreading the worst they began to experience it; it was, to an 

extent, irrelevant whether or not their worst fears ultimately eventuated. They were already 

experiencing the trauma of them, and the collective trauma of the damage done to their 

community and sense of shared identity, which will be discussed further on in this chapter.  

Antecedent collective traumas and divisions 

Collective trauma is not intrinsic to certain events — it is not bound to happen. There are a 

range of factors that contribute to whether or not collective trauma is experienced, and as 

such the collective trauma literature cited above suggests that a broader, more complex 

understanding of causal factors is needed, including understanding existing divisions and 

fractures and previous experiences of collective trauma. As such, before discussing how 

collective trauma was constructed and experienced in the phenomenological object of this 

study (i.e. the transition process), first we need to explore those existing divisions. In the 

following section I explore some antecedent conditions that are not directly related to the 

continuation of mining. I begin by considering the earliest collective trauma I could identify; 

the invasion of the Island by European settlers and the displacement, dispossession, and 

violence they wrought on the Island’s Quandamooka Peoples, and some of the conflicts that 

have followed from this in recent memory. Although I have divided this discussion into a 

number of sections for ease of reading, not to suggest that they are discrete. Rather all of 

these factors overlap, and even co-constitute, with others. 

Colonialism, dispossession and racism 

Colonialism is a quintessential example of collective trauma. Indeed, the methods of 

colonialism often involve deliberately destroying the social fabric of the colonised 

community, displacing them from their homes and landscapes, disconnecting them from 
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their heritage and their kin and community, and disallowing the use of their language and 

cultural practices. Collective trauma severely impacts upon the ability of the victims of 

colonialism to organise and resist colonial forces, and also affects their ability to recover 

from individual experiences of trauma, thus seriously undermining their individual and 

collective resilience. As such, collective trauma facilitates the oppression of colonised 

peoples.  

The Quandamooka Peoples — like other Indigenous Peoples of Australia — were murdered, 

raped, exposed to deadly diseases, displaced both from community and from country, and 

their cultures and languages were deliberately attacked; “They were experts at war by the 

time they got here…lies and murder and theft, all of these crimes that happened here, to my 

Island…it was outlawed, song and dance and language. And we were imprisoned for it, or 

murdered and so forth, for doing it, so it went underground” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. The 

resulting collective trauma persists to this day; it is re-enacted through the ongoing 

marginalisation, oppression and racism they continue to experience, and through the 

absence of justice. As Krieg (2009: 30) argued: 

“Colonization was not a moment. It is an ongoing experience with multiple persistent 

contemporary traumatizing events continuing to impact daily on Aboriginal families and 

communities. These include the ongoing colonizing practices of social marginalization, 

incarceration and racism in all its forms, and the re-traumatization associated with family 

violence, sexual abuse, self-harming and substance misuse”. 

And in the words of Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3, “people think I’m silly saying we’re fighting 

a war still, it’s undeclared but there’s still warring against us”. The legacy and ongoing 

practices of colonialism shape the emotional geographies of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah in a range of profound ways. There are differences and divisions 

between non-Indigenous and Indigenous Islanders, as well as divisions between Indigenous 

People. There are Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples living on the Island — in 

places like One Mile, where the name itself invokes racist government policies — in 

conditions that one participant, as previously quoted, described as “third world”– I.5.4. 

Colonialism, racism, and mining have displaced them from much of the Island, and ongoing 

racism and the resulting economic inequities keep them displaced. The damage this has 

inflicted is severe, and one participant argued, some are not even fully aware of how deep 

their own wounds run; “I think the holistic health is a big issue…they’ve bought the 
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spiritual connection into it big time now, because it’s the brokenness that people are 

suffering, the loss of identity in that mob…there’s a lot of brokenness in our community. 

They don’t realise they’re broken people, you know, it’s a way of life that people don’t 

realise how fractured and fragmented they are themselves” – I.8.6. 

A number of participants discussed how mining companies have claimed ownership over 

the Island — how they have been part of processes of enclosure and exclusion, how they 

have contributed to the dispossession and displacement of Quandamooka Peoples, and how 

this kind of attitude persists and shapes the Island’s emotional geographies to this day. This 

attitude is, of course, intrinsically related to colonialism and the way colonialism is linked to, 

and has facilitated, the process of capitalism by imposing capitalist systems in non-capitalist 

societies (Mackinnon & Cumbers, 2007). As participants argued, “the Island has been locked 

up, I think 54% of the Island was mining lease until this recent development with 50% 

national parks, so some of the leases have been relinquished. There are other leases that 

should be relinquished that haven’t been mined for twenty and thirty years, and the mining 

company is hanging onto them like a dog in the manger for its own reasons, you know, its 

collateral. The mining company believes that it owns the Island, and it has a very feudal 

attitude towards Stradbroke. And the people who protest…are to be negated and they’re not 

to be listened to or negotiated with. And it’s a private company, owned by the family, so 

they can do as they like” – I.4.2; and, “…it ends up being more than half the Island that 

you’ve simply shut out, and threatened with prosecution, cameras on gates…it’s like the 

mining company owns the Island” – I.4.6. The mining company is entitled to profit from the 

Island in a way that no one else does, including the Quandamooka Peoples; “This family is 

now into its sixth generation of ownership of Sibelco and Eternit, and the Emsens are said 

to have bought Stradbroke for one of the grandchildren…which makes you wonder whether, 

what do the Aboriginal People of this Island, the Quandamooka People who own 

Stradbroke, Minjerribah, what, what would they consider, what would they think about 

that? And what is the future of their grandchildren, on this Island?” – I.4.2. According to 

one participant, this entitled attitude seems to extend to some employees as well, who felt 

entitled to a job on the Island because they want to live there; “there’s this bewildering 

mentality, you build it they will come, and it’s like we’ve got a sand mine here, let’s get as 

many people here working on the sand mine, like I don’t go to someone else’s place and say, 
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I can identify a resource…yours are only the rights of the land owner, you know, so that’s 

ridiculous. So, it’s not a too bad attitude, but it’s just that’s life, we’re not going to let you 

mine the whole of this Island just so that you can live on our Island, you know? You don’t 

come from here. We do. We have the most say and we belong to this Island, and it’s a bit of 

a warped mentality, and it doesn’t fool me for a second. Or a lot of us” - I.4.4.  

The relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians are still marked by 

inequities, and particularly the lack of recognition and acknowledgement from 

mainstream/whitestream Australia about the extent of atrocities committed, and in 

accepting responsibility for the way non-Indigenous Australians continue to benefit from 

past and present practices of colonialism. As one participant expressed the matter, “How 

can Australia ever mature without, you know, he [former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd] says 

‘sorry’ — what’s the good of ‘sorry’ when they don’t confess the atrocities that they 

allowed to happen here?” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. 67 Indeed, much of the discourse of 

reconciliation — even the idea of reconciliation itself — fails to truly recognise the extent of 

harm done and puts the onus on Indigenous Peoples to move on and put it behind them. 

However, these practices are not in the past, they are ongoing, and as the collective trauma 

literature suggests, without proper acknowledgement trauma “remains intact” (Audergon, 

2004: 29). Without due recognition and understanding of how colonialism is enacted and re-

enacted these structures cannot be dismantled, and even amongst seemingly progressive 

white Australians the full extent of the injustices done is often not recognised, and the actual 

effects of structural power not acknowledged. As one participant articulated; “Well…white 

man’s raped and massacred our people…they had the White Australia policy, they tried to, 

try to crush us, but they didn’t. And we get a bit indignant about that sometimes. Now 

reconciliation means that we forgive them for all that they done, and they forgive us for 

being indignant” – I.4.4. Healing the collective trauma of Quandamooka Peoples requires 

more than symbolic gestures or empty ‘reconciliation’ rhetoric. Collective trauma from 

colonialism exists on the Island and contributes to differences and divisions between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Islanders, and in the presence of a new traumagenic event, 

                                                      
67 The participant is referring to the speech made by Prime Minister Keven Rudd in 2008, wherein he 

apologised for injustices done by Australian governments against Indigenous Peoples, particularly 

the Stolen Generation.  
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these existing differences and divisions became heightened and were made more visible. 

Although there is hope amongst some that the Native Title Consent Determinations might 

offer some steps toward healing, for others this process was a source of re-traumatisation, 

which will be discussed further below.  

Mining as a source of trauma 

As the emotional geographies literature makes clear, the physical places and the landscapes 

and seascapes that we feel connected to are reflective of and are important components of 

the way we think and feel, and the way we connect to and constitute community and 

identity (Conradson, 2005; Hubbard, 2005). This connection is particular acute for many 

Indigenous Peoples, for whom the landscape is a living entity with whom they are 

intimately intertwined; speaking of Australian Indigenous Peoples, “People felt intensely for 

their country. It was alive. It could talk, listen, suffer, be refreshed, rejoice” (Gammage, 2011: 

142) — the landscape itself emotes.  

As such, the physical impact that mining has on the landscape may also constitute a source 

of trauma for some, as it may disturb attachments to place and community (Browne, Stehlik, 

& Buckley, 2011; Perry, 2012). This impact may be particularly intense for Indigenous 

Peoples, but anyone who feels intimately connected to place may experience a similar sense 

of trauma. For example, Browne, Stehlik and Buckley (2011: 718) discussed experiences in 

the Jerdacuttup community, traditionally a farming community, after a mine bought out 

local farms and “decimated” a neighbouring landmark: “this environmental legacy left 

people remembering physical and social landscape ‘the way that it used to be.’” This effect is 

perhaps particularly (albeit not exclusively) strong for Quandamooka Peoples on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah because mining has caused not only the destruction of large 

swathes of land, but has also damaged and cut them off from places of cultural import. Not 

having access to one’s country, one’s places of healing, where one’s ancestors have been laid 

to rest, is a source of deep and abiding pain for some, and perpetuates the colonial practice 

of prohibiting cultural practices; “my race was born after millions of years of preserving and 

protecting our country, then suddenly this invasion and all these people want to dig it up 

and use this, and use that, and no more ceremony or special gratitude and thanksgiving for 

these certain sacred sites happens anymore. It’s all exploit, exploit, take, get rich, this 
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horrible capitalist society” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3. The theft and destruction of 

Quandamooka lands and the way the mining company profits from this theft is a persistent 

injustice, and is another point of division between those who profit from mining and those 

people who see mining as a theft that contributes to dysfunction in the community; “I know 

from talking to a lot of the youth, that is an underlying factor which relates to a lot of their 

misbehaviour, or dysfunction in community. But they don’t understand it fully, but they 

turn around and say things like, ‘well look at what they stole off us! We can go steal a bit 

back off them, they get away with it, why can’t we?’…that’s a growing attitude with a lot 

of Aboriginal youth, as they understand or come to understand the economies of industries 

such as mining, and then see that those industries are operating and they’re destroying their 

land and destroying their children’s future, and they’re getting rich from it, and they’re 

staying poor over there. The Aboriginal people, a lot of them just turn around and grow up 

thinking, they steal off us, we’re going to steal back. And it just creates all this dysfunction 

in community and it creates tensions then between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

residents, and this is only a microscopic example, here on Stradbroke Island, compared to 

many around the nation” – I.5.4. 

Mining was also a continuation of the process of colonialism (and thus collective trauma) on 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. In its early days it relied on the local knowledge of the 

Quandamooka Peoples, and although some described it as a ‘godsend’, others saw it as 

“theft and destruction” – I.5.4. Although today the Quandamooka People have a recognised 

right to be consulted and included in discussions about mining, these processes — and some 

of the agents in them — fail to truly recognise and reflect that North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah is Quandamooka country; “negotiating with the mining company, you 

know I can’t talk about that, but I can just say that the stuff that they were prepared to 

offer us was laughable. I laughed at them, when they did put it up, I did, just laughed and 

said, ‘that’s laughable’” – I.4.4.  

Even after mining ends on the Island the visual impact may perpetuate collective trauma. 

Mines — even after closure — can have lingering visual impacts that trigger remembrances 

of those losses and can remind locals “of the physical and social sacrifice that was made” 

(Browne, Stehlik, & Buckley, 2011: 719), and perhaps in the case of North Stradbroke 
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Island/Minjerribah, may serve as a reminder of the conflict and divisions the mining issue 

created in the community, and anxiety over the future.  

In addition to the physical manifestation and damage of the industry, mining also created 

divisions between the Island’s Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples. On North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah mining intersected with racist, colonial policies governing 

their movements, residences and rights. At a time when most Quandamooka and other 

Indigenous Peoples were forced to live at least one mile out of town, at One Mile and 

Myora/Moongalpa Mission and elsewhere, those employed by the mines were allowed to 

live in mining houses inside the Dunwich borders. This different treatment deepened a split 

between the Island’s Indigenous Peoples; between those who supported mining and those 

who did not, those who profited from it and those who did not, and those deemed worthy 

to live in town and be exempt from the full imposition of racist laws, and those who were 

not. This quote appeared in Chapter 4 but is worth repeating in abridged form in this 

context; “…we still have our One Mile here on Stradbroke now where Aboriginal People 

continue to reside, but the ones who were employees of the mining company there were 

allowed the opportunity to be able to purchase their houses inside the township…That sort 

of commenced then a division amongst the Aboriginal People, because of socio-economic 

status and privilege…And while that was occurring there was still the greater majority of 

Aboriginal People were not employed by the company, and many were subjected to welfare 

dependence and their socio-economic standards remained at the very bottom of the socio-

economic scale” – I.5.4. 

There was also a comparable case with the Benevolent Asylum prior to mining, where those 

Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples who worked for the Benevolent Asylum were 

not forced to live at the Myora/Moongalpa Mission (Anderson, 2001). So both institutions on 

the Island continued the colonial practice of dividing Indigenous Peoples into ‘castes’ and 

fostering divisions amongst them. This divide also meant substantial differences in living 

conditions that persist to this day, primarily in the legacy of housing wealth that came from 

being able to live and buy in town and access the services and infrastructure that the white 

Islander community had access to.  
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Native Title 

Another possible source of collective trauma is the Native Title process. Whilst many 

participants viewed Native Title as a positive and promising thing, it was embroiled in a 

great deal of conflict on the Island, some of which has caused its own wounds. As such, it 

may have been traumagenic, both between Quandamooka Peoples and non-Indigenous 

Islanders, and amongst Quandamooka Peoples, by stirring up existing divisions and 

differences and by creating new ones. A quote from a book published twenty years ago, not 

long after the Native Title Act (1993) was passed, indicated concern about the issue of land 

rights and the damage it could do: 

“The old island spirit is being destroyed by the land rights issue. It has not only created a rift 

between the people of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal descent, but also within the Aboriginal 

community itself. There has to be a lot of talk and compromise from all to make the people of 

Stradbroke one again” (Carter, Durbidge, & Cooke-Bramley, 1994: 163) 

Quandamooka and non-Indigenous Islanders 

The Native Title Determination was a process that took many years; from the start, it stirred 

up racism and resentment in many non-Indigenous Islanders; “…when the whole Native 

Title process began, twenty-something years ago, the non-Aboriginal community was just 

outraged at the fact that Aboriginal People may have rights that could be recognised…there 

was some community groups formed and everything…to sort of counteract the Native Title 

claim that was lodged” – I.5.4. However, these groups fell away as they “realised that they 

couldn’t really socially counteract it because it was a legal process” – I.5.4. More recently, 

the Determination highlighted some of the different perspectives towards Quandamooka 

Peoples and Native Title in the non-Indigenous community; from broad support to a kind of 

patronising ‘concern’; “I know a lot of white people on this Island their paradigms have 

shifted. You know, they’re saying, ‘righto, the State, the Government, the Federal Court, give 

you Native Title, we recognise that, happy for youse, that’s great,’ then some of them, well 

they say, ‘well let’s hope youse bloody do something with it’…it’s just, they want to give 

you the keys to their car but, ‘don’t you go drink driving in it!’, it’s that kind of thing…some 

people are still condescending, but they’re better than they were” – I.4.4.  

There was also a lot of ignorance in certain parts of the Island community about what Native 

Title will actually mean in practice; “I think the Native Title side of things needs to be 
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demystified…the rest of the community is clueless, and you’ve got a lot of retirees here, who 

have no idea what exclusive Native Title behind their house means. And they’re nervous” — 

I.8.2; and, “There were some people saying that they, they weren’t going to risk buying a 

property if they didn’t know who their neighbours were going to be” – I.5.3. 

A couple of participants suggested there was an element of deliberate fear-mongering 

happening as well, stoking this nervousness and fears about the implications of Native Title 

for non-Indigenous Islanders; “I think the declaration of Stradbroke, Native Title 

Determination last year, I see as extremely positive and it’s something that some members 

of the community would not regard as positive. And there was certainly a degree of fear 

mongering about what would they be getting…’Taking our backyards’, exactly. And I think 

there’ll be a certain amount of resentment when the details of the ILUAs and whatnot are 

finally made public” – I.4.2. 

Quandamooka, the state and the mine 

Native Title holders have had to contend against the persistent structures and attitudes of 

colonialism within government agencies, making it difficult for them to truly exercise their 

rights; “Joint management means it’s my house and it’s their house, it’s our house, 50-50, 

you know? But they can’t do that, conceptually…I say, ‘why are you doing this? Why 

didn’t, why are you planning stuff without us? Why are you doing stuff without us? You’re 

meant to’ — ‘oh yeah well, you know [said dismissively]’. ‘No you know why? Because you 

just don’t consider that I’m really a Traditional Owner’…It was a business as usual 

factor…The masters and rulers, yeah, that’s right. Some of them, it’s just impossible” – I.4.4. 

This lack of trust and respect between people and the State Government could be a 

contributing factor to collective trauma, as it reinforces a sense of being ‘outsiders’ or of little 

consequence. In Native Title negotiations the Traditional Owners are on quite an 

imbalanced footing with other powerful actors (Petkova et al., 2009) such as government 

bodies and mining companies, and these processes seem set up to position Indigenous 

Peoples as very much the weaker parties: “…people weren’t content with what was being 

proposed for settlement by the State Government regarding land use, and land tenure for the 

Island here, but the Aboriginal People were continuously, in a sense, warned of the threat, 

more so of the potential loss that they could face if they didn’t accept what the State 
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Government was offering, because of it being such a long process and the Quandamooka 

land claim that they were referring to was the third land claim lodged in Australia after the 

monumental decision of Mabo and the High Courts of Australia. So there was this big rush 

to settle on all that” – I.5.4.  

Indeed, for some, Native Title was part of the ongoing collective trauma of colonisation, as it 

represented the legitimisation of colonial practices and the theft of their land; “The Native 

Title Determination on this Island was an absolute scandal. It was about forcing the 

Aboriginal People to concede their Aboriginal rights and to empower the State Government 

and validate the rights of the State…it was more or less just stitching up the Aboriginal 

People and zipping them up totally — the Consent Determination, and with the trivial 

amount of compensation that was offered, from settlement by the mining company and 

supported by the State regarding mining activities on the Island here, it was just so 

extremely unjust and outrageous that they could do it and forced people to settle on it, 

when they’d just covered up and finished ripping off over $80 million…of the Island’s sand” 

– I.5.4. 

To some, NSIPSA (2011) also represented the same kind of colonial practices and lack of 

respect; “…when they introduced the Act they never obtained any form of consent formally, 

prior to implementation of that Act and announcement of change of land tenure on the 

Island for the purpose of National Parks. And a few of us individuals sort of highlighted 

that, that they’d committed another unlawful act, defined by the Native Title Act process by 

doing something prior to obtaining proper consent. [Pause] It was about three months or so 

after that they obtained that consent from Native Title community meeting on the Island 

here, which is very contentious also, regarding its validity to a lot of us…a lot of 

Aboriginal People wanted to put an end to sand mining, but the State Government were 

more or less saying that you have to accept what’s being offered on the table through 

negotiations and what’s been settled on through agreement” – I.5.4.  

This participant highlights how the State Government exploits its position and power to 

manipulate Indigenous Peoples and organisations into compromises — if they do not agree 

then they will have to undertake a very lengthy and costly process elsewhere, and they still 

may not get the conditions or compensation they are seeking. The State Government has 
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also put things in place and then sought ‘consent’ — but can it really be ‘consent’ when there 

is no practical alternative, when it has already been put in place, and when the group may 

feel pressured to acquiesce to avoid reprisals in future negotiations? This participant also 

argued that the ongoing disadvantage experienced by Indigenous Peoples is a means by 

which those with structural power — in this case, the mining company and the State 

Government — maintain their power and negotiating position: “We’ve got major social 

dysfunction for many Aboriginal families on the Island here, continuing to occur, because 

many of them are totally dependent upon welfare…but a lot of that is brought on because of 

these disadvantages of the mining company and their failure to address social-economic 

equity. And not just them, the State Government, and their reluctance also, and they 

continue to just more or less sustain that, through the imbalance, that dysfunction, in 

Aboriginal communities, because so long as there’s dysfunction they can get away with 

their operations and their activities, and do things like the Consent Determination and just 

force an entire people, one of the oldest claims in the nation, just to sell itself out to the 

State” – I.5.4. 

Between Quandamooka Peoples 

Beyond highlighting or exacerbating those existing divisions founded in longstanding 

colonial practices and attitudes between Quandamooka Peoples and non-Indigenous 

Peoples, the State Government and the mining company, Native Title also had the effect of 

creating divisions in the Quandamooka community itself. There were those who sought 

land rights and sovereignty, those who sought Native Title, and those who were troubled 

about how Native Title processes, with their emphasis on specific bloodlines and ancestral 

connections, may marginalise other Indigenous Islanders. Intrinsic to these diverse 

perspectives are different perspectives on and relationships to colonialism and colonial 

practices and the Island’s historical context, shaped in part by islandness. Some see Native 

Title as an ongoing practice of colonialism, others see it as a way to improve their position 

and gain at least some rights, however limited, back. There is resulting friction between 

people holding different views, which led one participant to describe Native Title thus; “it’s 

such an evil act, and it’s divided communities all around the country” – Aunty Donna 

Ruska I.8.3. 
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Quotes in the previous section outline why some were adamantly opposed to Native Title 

and supported land rights instead. To present the other perspective in support of Native 

Title rather than land rights, one participant argued: “…look let’s be real, with all that’s 

gone on, if you think every aspect of settlement in the greater Brisbane region — I say 

greater Brisbane, including Redland and that, happened on the Island….from the first 

explorers, from the first settlers, even Captain Cook sighted it, and you can go on and on, 

the quarantine station, the convict settlements, first leprosaria was there, they had a few 

there on the Island before they went over to Peel Island…And all of a sudden, bang, along 

comes the mining company, after [the] Second World War, they saw the value of setting up 

the mining there…and then our people, I mean, because we’ve had a mission there and a 

small community, there’s only, they’ve tracked down that there’s twelve Traditional Owner 

families there, there’s not that many families that form a community. There are others 

married into it now. Well, it stands to reason that things happened, and that was our 

women started to [pause] have non-Indigenous husbands, or migrants…you’ve only got to 

look at the names around there. English, Scottish, Irish, Polish, Czechoslovakian, German, 

you can go on and on…so in the sense, the Quandamooka People are well and truly 

assimilated into a Western way of life, but they never lost their, that they still had the 

opportunity to practice their culture, and it was probably the isolation of it that did it for 

them. So you take that, and then you start talking about Native Title, and it’s a way of life, 

okay? …the thing that people are cracking up, those who want…land rights, it’s all very 

well to say we want complete control, and I’m being, probably people would howl me 

down, but it’s the way I think, they want complete control. But they don’t want a 

partnership, but they expect others to give them the money to take over. Well that’s a bit 

over the fence, I think. It is dicey” – I.8.6. 

The processes of Native Title were also problematic and contributed to intra-community 

divisions; some argued that they were inherently divisive, and/or that they are inconsistent 

with traditional decision making practices. Some difficulties, and some complex emotions 

that I cannot adequately name, emerged between those who supported Native Title and 

those who opposed it. From the perspective of those who opposed it, those who supported 

Native Title ultimately decided to be complicit in what they saw as the legitimisation of 

colonial practices; “…I wasn’t in on it, but that 10% of Traditional Owners, it’s them that 
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have traded off their heritage and rights” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3 (see also Chapter 7). 

One participant pointed out how the processes do not allow for diverse views and 

perspectives, that they assume a kind of unity that erases intra-group difference; “I never 

consented, me and my whole family group never consented to any of it, and it was very hard 

and difficult for them to even recognise and record our non-consent, because of the way the 

Native Title Act and the decision-making process and the whole agreement processes work” 

– I.5.4. 

Summary 

On North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah there were existing historical and contextual 

fractures within the community. When the closure of mining was announced and the 

transition process begun, these fractures could be exacerbated or manipulated, particularly 

by those with structural power. It is a place with a long history of colonial violence, 

oppression, displacement, racism, and inequities, and subsequent collective trauma. The 

physical acts of mining, as well as the actions and attitudes and behaviour of mining 

companies, have also caused damage. Racism towards Quandamooka and other Indigenous 

People was highlighted and exacerbated by the Native Title process; the Native Title 

Consent Determinations caused some to feel threatened and express views rooted in racism 

and fear, and which may have (further) damaged relationships between non-Indigenous and 

Indigenous Islanders. Where Quandamooka Peoples differed about Native Title and land 

rights, new and very painful divisions and difficulties emerged.  

In terms of relationships to structural power, some felt that the mining company had, in 

recent history, breached the trust that had been established, seriously damaging some of 

those relationships. Some people also have very good reasons not to trust, or to feel betrayed 

by State Government, including their lack of respect for Traditional Ownership and joint 

management arrangements, the threats applied to pressure Quandamooka Peoples to 

consent to Native Title and ILUAs under the terms offered, and the fact that decisions were 

being made without their consultation and consent.  

As such, there were a range of antecedent fractures, divisions and tensions in the 

community. Some relationships and networks had recently been damaged, and the heat of 

various conflicts — particularly the increase in expressed racism — may have heightened 
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awareness of those divisions and differences, and may have shaken the sense of shared 

Islander identity. In this context, it perhaps was not especially difficult to drive a wedge into 

those fractures and force them apart. 

Constructing collective trauma  

Conflict around the issue of mining has previously been noted to possibly be traumagenic; it 

can lead to social tensions, and loss of or damage to community networks, infrastructure 

and community spaces with subsequent reductions in socialisation and communication 

(Haney & Shkaratan, 2003; Perry, 2012). In a study on the shale gas boom in rural areas in 

Pennsylvania in the United States, Perry (2012: 87) found that conflict over the opening and 

expansion of mining activities created new and opened up old fractures:  

“with one side blaming the gas industry and township supervisors for threatening the 

community and ignoring land-owner rights, and the other blaming a landowner for 

threatening the gas industry and standing in the way of progress and township business”. 

So conflict over mining may represent a source of collective trauma, but for it to occur there 

need to be certain characteristics in the community or collective, and there are multiple 

causal factors that contribute to the creation of collective trauma. The community must have 

at least some kind of shared identity uniting them as a collective and a degree of social 

connectivity and interrelationships. Although Islanders are diverse, they do identify as 

Islanders — particularly when distinguishing themselves from outsiders and outside 

influences — and, in their shared experiences of islandness and island spaces share at least 

this part of their identity with one another. They also had a high degree of social 

connectedness and a robust civil society, which in and of itself is also linked to islandness 

(Brinklow, 2013; Jackson, 2008) and was part of the reason why North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah was selected as a case study for this research.  

The literature also suggests that collective traumas tend to exacerbate existing divisions and 

differences; I have explored some of these divisions in a previous section, but there are also a 

number of other points of difference I should mention briefly here. These include ‘pro-

mining’ and ‘anti-mining’ positions, as the debate around sand mining has been ongoing for 

decades (though as discussed in Chapter 6, views tended to be less polarised and more 

nuanced than that); those who were experiencing the negative impacts from gentrification 
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and those who were thought to benefit from them; differences based on township of 

residence; and those who had been there a long time and were universally considered ‘real’ 

Islanders, and those whose ‘Islander’ status could be called into question. On these bases 

and on others collective trauma was constructed on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, 

often, albeit not exclusively, as a result of the actions of those in positions of power.  

Construction of divisive difference 

Importantly, difference does not always mean division. Diverse groups and communities 

can exist harmoniously and without much conflict based on those differences; indeed, 

according to some participants the Island — particularly Dunwich — was an example of a 

place with a relatively high degree of both diversity and harmony, up until recently. People 

who supported mining, those who opposed it, and those who were ambivalent, have 

coexisted on the Island for decades, and yet they had still been able to largely maintain a 

strong sense of Islander identity and strong social networks and civil society organisations 

that spanned those differences. As one participant said; “…there is friction there [between 

environmentalists — particularly FOSI — and pro-mining people], but that friction to me 

has been largely humane until this last couple of years…that’s been thrown up quite 

dramatically” – I.6.1. A key aspect of collective trauma is that it can reveal ‘fault lines’ in a 

community such as those outlined above that were previously invisible or ignorable 

(Erikson, 2008). Collective trauma can happen when difference becomes division, when fault 

lines become fractures. There is some reason to think that islandness may heighten this risk, 

given that (as discussed in Chapter 3) the mainland presumption of coherence and unity on 

islands may actually exacerbate divisions and conflicts (Harwood, 2011), and that islanders 

tend to be particularly conscious of their own internal divisions and fault lines. 

The decision to close sand mining on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah and the events 

that followed had the effect of fracturing the community along the lines of those existing 

differences and divisions. Arguably this process may have been more acute on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, because, as Stratford (2008: 162) noted, debates about 

development “are sometimes highly combative on islands, their peoples in conflict with 

outsiders or each other about how development might proceed, and how resources might be 

used and to what ends”. But the closure decision and transition process did not, in and of 
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themselves, create those divisions. Rather, it was the outcome of deliberate strategies 

undertaken by actors involved, and many participants primarily (albeit not exclusively) 

attributed this to the actions of Sibelco and the way they ran their campaign. According to 

one participant this is not an uncommon strategy; “I see a lot of occasions where externals 

will come in and they’ll take the veneer, if you like, of what appears to be a conflict, and 

magnify how big that actually looks, because it’s in their interests to do so, for whatever 

reason” – M.6.2, and this dynamic was very evident in this case. As will be evident in the 

quotes that follow, Sibelco’s campaign focussed on emphasising how devastating the loss of 

them would be for the community, fostering a deep sense of fear and dependence in much 

of the community, and that there is little hope for transition: 

“Well, the mines are the ones responsible for making them feel like that” – I.5.4; 

“…I think the mining company was very clever at scaremongering, and pumping up this 

level of hysteria…they’ve spent millions of dollars to protect their investment, with, sort of, 

scare mongering and hysteria and panic, of [pause], ‘the sky’s going to fall on our heads if 

mining stops’” – I.8.1; 

“And certainly a lot of the hysteria that got whipped up by the mining company rallies and 

stuff, I think…caused a lot of uncertainty and a lot of really, unhappiness in families, and 

that comes out in all kinds of ways. Unsettles children, and unsettles relationships between 

partners, and that was terrible” – I.8.5; 

“I guess I really have a concern at the moment about the amount of lobbying that the 

mining company is doing, because I really don’t feel that they’re telling the whole story….I 

really feel that the mining company needs to come clean with exactly how many local 

people it employs, and exactly what it’s plans are for the future, instead of spending all the 

money lobbying” – I.2.1. 

A side-effect (or, as some saw it, a deliberate part of their strategy) was that the issue became 

much more contentious. The views of those in the ‘anti-mining’ camp all of a sudden 

became far more threatening than they previously had been, and the whole debate became 

much more polarised; “Of course, that’s what the mining company wanted to do. Divide 

and conquer. They put it all out, the propaganda coming out of that company was, is 
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appalling. And I think really they have a lot to answer for, for dividing the community in 

that way” – I.4.5. Indeed, as one participant argued, the level of lobbying and campaigning 

was particularly gratuitous because, “Really, they didn’t have to, it looked like LNP were 

going to get in all the way, so why did they do that? Why spend that money? Why put all 

that misinformation out there and get the community fighting one another? I just think it 

was so wrong, so wrong” – I.4.5.  

The campaign also exacerbated divisions and inequality in the Indigenous community; “it 

caused a division in Aboriginal community, and that division has sort of intensified right 

up until this date where you have those who are very proactive and pro-mine…and they’ll 

appear on the ads and speak in favour of the continuation and so forth, and they’re 

resourced to do that by the mining company. And then there’s others like myself who are 

totally anti-, want them gone ten years ago, fifteen years ago or more, should’ve been gone 

right after they started, but we’re not considered fully, and we don’t have the resources to be 

able to campaign efficiently, the same way as the mining company does, so that’s another 

big socio-economic disadvantage that many of us are faced with” – I.5.4. 

It is important to note that although this polarisation of difference seemed to come primarily 

from the mining company, it was not just Sibelco that wielded its structural power in this 

way. Others implicated both of the powerful actors — that is, both the Bligh Government 

and Sibelco — for a disingenuous and manipulative approach that undermined the 

community’s capacity to consider things properly; “the fear just got whipped up, and the 

frenzy got whipped up on both sides, that it turned out to be a political football…and 

unfortunately the community was being manipulated, through politics, for these various 

types of reactions…as a person who’s living in the community, you really have to think 

about things like, well if all of a sudden the miners leave, how is that going to affect our 

schools…How’s that going to affect the shops? How’s it going to affect those sorts of 

things? But at the moment it’s just conjecture…and those unknowns have turned into fears, 

and stirred, and manipulated [laughs]” – I.5.5. That said, the mining company could 

command more resources than even the State Government could; “They have had the money 

and the resources to put out lots of propaganda…that no one else can match, not even the 

government” – I.4.6.  



293 

 

The civil society organisations FOSI and SIMO were also implicated in this dynamic; 

“…there’s both sides of the story…SIMO and FOSI, those guys who are more on the green 

side of things, both were showing extreme points of view” – I.5.5. Because the executive or 

leadership of FOSI were not full time Islanders they were, perhaps, less concerned with 

treading carefully and preserving some kind of harmonious Islander dynamic; they were not 

bound to the same degree by the Island community norms or have any particular interest in 

preserving cohesion; “So FOSI sort of offended everybody by — because it’s a very complex 

issue, because there’s people who have mined, their families have had livelihoods for many 

years and it’s very threatening to them to suddenly be dispossessed of their livelihood, and 

their lifestyle and their place, and so the way FOSI was, their language was just very 

inflammatory to these people” – I.8.1. By not acting in accordance with community norms, 

and by being inflammatory and not clearly acknowledging the complexity of the issue, FOSI 

contributed to the polarisation of the debate. Inadvertently, they also made it easier to 

discredit the claims other environmentalists were making — they exemplified the kind of 

elite, out-of-touch attitude that is often ascribed to those with environmental and/or 

progressive politics; “…[laughs] it’s easy to deride Greens as being, what is it, latte-sipping, 

or somehow divorced from reality” – I.4.2.  

Constructing a sense of (inflated) dependence in civil society 

An important strategy in Sibelco’s campaign against the closure decision was to emphasise 

its importance to the Island, particularly to the Island’s civil society organisations. Mining 

has made a range of contributions to civil society over the decades, and certainly many 

individuals and organisations have directly benefited from grants, donations, and 

contributions in-kind. However, many participants felt as though in the wake of the closure 

decision, Sibelco inflated and over-emphasised the level of their contributions and 

importance, in order to foster a sense of dependency in the community and in order to, as 

one participant argued, associate themselves with community at a grassroots level (which 

also aided their ‘underdog’ narrative); “[Sibelco] has put a great deal of effort into staying, 

into putting up a shopfront saying, you know, we are the community saviours, we are where 

all the beneficence comes from the bounty of the community is dependent upon the mining 

company…All of this, we’ve had months and months of this, this crap….’Sand mining 
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community benefit’, they’ve been extremely successful in this campaign to associate mining 

with the most positive of community values” – I.4.2. 

Some argued that Sibelco had the attitude of a kind of feudal overlord toward the Island, 

and some of their work supporting civil society organisations and community initiatives 

could also be interpreted through this lens. The mining company provides support for 

certain activities, but not in such a way that fosters independence or self-sufficiency; rather, 

these organisations and activities are left dependent on the largesse of the mine:  

“we rely on the mining, the mining is saying that they’re going to be putting a lot more 

money into the community so we become that mindset of being dependent and not self-

sufficient” - I.4.6;  

“Over the years it’s been good to have an injection of money into art type things and 

various… sporting groups and that sort of thing, but again if the mining company…were 

really to enrol itself in the needs of the community here and into the future, I think they 

could be a lot more, they could get more value for the money that they expend by entering 

into the conversation in a viable way, and putting the money into things that are going to 

be self-sufficient, that are going to provide for the island in the future. Whether that will 

look as good I don’t know, but it certainly would be it would be more effective than uh 

handing out money to, I mean, maybe they could do both? But you know, sort of, be a bit, 

scrutinise a little bit more, about who really needs the money, and have an eye for the 

future” - I.2.1. 

Around the time of the closure announcement, it was also reported that there was a local 

recruitment drive to better support Sibelco’s claims, and a Community Benefit Fund was 

established; “…there was all this stuff to try and quickly put the meat on the bones of the 

narrative…once there was scrutiny, there was a need to quickly be able to justify a) the 

employment figures, b) the input into the local economy, things like that. We got a bit out of 

the company, just given that they had to sort of quickly, they were under scrutiny, as it not 

previously was happening. So they quickly had to [put their] hand in their pocket in a 

couple of things…so that was okay, at one level. But yeah, mainly sort of grants to 

community organisations, quickly a recruitment drive locally, which was really quite an 
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aggressive recruitment drive locally… so there was a bit of money thrown into supporting 

the narrative” – I.5.2. Although a number of participants cast aspersions on the strength and 

credibility of this narrative, it hit home for many people. As has been previously discussed 

(see Chapter 6), they were seriously concerned about the viability of civil society 

organisations and activities when there is no longer any support from the mines to be had. 

These organisations are not only important for the tangible outcomes they produce, but they 

are “the social glue!” – I.5.1 that keeps the community together.  

There is a lot that is unknown; it is all very well to claim that the community depends on the 

mine, and when the mine leaves the community will fall apart, but the mine will eventually 

have to leave whether as a result of an Act, the non-renewal of mining leases, resource 

exhaustion, or due to changes to commodity prices and profitability. Certainly Sibelco 

wished to convince more people that they were central to the survival of the Island, and this 

was a powerful narrative — even if Sibelco is able to continue operating for the full life of 

the mine, what is the life of this narrative? How will this narrative of dependence become 

embedded in the psyche of the community, and how will it resurface when the closure plans 

become certain, whenever that might be? Where this narrative is effective it will 

undoubtedly shore up support for the continuation of mining, and consolidate resistance to 

any government policy or Act that limits mining. However it may also fundamentally 

undermine the ability of the community to transition into the future, simply because a large 

proportion of the community has bought into the narrative that they cannot survive without 

mining. Thus what possible value is there in transition planning? It may be a self-fulfilling 

prophecy.  

Ultimately the mining company was trying to evoke a sense of loyalty from the community, 

and emphasise their importance to the Island’s survival, and suggest that they care deeply 

about the community. However it is undeniable that the company’s primary motive is to 

turn a profit, and that if the mine ceased being profitable, Sibelco would leave the 

community; “And mining traditionally moves on when the gold runs out. Mining is an 

itinerant profession, and yet we’ve been treated to the irony of people in the publicity 

saying, ‘I’ve been a miner here for thirty years and now my job’s under threat, blah blah,’ 

and I’m thinking, ‘thirty years? In one place, as a miner? Are you kidding? How rare is 
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that?’” – I.4.2. The mine will close, and when it does, what will the impact of this sense of 

dependence, that has, in the eyes of many, been deliberately and artificially inflated, be? It is 

possible that this sense of dependency will represent a source of trauma for the community 

in the future, but in the case explored here, the feeling of vulnerability and exposure that 

came from the sense of being so dependent on a single operator contributed to collective 

trauma by heightening the ‘stakes’, as it were, of the issue. This made the conflict far more 

emotional and far tenser, because the dominant message was that the closure of the mine 

would harm the civil society organisations that are so important to the Island’s social fabric.  

Perceptions and issues with information 

Collective trauma is often characterised by rumours and misinformation (Ainslie & Brabeck, 

2003; Perry, 2012; Wicke & Silver, 2009). In fact, the representations and meanings ascribed 

to the event may matter more than the event itself; perceptions can be just as powerful as 

tangible occurrences, and can be shaped and manipulated to achieve certain outcomes 

(Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 2005). As previously discussed (Chapter 7), there were issues 

surrounding the quality of information that could be employed in discussions about the 

closure and plans for the transition. This lack of clarity was partly because, according to 

several participants, the mine engaged in a local employment drive to shore up their 

numbers, partly because they would not provide some of the sort of information those 

involved in the transition would like, and partly because emotions were so high, and the 

community networks so strong, that gossip and rumours had a strong hold. This had a 

deleterious effect on the transition planning process, and it also contributed to collective 

trauma; “And there’s not, not transparency. At the moment what I see is a company 

manipulating the community, because they have a vested interest. And manipulating 

information as well. So, in terms of adaptation to change, I think one of the fundamentals is 

that you base your decisions and your planning on good information. But if that 

information is being skewed and distorted by an entity that has a vested interest then it 

becomes very, very difficult for the ordinary person to sift through that and try and extract 

what is truth and what’s not… they said that the mining company subsidised the 

electricity, and when they left…that cost would then have to be met by the community, and 

if you calculate what the shortfall was, it was going to be thousands of dollars that each of 

us would have to pay. Now that is just blatantly untrue. The electricity is governed by an 
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Act of Parliament, which means that everyone throughout Queensland pays the same rates. 

Now we just don’t seem to be able to get that through to the community…other stuff keeps 

coming up…the barge company, that the fares are going to go up. I mean, the barge services 

have become worse, and the mining has not been curtailed, so other market forces are 

dictating that. But at the moment it’s just convenient to blame it all on the government’s 

decision. So I find that frustrating, that there hasn’t been just an honest and transparent 

and fair placement of the facts, for then people to make decisions upon” – I.4.6.  

There were a number of issues with misinformation and misunderstandings, and a corollary 

of this was that it subverted and damaged the transition process by both heightening anxiety 

and dread about mine closure (making an effective transition seem impossible) and by 

undermining the quality of information people were basing their decisions on. Further, it 

was not just a lack of information about the damage the loss of mining would do, there was 

also a lack of information about how the community itself felt about mining. Some argued 

that “I don't think anybody actually wanted mining to continue, I mean yeah, I mean a few, 

a few people would say yes, but…most of the mine workers don't like, [pause] don't like 

what they're doing…I won't mention his name, but one of my closest friends is a supervisor 

in the mine, not a manager… he gets shocked every time he goes across in the water taxi and 

you see that exposed area“– I.8.4. Others would say the complete opposite: “…90% of people 

who live here would say, ‘nah, keep them open, because that’s where we work, that’s like 

our community here, it’s a mining community’” – I.4.8. So there was not a great deal of 

clarity about how Islanders actually felt about the issue, and fostering the kind of 

conversations that would illuminate community views was only made more difficult by the 

tensions that emerged and as people became reluctant to speak about the issue. People also 

made assumptions about how their friends and family would feel about the issue, which 

was not always based in fact. One participant found that people on both sides of the issue 

assumed she was on the opposite side, and found herself being treated coldly by many of 

her friends. This exemplifies how tension over an issue like this — even over only perceived, 

not actual, differences and disagreements — can break down social networks and 

relationships and contribute to collective trauma.  
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Some also complained that there was a lack of information about the closure and the 

transition processes; “I mean, the information it’s here, there, and everywhere, like we 

haven’t been told much about it, sort of thing, just that they’re closing and there’s nothing 

you can do about it” – I.4.7. Couple this deficiency with a lack of an independent economic 

analysis, and a well-funded campaign to emphasise the critical importance of mining to both 

civil society and the Island’s economy, it is easy to understand why so many were convinced 

that the loss of mining would be absolutely devastating to the Island — indeed, the data are 

not available to unequivocally refute these claims. This lack of quality information, as well 

as the presence of misinformation, contributed to collective trauma; perceptions can be just 

as powerful as facts, and do the same kind of damage. This problem has been noted in cases 

of mine closure before; in the case of a sudden mine closure in Western Australia, there were 

persistent rumours in the community about the presence of asbestos fibres. The authors 

investigating this case study noted that:  

“Whether there is truth to the risks identified by the community…is not the point. These 

pervasive community concerns post-closure speak to issues of inadequate communication 

with the community…the myth embodies a truth about the community’s suspicions of 

environmental risks based on the unfulfilled social licence terms and the development of 

mistrust of the company post-closure” (Browne, Stehlik, & Buckley, 2011: 719). 

Identity — ‘no true Islander’ 

When discussing the conflict over the issue, Islander status became particularly important. 

Outside of this context, people did not seem to feel the need to clarify whether or not 

someone was a ‘real’ Islander, but in the context of their views on mining and the closure 

decision it became very relevant — particularly for those who were, broadly speaking, ‘pro-

mining’. The boundaries of who was a real Islander and who was not seemed to be different 

in this context, and some quite explicitly stated that all real Islanders (or near enough to all) 

supported mining, and the closure campaign came entirely from mainlanders and holiday 

home owners (but not full time residents). For example; “I think a lot of the locals that have 

lived here for a long time would be against the mining shutting down. I think the more, the 

newer people that don’t live here, and haven’t lived here for a long time, would think 

differently” – I.5.6.68 Indeed, it was almost an invocation of the ‘no true Scotsman’ fallacy, 

                                                      
68 It has been noted that newcomers to islands are more likely to hold pro-environment, pro-

conservation values than longer term islanders, and are more likely to oppose a fixed link and other 
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wherein people could distance themselves from disagreement and disunity by arguing that 

‘no true Islander’ supported mine closure — if they did, well, they were not really an 

Islander. In their stories, the boundaries of Islander identity and belonging were redrawn in 

a way that seemed to serve two key purposes, which I explore here.  

The first purpose of this redrawing appeared to be that by claiming that all ‘real’ Islanders 

supported mining, they could delegitimise the decision and those who supported it. One 

participant identified how this played into a broader Australian narrative against those 

perceived to be ‘elite’; “…there is, to a degree, a sort of friction between what you might call 

a disadvantaged subset of the community versus a more advantaged subset of the 

community, and I think there’s a view amongst some that decision making on the Island is 

controlled by an elite…this kind of anti-elite decision-making kind of stream in the 

Australian political consciousness is alive and well over there, so you’ll see all sorts of 

conspiracy theories about how some decisions are being made” – I.6.1. It was argued that the 

decision was not made by Islanders (which participants on all sides of this issue agreed 

with), and that if only Islanders were asked, then the mines would not close. This framing is 

linked to a common kind of narrative that is often employed against environmental-oriented 

decisions perceived to be the result of pressure from ‘inner city, latte-sipping greenies’ — 

people who are over-educated, privileged, and out-of-touch with the common Australian. 

Whilst the general impression amongst Islanders was that the decision was politically 

motivated and made by outsiders (who ignored local advice), this was also used to argue 

that no Islanders supported the decision or the closure of mining, which was not accurate. 

Ironically, by lambasting ‘elite’ decision-makers and out-of-touch greenies, this narrative 

makes an underdog out of those people and organisations who are actually elite69 — a very 

profitable, private, family-owned company with a bundle of rights to the Island no one else 

                                                                                                                                                                     
large scale developments (Gillis, 2001:47; Jackson, 2006:217). However, this trend did not appear to be 

the case on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, where I found relative newcomers who supported 

mining and long term residents who supported closure (and vice versa), and where everyone who 

mentioned it opposed the construction of a bridge or of any kind of large scale development.  
69 This is not to say that ‘inner city, latte-sipping greenies’ are not elite – many who fit this description 

are indeed privileged. However in this case, although pandering to this voting bloc may have formed 

part of the Bligh Government’s rationale, as described in Chapter 6 there were certainly a range of 

other factors at play, and this kind of framing is a way of focussing on the influence of remote (from 

the Island) individuals, rather than looking at actors who are able (and more likely) to leverage 

structural power on this issue to directly influence decision making.  
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currently has, and who had powerful allies in parliament (and now, in government). This 

obfuscation worked very well for Sibelco, and facilitated the ‘astroturfing’70 style of 

campaign Sibelco ran.  

The second key purpose behind this shifting Islander identity, was, I believe, a defensive act 

against collective trauma. By arguing that all ‘real’ Islanders supported mining, and that it 

was only outsiders who supported the closure decision they could preserve a sense of 

harmony and unity within this redrawn Islander community. Certainly the executive of 

FOSI, who have been outspoken against mining, do seem to be primarily composed of 

people who are not full-time Islanders — there was agreement on this from all sides of the 

debate; “So, the FOSI people are generally quite wealthy people and they have holiday 

homes at Point Lookout, and their families have been coming here for generations, but they 

don’t live here, a lot of them don’t live here permanently” – I.8.1. Yet, a number of Islanders 

told me they were or used to be paid-up members of the group, if not part of the executive. 

However, some used this impression that the group was mainly composed of mainlanders 

to argue that only outsiders supported the closure and that real Islanders were generally in 

support of mining. Rather than their community being rife with disagreement, it was all 

coming from the ‘outside’, a much safer place to attribute discord and enmity. This 

argument enabled some people to claim; “…the Anna announcement has actually brought 

the community back together again, I think a lot more than what it actually was” – I.4.9, 

but it was also clear that this kind of claim simply could not be the entire story; if there was 

little conflict or disagreement amongst ‘real’ Islanders, than why did these same people 

                                                      
70 ‘Astroturfing’ is the phenomenon of constructing a fake grassroots movement; that is, a movement 

that appears to be grassroots, but is in fact sponsored, funded and/or organised by a group with 

structural power, such as government or industry. Part of Rowland’s campaign strategy for Sibelco 

was constructing an image of grassroots organisation – “Rowland’s strategy focused on partnering 

with the local community – from creating a shared vision for NSI’s future through to a grassroots 

awareness campaign communicating ‘the Straddie Story’ throughout south-east Queensland” 

(Rowland, 2012:2). Although there was genuinely support at the community level for the continuation 

of mining, the campaign could not be genuinely grassroots when it was extremely well funded and 

well planned by the company in question. However, the grassroots image and narrative was critical 

to the campaign, as it helped position Sibelco as an ‘underdog’ in the debate (as discussed in Chapter 

6), it suggested a level of unity in the Island community about the issue which also helped 

delegitimise the decision, and it helped camouflage the fact that Sibelco was also spending a lot of 

money in the State election campaign.  
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share stories about people they now avoided talking to if they saw them on the street or at 

the shops, or people who they knew had lost friends? As one participant said, “there’s just 

no way I’d even approach the subject with certain people…I can’t stand confrontation” – 

I.4.7. Indeed, avoiding conversations with certain people as a way of avoiding further pain 

seemed common; “…they don’t want to talk to you about it, because they think that you’re 

going to upset them with your views” – I.8.5; and, “…people feel uncomfortable speaking 

about it, yeah. For a lot of reasons, I think…you don’t want to speak out against your 

neighbour...if it’s someone’s job it’s not a trivial matter…no one wants to appear to be 

somehow undermining someone’s job, who wants to do that?” – I.4.6. The stories about 

avoided conversations and avoided individuals belie the claim that all ‘real’ Islanders have a 

universal perspective on this issue — after all, you don’t have to duck behind supermarket 

shelves in the off-peak season on a weekday to avoid speaking to a mainlander or a holiday 

home owner. Only Island residents are present. 

The relationship between collective traumas and collective identities is undoubtedly 

complex and can function in many ways (Convery et al., 2008; Erikson, 1995; Giesen, 2004; 

Vertzberger, 1997), as is the case for Islander identity (Stratford, 2008). What I think is at the 

root of this seeming contradiction — that the vast majority of Islanders agree, yet there is 

also a great deal of conflict and discord on the Island, that the closure decision brought the 

community together, yet drove people apart — is that in the context of an identity 

destabilised by collective trauma (Smelser, 2004a), some people sought to redraw the 

boundaries of Islander identity to preserve (insofar as is possible) the feeling of solidarity 

and unity. Islanders often come together in the presence of external threats (Jackson, 2006; 

Larner, 2012); by redrawing the boundaries of community, they were able to do the same. Of 

course, the ramifications of finding oneself excluded from Islander identity given one’s 

views on mining could be another source of collective trauma.  

Mainlander/outsider actions 

As discussed (see Chapter 8), Islanders on all sides of this issue felt as though their 

community, their Island, was being used as a “political football” – I.5.5, and that the State 

Government did not have their best interests at heart. Many also felt the same about Sibelco; 

that Sibelco was in it for themselves, and although this sometimes resulted in good 
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outcomes for the community, they were under no illusion that Sibelco acted selflessly. It is 

well established that where the ‘outside’ or unaffected community react to the traumagenic 

event or experiences of the subject community with callousness, indifference, or apathy, 

collective trauma can be exacerbated (Audergon, 2004, 2006; Erikson, 2008). Similarly, when 

governments fail to adequately understand and empathise with the community 

experiencing a traumagenic event, they can exacerbate, even cause collective trauma 

(Convery et al., 2008).  

On North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, it seemed as though it was not so much the neglect 

or apathy of outsiders that contributed to collective trauma — indeed, as an Island visited 

and beloved by many, the mining issue and surrounding controversy received a 

considerable degree of coverage in the Brisbane and Queensland media. Rather, it was more 

the sense of being used and of their stories, lives and community being manipulated for 

political gain; they were a political football being kicked around between more powerful 

players. As a result; “It’d be very hard to find a good word for people off the Island at 

Dunwich at the moment” – I.8.4. And, although the controversy was well covered in the 

media, and the ALP and LNP took up opposing positions on the controversy, the positive 

and important work that was being done as part of the transition planning process was often 

ignored; “The locals went, ‘ah, hang on, we’ve got a real problem, let’s put in some good 

work’. Problem was that it didn’t grab a headline, and it was glossed over, or issues that 

were bigger and not able to be solved in the political timeframe were just not canvassed” – 

I.8.2. Their work, their problems, their experiences were not valued by outsiders, by 

mainlanders, but they were exploited by them.  

This process may have been facilitated or exacerbated by islandness, given that islands are 

often rendered powerless and subjugated by mainland metropoles and governance 

structures (Baldacchino, 2010; Gillis, 2001; Jackson, 2008). The future of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah was taken largely out of Islander hands by a State Government seated in 

the neighbouring mainland metropole, and in doing so the Bligh Government alienated 

many Islanders, even those who supported the closure of mining. Regarding the Newman 

Government, the allegations of misconduct and corruption (as discussed in Chapter 6) in the 

dealings between the Newman Government and Sibelco may also have contributed to a loss 
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of faith in broader societal organisations and sense of social instability that is a noted feature 

of collective trauma (Erikson, 1995; Picou, 2009; Somasundaram, 2003; Sztompka, 2004). 

Collective trauma and islandness 

The collective trauma literature suggests a relationship between collective trauma and place; 

that collective trauma can transform landscapes and relationships to space and place, and 

how stories about collective trauma are intrinsically linked to place (Alexander, 2004b; 

Convery et al., 2008). There is, then, an important relationship between collective trauma 

and place, and collective trauma and emotional geographies. Drawing from what the island 

studies literature says about difference, identity, cohesion, and mainland-island relations, 

and the accounts of collective trauma from the Islanders of North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, in this section I explore how islandness shaped experiences of collective 

trauma, with a view to further elucidating the connection between collective trauma, place, 

and emotional geographies.  

In order to understand how geography influences collective trauma, it is important to 

understand the relationship between islandness and the social fabric that collective trauma 

damages. In Chapter 8 it was argued that islandness has shaped civil society, social 

networks and identity in a range of ways, but perhaps most critical here is how islandness 

shaped identities. Mainlanders often assume that islands are singular, united, and 

harmonious places (Jackson, 2008), but it is well established in the island studies literature 

that islands are not united communities; rather, they are often fragmented and factionalised 

places, divided over competition for resources, township of residence, length and type of 

residence, or differences of opinion over island issues and development (Fernandes & Pinho, 

2013; Gillis, 2001; Harwood, 2011; Jackson, 2006; Jackson, 2008; Péron, 2004; Vannini, 2011). 

Indeed, they tend to be more aware of their differences than other places, perhaps because in 

other places, “the edges of those communities are not seen as so sharply defined” (Harwood, 

2011:165).  

It has been argued that mainlander assumptions and projections of unity and coherence may 

actually contribute to fragmentation and division (Harwood, 2011). Harwood (2011: 74) 

argued that, “governmental projections of a unified island community, despite resistances 

exhibited by that community to ‘pull together’, further amplify tensions in the varied 
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enactments of community”. In the case of mine closure on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, the Bligh Government’s decision making processes did not account for 

the diverse perspectives of the community. They did not establish an inclusive engagement 

process in the lead-up to the closure decision, and in the transition planning process many 

felt — or were, reportedly, told — that they were not welcome at consultation events, and 

did not feel as though their views or perspectives were valued. The official ETP documents 

said nothing about dissent or controversy in the community and what the implications of 

this might be. Difference was erased,71 and this erasure may have had the effect of 

heightening divisions and amplifying tensions, as Harwood (2011) noted, and subsequently 

may have contributed to collective trauma.  

The insularity of islands (Frieman, 2008; Péron, 2004; Williams, 2010) may also have been a 

contributing factor to collective trauma. One participant reflected that, “It’s a very small 

community. So everybody knows everybody. And I guess the thing of that, because 

everybody knows everybody, and everybody knows everybody’s business, you know, when 

bad things happen, it just seems, I think it becomes so much more magnified…I think 

because people are living on this Island in quite isolated experiences, they don’t 

understand…there is bad stuff happening on the mainland that’s way worse than what’s 

happening here, but yet, arms get thrown up in the air when something bad does happen 

here, because it happens so infrequently that it becomes such a big shock, it becomes a really 

big deal” – I.5.5. Because of the degree of connectedness that comes from being a small, 

islanded, insular community, everyone is acutely aware of what others are going through, 

which can have the effect, as this participant points out, of heightening their sense of 

severity. On a similar note, another said that, “Because it is a small community, you know, 

some people aren’t forgiving of you having your own ideas and following them. That can 

happen in any society. So it’s hard sometimes, people judge you when they don’t even know 

really what all the facts and figures are. So that was pretty hard, it got to a hard stage, so I 

ended up backing out” – I.4.5. 

                                                      
71 Difference and dissent were also largely erased in the Native Title processes, as a participant quoted 

earlier in this chapter argued.  
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Damage and implications 

One of the key challenges involved in adaptive responses and transitions in the context of 

traumatic events is related to the damage done to the ‘tissues’ of community, to social 

institutions at the time when they are, perhaps, most keenly needed. There may be new 

conflicts of interests and values, and there may be new threats to community cohesion as 

some seem to be ‘spared’, or better off than others (Convery et al., 2008; Erikson, 1995). In 

this case, some of those who supported mining bore some bitterness towards those who 

were ‘spared’ from the impacts; “I think that more the ones [pause] who don’t want the 

mines closed, are bitter towards the ones who have tried to have it done” – I.5.7 — 

particularly because those thought to be ‘spared’ were also those thought to have supported, 

or even advocated for the decision, and had the power to influence outcomes. Collective 

trauma damages the tissues that connect people to one another, unsettles shared identities 

and meanings, and undermines support structures and the civil society organisations and 

networks people may otherwise draw on in times of crisis (Erikson, 1995; Krieg, 2009). On 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, this damage manifested in a number of key ways, 

primarily the breakdown of interpersonal relationships, increased awareness of divisions 

and polarisation, and damage to civil society organisations.  

A number of participants spoke of tensions and arguments between acquaintances, friends, 

and even family members; “…what’s emerged are quite deep tensions, and people not 

speaking to each other” – I.8.4. Some of these stories cannot be shared because they would 

undermine confidentiality, or at the participants’ direct request, but to offer two examples: 

“one of my closest friend’s husband, we went through a really rough time where he just 

avoided talking to us…because he was hurting so badly about the uncertainty that he was 

facing. I had to go around and see him and say, ‘listen, this is silly, you haven’t even asked 

me what I think’, ‘oh I know what you think’, he says. ‘Well, no, you haven’t talked about 

it with me, you know, talk about it’, ‘well I don’t want to talk about it’…when I got 

involved in the [transition] stuff it got even worse…it created tensions in really unusual 

ways, like I wouldn’t have expected that to happen because we had a very, very close 

friendship” – I.8.5; 
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“Yeah, that was very polarising…it turned into this thing that looked like the mine was 

closing tomorrow, and it became this panic reaction from people, and polarised 

communities and polarised families, you know, there were people within individual 

families that had extreme views on whether or not it should happen…it was quite funny 

because I know people would, [redacted] in particular, she was being very cold to me, and 

I’m going, ‘why is [redacted] being so cold to me?’ and I realised afterwards it’s because 

she’d made the assumption that I was on the green side [laughs], and then I’m like, I’m 

neutral, you know?” – I.5.5. 

The polarisation that resulted from the way the closure decision was made and represented 

contributed to a phenomenon dubbed ‘corrosive community’, another aspect of collective 

trauma, in which relationships disintegrate rather than strengthen, leading to further stress 

and further collective trauma (Picou, 2009; Ritchie, 2012). Individuals, groups and networks 

solidified around certain, polarised positions, like ‘pro-mining’ or ‘anti-mining’, where they 

found agreement, solidarity, consolation and community; however this had the effect of 

making adversaries, even enemies, out of people who belonged to, or were perceived to 

belong to, the other camp. This polarisation was a constructed effect — scratch the surface, 

and few held a view that was truly and wholly one or the other. However, it was a common 

misconception that most people did hold a polarised view, which led to close friendships 

breaking down and networks and relationships deeply damaged, not only due to actual 

differences of position, but due to perceived differences of position; “But we’re kind of seen as 

Point Lookout greenies…I guess I just come across as a bit of a hippie or something, so 

people just assume, people assume your politics. So without people asking…they would 

just think of us [as] Point Lookout greenie[s] who would want mining closed tomorrow. 

That’s actually not what I think, but, [sigh]” – I.8.5. As such, people also cut themselves off 

from people whose views they assumed they knew, and pre-emptively cut themselves off 

from sources of support. This is a particularly acute example of what the collective trauma 

literature says about how even imagined or perceived situations can be traumagenic 

(Alexander, 2004b; Smelser, 2004a); the perception of polarisation had the same effect on 

relationships as actual polarisation may have done. These tensions also spilled over into 

other areas, suggesting that as one ‘fault line’ opened up, so did others; “…one of the 

impacts of the closure of the mine has been to fragment, I mean there are more tensions, and 
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deep tensions, and really deep, really [pause] bitter, there’s some bitterness about, that 

didn’t used to be. And it’s gone beyond just the mining thing, it’s in other things as well” – 

I.8.4.  

Related to this heightened tension over differences, some participants reported a kind of 

change in mood and a sense of pressure — implicit and explicit — that prevented people 

from speaking and acting freely. For example; “when we were having Lines in the Sand, we 

had one of the leading environmentalists on the Island…giving a talk here, and we were 

sort of threatened…the organiser of Lines in the Sand, got some very intimidating emails 

and the mining company demanded to be able to film what [redacted] said, and we denied 

permission because she wasn’t happy to be filmed by the mining company, where her things 

could be chopped and taken out of context, and, so just little things like that” – I.8.1. 

Similarly, another participant argued; “the only changes I noticed is, um, there’s absolutely 

no environmental voice. There’s sort of a lot of intimidation from the mining company to 

protect their investment, and…a lot of bullying by the mining company, blocking any 

divergent views being expressed” – I.8.1. Similarly, a number of participants who were 

involved in the transition process experienced additional difficulties and backlash. Even 

though they may have had quite moderate views about mine closure, because they actively 

involved themselves in transition others assumed they knew their position, and gave them 

the cold shoulder — or worse — because of it. Even though everyone agreed that transition 

planning was necessary, because of the polarisation of the issue the people involved in 

transition planning were considered ‘pro-closure’, and thus became adversaries (or Judases) 

in the eyes of some. It would be understandable, then, if some of those who got involved in 

transition planning would be reluctant to do so in the future — their involvement created 

problems within their relationships and networks and exposed them to more pain. In this 

way collective trauma may make future planning processes more difficult.  

Several participants noted that as a result of the closure decision and the surrounding 

conflicts, some civil society organisations had been damaged; “And the real tragedy about 

this whole thing is that those groups [community-based environmental organisations] have, 

splintered and diminished. Because, before this particular episode, those groups did a really, 

really fine job in keeping, keeping an eye on stuff. And it’s a tragedy, especially for SIMO, 
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which has got a really long, proud history of really good environmental, local activism, is 

now basically shot” – I.8.5. SIMO and FOSI took a great deal of heat from the pro-mining 

campaign; “I don’t know if you’ve seen these t-shirts, you know, ‘SIMO doesn’t speak for 

me’” – I.6.1; and, “then the groups also attacked the environmental organisations on the 

Island, so SIMO became ‘Selfish Individuals Misinforming Others’, which I think is just 

fabulous… FOSI — …’Fanatically Opposed to Stradbroke Industry’ or ‘Fraudulent Oratory 

Sickens Islanders’” – I.8.1. The targeting of FOSI was perhaps a bit fairer than that of SIMO; 

FOSI was more unequivocal in its opposition of mining, but in SIMO there was more 

diversity of opinions, and the issue wound up causing a split in the group; “…now the irony 

is that the t-shirts that were being printed, and I’m sure they were being printed by the 

mining company…FOSI, SIMO doesn’t speak for me, but it really wasn’t SIMO, it was the 

same groups of people. Now that’s there, and it’s, you know, I think [pause], that there’s a 

structural divide now in the community that didn’t used to be there” – I.8.4.  

The local branch of the ALP took some damage as well; “…it was a big branch and it 

was….not all retired people, there were a few miners, people in the mining industry, people 

who’d been tradespeople, people who…worked as cleaners, and sort of things. I mean 

they’ve just resigned from the Labor party over the mining thing, so that split as well” – 

I.8.4. With these organisations damaged, how will community efforts be mobilised in the 

future? SIMO, which has long held an important role in the community in holding the 

mining company to account, and in informing the community about environmental issues, 

has been fractured and divided within itself. It has also lost a great deal of credibility and 

goodwill in segments of the community, and certainly with Sibelco, who are unlikely to 

again offer the same kind of access SIMO once enjoyed. The damage done to the local ALP 

branch and the network it once had may also make mobilising the community for transition 

planning (or other purposes) more difficult in the future.  

Collective trauma on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah represented damage done to 

social networks, relationships between friends and family members, and civil society 

organisations. Other effects included the unsettling of collective identities (particularly 

around whether or not someone was an ‘Islander’ or not), divisions, factions and bitterness 

that extended beyond the mining issue, and worsened relationships with the mainland 
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community, particularly the State (Bligh) Government and their supporters. For some of 

those who had previously experienced collective trauma on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah — namely some Quandamooka and other Indigenous Peoples — this 

represented an extension of the trauma of colonisation, displacement, segregation, and loss 

of sovereignty and agency over their homelands.  

As a result, some of the civil society organisations and networks important for transition 

planning were damaged, and transition planning itself has been associated with this trauma. 

Although everyone seems to agree that transition planning needs to occur (given that 

mining cannot last forever and that, regardless of the exact closure date, mining will close at 

some point in the next couple of decades), the collective trauma experienced on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah may make it particularly difficult for any future transition 

planning to eventuate, or for the community to mobilise and involve itself in the future the 

way it did in this case.  

Healing collective trauma 

“Human beings are storytelling animals. We tell stories about our triumphs. We tell stories 

about tragedies” (Alexander, 2004a: 262). 

In order to heal, collective trauma must be addressed at the level of the collectivity (rather 

than at the individual level) and must focus on rebuilding social and community structures 

(Somasundaram, 2003), and rebuilding trust (Krieg, 2009). However, after a traumatic event 

the remaining resources tend to be invested at the individual or family level, rather than 

invested in rebuilding the fabric of the community, and people may no longer participate in 

the sorts of events and activities that help rebuild that fabric (Ritchie, 2012). The literature on 

the healing of collective trauma is still developing, however the literature does identify a 

number of factors that can contribute to the healing of collective trauma. There is one central 

recommendation — namely that collective trauma can be healed through the renewed 

expression of collective identities and shared stories, or as Eyerman (2004: 74) expressed, 

through “the articulation of collective identity and collective memory, as individual stories 

meld into collective history through forms and processes of collective representation”. In 
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this section I will explore some of the opportunities for healing, drawing both from the 

literature on collective trauma and the input of participants.  

Storytelling is one method through which collective traumas can be addressed and healed 

(Audergon, 2004). Storytelling has been known to be cathartic and healing for individuals 

(Koch, 1998; Sandercock, 2001; Williams, Labonte, & O’Brien, 2003) — indeed this was part 

of the reason why I selected it as a research method in this work — however stories can also 

contribute to effectively dealing with and healing trauma at the scale of the collective 

(Abramowitz, 2005; Audergon, 2004; David, 2008; Nytagodien & Neal, 2004). Where trauma 

goes unacknowledged it “remains intact, replaying and intruding and blocking capacity to 

function” (Audergon, 2004: 29), and storytelling can provide an opportunity for the trauma 

to be acknowledged, understood, and addressed, rather than ignored, denied, or silenced. 

As a function of collective trauma many people ceased talking to one another, and avoided 

talking about the issue with one another. This is common in traumatic situations:  

“virtually all individuals who suffer the after effects of a disaster wonder whether they are 

reacting in an aberrant way…We fear that there is something wrong with us, and since we so 

rarely take the risk of letting each other know of those feelings, we may take a long time to 

learn that they are common to most (and perhaps all) of our fellows. We are surprised to learn 

how widely a vulnerability that we took to be an individual weakness of our own is shared by 

others” (Erikson, 2008: x). 

Thus storytelling — speaking with one another about those feelings, and learning how much 

of that pain is shared and shared with people who are thought to have opposing views — 

could be critical for healing.  

If participants had spoken in depth about the divisions and fractures in the community, 

often I would ask them if and how that damage could be healed. It was a difficult question 

for some participants; “It’s a tough question. I mean, it is the question for me, right now” – 

I.6.1, and the answers were sometimes indirect, or led them into a related story but one that I 

cannot really quote as an answer to the question, per se. A number of participants identified 

the importance of stories and values themselves; they suggested that to heal and to move 

positively past the conflict, Islanders needed to come back to (or re-find) the shared values 

and spirit that made them a community:  
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“It’s at that point of values you can actually get overlap between what might be two 

fundamentally opposed positions” – M.6.2.  

“And I don’t expect us all to be happy campers together, by any means. But it would be nice 

to have, a sort of civil recognition of some basic values about the importance of the 

Island…it’s just, there’s a sort of level, a basic level, that not necessarily everyone 

subscribes to, in understanding what’s fundamental, what’s important about Stradbroke” – 

I.4.2;  

“What I would like to see preserved is what I believe is the community spirit. That doesn’t 

mean to say there aren’t differences, but there should be differences, and there should be 

discussion about those differences, otherwise we can’t grow…But I’d really like to see the 

Island keep its soul, which I think is where we are one” – I.5.1. 

(Re)discovering the Island’s soul, the community’s spirit could be the key to healing 

collective trauma. Islandness, then, offers a “real and symbolic common space” (Stratford, 

2008: 171) for Islanders to come together in and share stories. A process of sharing stories, 

both about the Island, about the trauma, and about hopes for the future, could contribute to 

healing by helping Islander’s reconnect to one another and find that sense of community 

spirit and Island soul again. I hope that some of the findings from this research project may 

contribute in some small way to this outcome. 72 

Related to storytelling is ritual, which is also very important in responding to and healing 

collective traumas. In the especially complex case of the divide between perpetrators and 

descendants of perpetrators, and victims and descendants of victims of the Holocaust, 

Giesen (2004: 154) argued that, “only collective rituals can mark the opposition between past 

and future and heal the fundamental breakdown of commonality between perpetrators and 

victims”. Although this is an extreme case, others have also noted the importance of rituals 

in limiting or healing collective traumas (Abramowitz, 2005; Anne Pearlman, 2013; 

                                                      
72 As this thesis is unlikely to be read by many in the community, I am preparing a shorter discussion 

paper for their use (to be made available in the North Stradbroke Island Historical Museum and to all 

participants who so requested), highlighting some of those shared values and visions, shared 

emotional geographies (as discussed in Chapters 7 and 8), and which I hope clears away some of the 

misconceptions about the degree of polarisation in the community. Further story-based work will 

need to be done, however. 
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Somasundaram, 2003). Aarelaid-Tart (2006) argued that participation in civil society 

organisations and associated events have been very important in coping with collective 

trauma. The shared sense of identity and community that can emerge through the sharing of 

stories and rituals can “have a positive, healing function” (Convery, Balogh, & Carroll, 2010: 

101). There is some indication of this in a story I was told about the Quandamooka Peoples 

keeping their culture and language alive even in the face of persecution; “it was outlawed, 

song and dance and language. And we were imprisoned for it, or murdered and so forth, for 

doing it, so it went underground. And when I was a child they were still frightened to do it, 

but they did it, you know, at night after funerals, and things like that, or some old people 

would do it for their children, if the child was sick and that. Sometimes it was 

uncontrollable, and they’d sing it anyhow…I am happy I was born when I was, and to see 

its revival, and I’m so proud of her and those old people that I knew, and her children that, 

and these, her grandchildren, then they went up the North, down as far as Tasmania…high 

schools, and prisons, how to thing, do song and dance, and research, and find out where 

they come from and be proud of their First Nations side too” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3.  

Being able to go on country again, and practice and teach culture in place again, may also 

have an important healing effect: 

“…for the Indigenous people, I think it must be almost like [pause] making a person 

whole…they’ve been unable to go onto a lot of their country, simply not allowed, like the 

rest of us…so one of the benefits would be just the sense of freedom that you feel that you 

can go and see the land” – I.4.6;  

“we had all sorts of wonderful healing things attached to our sites, you know, and yet we 

can’t access them anymore” – Aunty Donna Ruska I.8.3; 

“I’m passionate about that, believe in the health…and they talk about social, emotional, 

spiritual, and physical wellbeing…. It’s one thing to say, ‘we’ve got our land back,’ it’s 

another thing to appreciate the land for why we wanted it back, and that’s our holistic 

wellbeing of life” – I.8.6.  

The full benefits of this access will only be felt when the lands under mining lease are 

opened up again, so the timeframe is still uncertain. In addition, for healing the wounds of 
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collective trauma from colonisation, the Quandamooka Peoples need justice; “It’s always 

been my call, since my mother taught me more or less how to call it, for our people, we just 

[need] justice. Proper justice, not partial justice, not impeded justice, not manipulated 

justice, we just need proper justice, we need to be recognised for what we deserve” – I.5.4. 

Without justice, any progress towards healing and cohesion will be impeded.  

Another factor that may contribute to healing may be a transition planning process that is 

community-driven and community-centred. The transition process was thought to offer 

some potential for healing, if it were to continue, as, “It’s something which is Island-wide, 

so we have all factions in the Island involved, those who are pro-mining and those who are 

conservationist, if you like, those who are community-oriented, from different sides of the 

spectrum. And so that in itself is a very positive, I hesitate to say healing, because I don’t 

know to what extent it will be, but it has the potential to be, because the community is so 

riven and destroyed, it needs a healing process, and to sit around a table, in a facilitated 

context, talking seriously to government, to various agencies of government, about the 

economic future and the possibilities, and the community has already put in a great deal of 

work” – I.4.2. Not all participants found the transition process to be inclusive; some were 

alienated by the Bligh Government’s approach early on which may have made them feel 

unwelcome in the community-led processes. However, what this participant highlights is 

that a well-run, facilitated, inclusive process of transition planning could have a healing 

effect. The literature suggests that when responding to traumagenic events and in 

minimising or healing collective trauma, it is important that local communities are 

meaningfully engaged in the process, and that local knowledge, culture and experiences are 

taken into account (Dekel & Tuval-Mashiach, 2012; Wicke & Silver, 2009). Indeed, if the 

original decision making process and ETP had been more inclusive, and more locally-

focussed, a degree of the collective trauma may have been avoided or minimised. In arguing 

for an emphasis on lived experiences, and local, situated, contextual knowledges when 

researching and reporting on disasters and traumas, Convery et al. (2008: 10) argued that 

these knowledges are “essential to the formation of effective and sustainable recovery 

policies and initiatives”, but that the survivors of disasters are rarely given the opportunity 

to share their stories, experiences and knowledges. They said that: 
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“without situated knowledge which is local and partial, in the sense that it has a perspective 

based on experience, authorities cannot ‘see’ how to act, and this is one of the hardest lessons 

in the wake of disasters where the actions of recovery agencies have the potential to bring 

relief, but also to retraumatise and make things so much worse” (Convery et al., 2008: 87, 

emphasis in original).  

Convery et al. (2008: 153) concluded by arguing that in response to disasters and other 

potentially traumatic events, it is important to centre local knowledges and involve local 

people in decision making to improve responses and minimise collective trauma. 

Communities must be empowered to respond, and to influence outcomes, “to regain some 

control of their own lives, personal spaces and collective space” (Convery et al., 2008: 154). 

Hopefully this provides some guidance for future processes on the Island; although much of 

the damage has already been done, if future transition planning process improve 

engagement with local knowledges, some of this trauma could be healed, and further 

trauma could be avoided.  

Rebuilding trust, both within the Island community and with the State Government is also 

needed. Clarity over the mining issue is critical here; “I think to heal the community we first 

need some resolution on the time line under the new State Government…I’d like to try and 

seek opportunities, if you like, to build trust again, which as you say is the foundation of 

social capital and resilience” – I.6.1. However, at the time of writing, the life of the mine is 

not clear. The Newman Government amended NSIPSA (2011) to allow Sibelco to re-apply 

for mining lease extensions in 2019, which in and of itself does not give much clarity, and the 

legality of this amendment is being challenged by the QYAC in the High Court (Moore, 

2014c). While it remains, this uncertainty will likely be an ongoing source of collective 

trauma for the community and will make it difficult to rebuild the social fabric.  

That said, a number of participants suggested that things had already begun to heal, or that 

time would likely take care of the damage and may even make the community stronger; 

“Native Title Determination and you know the inception of the new North Stradbroke 

Island Protection and Sustainability Act, it’s created some divisions in the community, but 

it’s only going to make the community stronger” – I.4.4. Some who spoke of tensions and 

difficulties in their relationships noted that things had already started to get better, “But, it’s 

okay now…[our friendship] survived that, but it was a difficult period” – I.8.5; and, “It’s 

calmed down a lot now. And I think that’s because there has now been the change in 
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government, which is more…in the camp of basically making sure the mine is still open and 

things like that. So I guess that’s brought some stability back into the community, it’s 

nowhere near as bad as it was, prior to the election” – I.5.5. One participant mentioned that 

time was needed, and highlighted that they’d had a lot to deal with on the Island in recent 

times; “Just time. We’ve had a lot of things going on, you know? We’ve had a lot of things 

going on, bloody hell! [laughs]. We’ve had the mining thing, you had the Native Title 

Determination, then you’ve had the whole global downturn, then the barges fiasco, so really 

we’ve had a lot on our plate and I think we’ll take time to get everything together, but I 

mean, we’ve got to really” – I.4.5. Another participant argued that in addition to time, what 

was needed was the presence of an external threat or issue to unite Islanders; “Time, and 

[pause] like most things, external threats” – I.8.4. This is an example of what the island 

studies literature states about how diverse and divided Islanders will unite under the shared 

‘islander’ identity when — sometimes only when — they perceive an external threat 

(Amoamo, 2012; Jackson, 2006; Larner, 2012; Péron, 2004).  

Whilst this sanguine view of matters is reassuring, I wonder if the improvements to 

relationships is just due to the quietening down of the conflict rather than actual healing. At 

the time of some of these interviews the Newman Government had just been elected and it 

looked likely that the mines would stay open, which may have comforted some of those 

feeling hurt by the closure, and they may have felt more able to forgive their friends and 

acquaintances they had had issues with. It also meant that there was nothing to be gained by 

Sibelco continuing in its campaign, which, as noted above, exacerbated the divisions in the 

community and kept things stirred up, polarised and tense. Whether these wounds will 

reopen when the life of the mine becomes uncertain again — as a result of a legal challenge 

to the NSIPSA (2011) amendment, or in the advent of an ALP Government coming to power 

and perhaps deciding not to grant lease extensions come 2019 — is a question for the future. 

In the absence of other forms of healing and of improved transition planning processes I 

believe it is likely. Indeed, one participant bleakly noted that, “Well, I think some people 

will never get past it” – I.8.2. At this stage, still so close to the events that led to the collective 

trauma, and with so much still being uncertain, it is impossible to say how much healing 

remains to be done. 
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Conclusion 

Collective trauma was a key theme that emerged from the stories of participants; it was a 

critical part of the lived experiences of the transition process for many. A number of these 

participants were able to suggest some of the ways in which this trauma was constructed; 

rather than being something intrinsic to the ‘event’ of mine closure and transition planning, 

it had a range of causes, including the Island’s history, the Island’s emotional geographies 

and islandness itself, and the actions of agents of structural power to divide and polarise. 

Their accounts highlighted how perceptions and fears can be as damaging as ‘actual’ 

impacts; for example, some people felt so strongly about the issue because they feared losing 

their friends/family due to emigration as a result of mine closure. In some cases, this fear led 

to a sense of anger and resentment towards other friends and family — those who were 

thought to have supported the closure. In addition to identifying an important risk of 

change and transition, these accounts also illustrate that collective trauma is a risk to 

transition processes. Effective transition planning, and the implementation of transition 

plans, often rests on local knowledge, local engagement, local actions, mobilised through 

social networks and civil society. In the event of collective trauma and the damaging of this 

social fabric, not only does it become harder for individuals to cope with change, but it 

becomes harder to mobilise actions to support transition. Where people fear social 

repercussions, they may be less likely to take on leadership roles in transition planning and 

implementation, which may mean local knowledge is less available and thus the quality of 

the transition process will suffer. Furthermore, as a result of foreshadowing, should 

collective trauma shape “already told” futures (Pedersen, 2009: 393), and the ways in which 

“the past, the present and the future are all implicated or affected somehow by what has 

happened” (Convery et al., 2008: 1), it may inhibit transition processes by damaging not only 

the social fabric, but through damaging and limiting hopes about what can be achieved.  

Transition planning processes, then, need to take a proactive approach to minimising and 

avoiding collective trauma. More research needs to be done to identify strategies to do this, 

and on how communities can better protect themselves from collective trauma. Krieg (2009: 

31) suggested; “promoting a sense of safety…promoting calming…promoting a sense of self 

efficacy and collective efficacy…promoting connectedness…promoting hope”. To add to 
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this, the findings here highlight the importance of communication within communities, both 

in terms of minimising misconceptions and misinformation, and to resist the attempts of 

others to frame the issue in a certain way for their own ends. On North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah there was a strong sense of polarisation, but in the interviews I found 

little evidence of strongly polarised views. There were some, certainly, but most participants 

held a more nuanced, more ambivalent, more conditional perspective. If people had known 

that about one another some of the damage to relationships and some of the collective 

trauma could have been avoided. The importance of communication, indeed, of sharing 

stories, and of being able to come together to listen to one another, be it in shared spaces, 

through shared community rituals, and/or through community-based events, cannot be 

overstated.  
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CHAPTER 10  

Research Story 

 “…no analysis of public perceptions is complete until it includes an understanding of the 

active role of the analyst’s self which is exercised throughout the research process” (Smith, 1988: 18, 

emphasis in original). 

Introduction 

In this chapter I reflect on the process and my experiences of conducting this research and 

implementing the approach detailed in Chapter 2 — what I refer to as the ‘research story’ — 

and particularly relates to research sub-aim 4. There is a tendency for qualitative research to 

be rich in ontological, epistemological and methodological theories, but to contain less 

grounded, explicit reflections on what worked and how, and what did not. Feminist, critical 

Indigenous and other critical researchers call upon us to reflect upon how the researcher’s 

own identities, emotions and relationships to power influence the research encounter and 

research outcomes (Creswell, 2007; Finlay, 2002; Jones with Jenkins, 2008; Sultana, 2007; 

Tomaselli, Dyll, & Francis, 2008). The emotional geographies and other literatures call on us 

to reflect on more than the questions of ‘how’, ‘why’, ‘who’, ’when’ and ‘what’ of research — 

we also need to reflect on the ‘where’ (Anderson & Jones, 2009; Bennett, 2009; Elwood & 

Martin, 2000), especially in research that emphasises the importance of place as a factor in 

knowledge.  

In both critical realism and phenomenology knowledge is understood as situated, socially 

constructed and contextually dependent (Dean, Joseph, & Norrie, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005; Oladele et al., 2013; Pernecky & Jamal, 2010; Potter & López, 2001; Wojnar & Swanson, 

2007). As such, in this chapter I situate myself — a relatively young, white, Australian 

woman from an urban, middle-class, anglophone background pursuing a PhD — within this 

research, and reflect on how my subjective experiences of the research process shaped this 

project. I offer the following reflections in order to tell a more faithful story of my research 

experiences, to explore how the framework I outlined in Chapter 2 functioned in practice, 

and to consider the ‘where’ of method. I hope these reflections may be useful for others 
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contemplating similar methodologies, or considering conducting case study research under 

similar conditions, or with a view to exploring lived experiences.  

Reflections on the research framework 

This research is based on critical realism, social constructionism and phenomenology. The 

joint deployment of these theories requires me to value and centre stories, emotions, and 

participants’ own perspectives, whilst considering how their lived experiences are shaped 

by context, place, community, and by structural power. This approach meant considering 

knowledge of lived experiences and the construction of knowledge of lived experiences. 

This compound theoretical framework enabled me to move from and between personal 

stories to a broader ‘dataset’ of stories that described structures and context whilst allowing 

for difference, which I hope has provided a new and comprehensive understanding of the 

“overall essence” (Creswell, 2007: 60) of the phenomenon of transition. To achieve this, as 

specified in both phenomenological (Creswell, 2007) and storytelling-based research 

(Kasper, 1994) I started with the stories of individuals (which were shaped by their own 

analysis), then found connections and themes within and across them. Chapters 4–7 are 

devoted to these stories; I have organised and grouped them by those connections and 

themes that emerged from the stories, rather than against abstract theories (Creswell, 2007; 

Welch, 2001), and I have attempted to do justice to their diversity and richness and to centre 

the participants’ voices. Of course, the ‘bracketing’ (Creswell, 2007) phenomenology calls for 

can only ever be partial, and it is important to acknowledge that the research encounters 

were a process of co-construction of meaning (Pernecky & Jamal, 2010; Welch, 2001) that I 

cannot extract myself from. Still, by using very few prompting questions I followed the 

participants’ leads as much as possible, and allowed myself to adopt a position of ‘wonder’ 

(Welch, 2001) toward their stories and their accounts.  

In Chapters 8 and 9, I moved beyond individual accounts to consider how participants’ 

stories related to the literature and theories influencing this work — primarily emotional 

geographies, island studies, and collective trauma — (Kasper, 1994). Therein, I also 

considered the role of structures and power in shaping lived experiences, with particular 

attention paid to conflict, difference, and contradictions, in line with critical phenomenology 
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(Crotty, 1998; Moustakas, 1994). This process guided the research encounter, data analysis, 

and the writing of this research, and I hope that, when taken altogether, this thesis offers 

some new, or renewed, composite perspectives on and understandings of the phenomenon 

of transition. 

There were a few components of my research approach and framework that proved 

especially helpful. First is critical realism’s espousal of non-linear causation, and the 

concomitant focus on how a plurality of structures and mechanisms shape diverse lived 

experiences of phenomena (New, 2005; Oladele et al., 2013; Sayer, 2000). This 

conceptualisation created space for contradictory accounts to co-exist without having to be 

entirely reconciled and also resonated with collective trauma theory, which calls for a 

complex, non-linear understanding of traumagenic events (Convery et al., 2008). Another 

important component of this framework is that it provided a means to consider the 

differences between accounts, the construction of those differences and required asking how 

they may be shaped by relationships to structural power. In phenomenology in particular it 

is required that diverse accounts are drawn together into a kind of composite portrait of the 

phenomenon in question. To create this composite and find a cohesive account of the 

construction of diverse and seemingly contradictory stories, I employed collective trauma 

theory. Collective trauma coincided neatly with critical realism and storytelling in their 

argument for non-linearity, and with critical realism and phenomenology in how collective 

trauma informed analysis of the structures shaping lived experiences. Collective trauma 

provided a way to understand how identities and meanings could shift and realign 

themselves in fluid ways in the context of change, gave sense to the contradictions in stories, 

and shed some light on how relationships with structural power and with outsiders could 

shape emotions and experiences of change and transition (in this case also the tension of the 

island-mainland emotional geographies).  

The critical realist understanding of tripartite reality, where the empirical, the actual, and the 

real are distinct but co-constituting and overlapping spheres was also critical in 

understanding lived experiences (Houston, 2001; Jessop, 2005; New, 2005; Oladele et al., 

2013; Sayer, 2000). This understanding helped me navigate contradictions and understand 

how perceptions, which may not have been based on ‘actual’, verifiable information, could 
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still be a part of someone’s empirical, lived experience. Given what social constructionists 

suggest about how knowledges and meanings are socially constructed and inherently partial 

(Burr, 2003; Usher, 1997), and accounting for what the emotional geographies literature 

suggests about how emotions, and knowledges based on emotions are constituted socially 

and through place (Anderson & Smith, 2001; Bondi, Davidson, & Smith, 2005; Davidson & 

Milligan, 2004), I was able to explore lived experiences through stories, as well as examine 

how these stories were shaped by place (particularly by islandness) and community. In 

addition, given how these bodies of work suggest that our experiences are structured and 

constructed through relations with others, I explored how power shaped experiences, 

particularly the influence of State Government and Sibelco in shaping emotions and lived 

experiences.  

Perhaps the greatest benefit from the research framework linking critical realist ontology, 

social constructionist epistemology, phenomenological methodology and storytelling 

method was that this composite approach provides a framework for justice-oriented and 

critical social-environmental research. Feminist and other critical researchers often call for 

scholars to centre lived experiences, and value the stories and “voices from the borderlands” 

(Sandercock, 1995), yet we are also called to analyse structural power. The particular, the 

contextual, the situated, the embodied, and the personal are important sites for research, yet 

feminist and critical researchers also have a responsibility to find overlaps, intersections, 

coalitions and solidarities to make their research — if not precisely generalisable in the 

conventional sense — relevant, meaningful, and operationalisable to other populations 

engaging in similar struggles against similar structures of power. We need to find ways to 

value the particular and not erase difference or co-opt knowledges, yet be able to share in a 

way that enables learning and informs actions in other contexts. Many feminist and critical 

race scholars highlight the social construction and constitution of identities and delineations, 

whilst also stressing that they have real, substantive, material influences on people’s lives, 

despite not necessarily being grounded in the ‘actual’ or intransitive dimension. Phenomena 

can be real, and empirical, and not actual. However, it can be difficult to move between 

these realms and research both at once; to centre both lived experiences and the construction 

of lived experiences. It can feel contradictory, or as though the goals are competing — that 

focussing on the construction of an experience might negate its realness or impact. I contend 
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that the framework used here enables this kind of twin-focussed research, and provides a 

way to navigate what may otherwise seem incompatible or contradictory, and reconcile how 

something can be non-actual yet real, or have actual and non-actual dimensions.  

My research approach and goals required repeated visits to the Island and multi-night stays, 

and, combined with the storytelling interview method, this design contributed to the success 

of this research by encouraging and facilitating participation. There are a number of reasons 

why Islanders might have been reluctant to participate, yet I needed not only an appropriate 

number of participants with diverse perspectives, but I needed them to spend quite a bit of 

time with me as well. The fact that I was making multiple visits to stay on the Island 

facilitated participation both for the purely practical reason that I had more opportunities to 

find a mutually acceptable time for an interview, and that people often seemed pleased to 

hear that I was making multiple trips and staying on Island. Given that I live in Brisbane (a 

commutable distance) it would have been technically possible to just make day trips, but 

had I done so not only would my schedule have been prohibitively tight and rushed, but I 

would not have been able to experience the Island atmosphere, or get a sense for the rhythm 

of Island life, or visit the number of Island places that I did, or see the Island in its quieter 

moments. I would not have seen the Island in the tourism off-season, after the last ferry off 

the Island has left for the day, when the Islanders are truly ‘islanded’ and on their own. I 

would not have seen the dolphins feeding in the early evening, or heard the curlews call late 

at night. These experiences were important for my own understanding of the Island (see 

further discussion in ‘Where of Method’ section later in this chapter), and because it 

demonstrated to participants that I was invested in getting as good an understanding of 

their Island as I possibly could. The storytelling approach facilitated participation in two 

additional ways; firstly, it distinguished me from some other researchers as it centred more 

on listening than asking questions and valued local knowledges and lived experiences. 

Secondly, people were able to shape the progress of the interview and, given the 

conversational and informal style, seemed to feel comfortable enough to confide in me about 

difficult topics.73  

                                                      
73 At times participants requested that we go ‘off the record’; they had stories they wished to share 

with me personally, but that they were not comfortable being included as data. This request, I believe, 
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Researching in an over-researched place 

Qualitative social research demands a high degree of active involvement from participants 

(Clark, 2008), and phenomenological research is no exception. As such, people can grow 

weary of being involved in research if they are asked to do so repeatedly; this is known as 

‘research fatigue’ (Clark, 2008). Island communities are often targeted for research projects 

as they are thought to be sites of experimentation and innovation (Baldacchino & Clark, 

2013; Hay, 2006; Sharpley, 2012). They are also frequently described as ‘microcosms’, which 

enable research on broader (as in, not specifically ‘island’ or ‘local’) issues within a neatly 

defined case study area (Cave & Brown, 2012; Jackson, 2008; Thomas, 2007) and given the 

way researchers often exploit and objectify islands and islanders (Baldacchino, 2008, 2010; 

Butler, 2012), island communities may be particularly susceptible to research fatigue.  

Certainly, North Stradbroke Island is an over-researched place. A great deal of research (of 

varying quality) has been done on the environment, the history, the economy and the 

people, some by Islanders themselves, but primarily by outsiders/mainlanders. The Island 

has some unique habitats and flora and fauna populations that attract environmental 

researchers. It is also accessible from a mainland capital city and two international airports, 

which contributes to its appeal and practicability as a research site. Another factor is related 

to the Quandamooka Peoples; Indigenous Peoples and communities are often subject to 

over-research and research fatigue, where they are frequently the subjects of research but 

where the results of inquiry are of little or no relevance to the researched community, and/or 

no benefit accrues to them (Knight et al., 2009; Martin, 2003). Non-Indigenous researchers 

also have a history of exploiting and appropriating Indigenous knowledges; research has 

often been a tool of colonialism, and this dynamic is not relegated to the past (Battiste, 2008; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Knight et al., 2009). As such, the Quandamooka community — 

particularly given their recent successful Native Title Consent Determinations — may well 

contribute to the appeal of the Island as a case study site, and as a group may be particularly 

susceptible to research fatigue.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
may have indicated that we had connected on a more personal level than simply researcher–

participant – they wished to share something with me as a person, beyond my role as researcher – 

and I attribute this in large part to the methods used. 
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A number of participants mentioned their frustration with researchers, and the sense of 

being over-consulted and over-researched. As one participant reflected; “we’re a small, 

finite Island community, we’re very good subjects for research, for one reason or another, 

because we’re contained. But over the years, not only academia but various levels of 

government have surveyed us…academia surveys us, produces something that’s viable, but 

the various levels of government, we’ve been consulted to death and it goes into a document 

of some kind and then it gathers dust on the shelf, and then as soon as another initiative 

comes up — ‘Oh! We must see what the community want’. I mean, it’s great that they’re 

asking, but whether they’re asking in some sort of equitable way so that the whole 

community gets input is another question” – I.2.1. Despite this trend, as this participant later 

noted, local knowledges are not highly valued in research; “…over the years I’ve certainly 

been asked to contribute to a number of studies, but not so much now. I’m not sure why that 

is. I mean, you’re a bit of an exception to the rule now, to come and to actually ask the 

community” – I.2.1. This account suggests that although research occurs and people are 

fatigued by it, it is generally not the kind that centres local knowledges and perspectives.  

There is a problem with the availability of the knowledge produced; as this participant 

noted, government-produced work can often sit on government shelves without ever being 

implemented or applied, and academic work is often held behind paywalls and not shared 

with the community. In addition to contributing to frustration and research fatigue, this can 

also result in other problems; an outdated or insufficient piece of academic work that is 

accessible may be given significant weight, both by the community and by governments, 

where more accurate, up-to-date research that is not readily accessible, or indeed local, 

experiential knowledges are ignored or downplayed; “…we’ve had one or two people do 

theses here about various things…one in particular is the erosion situation along here, and 

because their document is accessible, they’re touted as being ‘the authority’, you know, it’s 

almost like God has spoken, that’s the way it is, and this is what we must adhere to. So 

that when local knowledge or another academic comes in and counters that to some extent, 

that is not taken as being as valid as that original authority…because people are scanning 

the available literature, and that’s the bit of literature that’s available, so they take that as 

gospel. We’ve had other academics come through the UQ facility who have an entirely 

different perspective about here, but their perspective is locked up! And if someone’s got to 
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pay to get access to it, they’re more than likely to say, ‘well it mightn’t have much in it 

anyway, we’ll go back to that authority again’” – I.2.1.  

One participant reported that being over-researched affected the transition planning 

process, as people involved in community-based consultancies, research and other transition 

work ran up against this fatigue; “The most important thing to me was that we did 

something that was true to us, and reflected the people that we spoke to, because a lot of 

people come to the Island…there’s this constant stream of people coming here and wanting 

to consult with people. I think we’re the most over-consulted community in the Western 

world…which is for very valid reasons, it’s interesting and there’s a lot of stuff going on 

here, but I found when I was going around speaking to people there’s a bit of fatigue about 

that…Someone else to talk to, what’s she going to do with my stuff, you know?...often, 

you’re getting paid to sit there and the person who you’re interviewing isn’t. So there’s a lot 

of investment of time and that kind of stuff” – I.8.5. As Islanders reported feeling both over-

consulted and under-regarded, even possibly exploited, and as they enjoyed little access to 

the products of research, it would not be surprising if fatigue was at least part of why some 

potential participants did not return my messages and emails, or said they were not willing 

to participate, or just directed me to existing materials. 

That said I was still able to recruit an appropriate range and number of willing participants 

appropriate to my methodology, although I would have liked to have spoken to more 

people directly employed by the mines. I believe this was firstly due to the fact that I was 

studying a ‘Straddie’ problem — their community, their transition process, their mine. I was 

researching a local issue, rather than something more abstract, or rather than relying solely 

on the use of the Island as a microcosm to better understand somewhere else (and thus 

contributing to the seemingly paradoxical marginalisation from research of an over-

researched group). Because it was such a contentious and personally relevant issue many 

people were quite eager to talk about it, too. I contend my phenomenological methodology 

and storytelling method also helped; according to a participant quoted above, my approach 

was now the “exception” – 1.2.1, and other participants expressed that they wished the Bligh 

Government in their consultation efforts would just come and talk to them in the manner I 

was. 
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I asked a number of participants (though not all — it depended on the way the interview 

went) what I, as a researcher, could give back to the community that would be valuable and 

helpful. A common theme was simply availability and accessibility; that I should make my 

research findings and any products of this research available to the community. To 

accomplish this I am making all publications that draw from this research available at the 

North Stradbroke Island Historical Museum (when the Minjerribah Knowledge Centre is up 

and running I will also offer my work to them), as well as directly to any participants who 

requested them. I am also producing a discussion paper for the use of the community 

summarising my key findings in a way that is more accessible than this thesis. Another idea 

mentioned by a couple of participants was related back to the importance of shared values 

and stories as discussed in Chapter 9 as a means of healing collective trauma; “I think 

anything that — I mean, it sounds trite — but anything that brings the community, in its 

disparities and diversity together, or finds a common platform, is incredibly useful…if the 

sting is taken out of things it’s possible to have a perfectly reasonable conversation with 

someone with whom you disagree fundamentally, but you recognise that they hold their 

views sincerely. We haven’t got to that stage, so anything, I mean it’s a bit abstract, but 

anything that helps that process of respect and communality, because that’s really where 

the community should be standing” – I.4.2. I hope that in this thesis and in the discussion 

paper some of those shared values and stories, the sincerity with which people hold their 

views and positions, and the commonalities rooted in the shared love of place, is apparent, 

and I hope in some small way to contribute to that process of healing, “respect and 

communality” – I.4.2.  

My emotions and identity in the research encounter 

In earlier chapters I have devoted considerable attention to the emotions of participants; 

both those they named themselves, and those made apparent in the stories they told. 

Following Bondi (2005), I would like briefly to reflect on some of my own emotional 

experiences in conducting this research; I do not want to centre my own emotions at the 

expense of those of my participants, but I feel reflexivity and some brief reflections are 

necessary.  
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The phenomenological and storytelling approaches used in this research required me to 

‘bracket’ myself and my own preconceptions as much as possible, so that I could empathise 

with participants with different or contradictory values, so that I could be exposed to a 

diverse set of perspectives, and so I could approach the phenomenon of transition from a 

position of wonder. I had actually anticipated bracketing to be more difficult than it turned 

out to be — given my own values and interests, I thought I might find it difficult to connect 

with those who strongly supported the continuation of mining. But when I met them and sat 

down to speak with them, it was so immediately clear that they were speaking from a place 

of love for the Island and the community, a sincere belief that it was for the good of the 

community, and genuine, often altruistic fears about what closure would mean. I believe 

bracketing out (and the understanding that followed) was aided by the use of the 

storytelling method, as it allows the participant to influence the form of the research 

encounter, and requires the researcher to primarily listen, and not ask too many questions. If 

I had gone in committed to a standard set of questions, I suspect that — given I would have 

been focussed on getting a specific set of answers — I may not have been able to connect and 

listen the way that I did; I may have been more focussed on getting the answers I wanted 

rather than hearing their stories, thus centring myself rather than the participant.  

As such I expect that storytelling, and other unstructured approaches, may facilitate 

phenomenological bracketing. However, critical qualitative methods require that the 

researcher considers their own situatedness and subjectivities, for “we are not 

dematerialized, disembodied entities” (England, 1994: 85). Further, the storytelling method 

and informal approach I adopted in interviews necessitated a level of personal connection to 

establish rapport and evoke stories. As such, it was almost as though I had to bracket parts 

of myself out, but then carefully put some of myself back in, in a way that seemed 

appropriate and in-tune with the way the participant had shaped the interview. The 

research encounter worked best when we could relate and connect to one another on a 

personal level through a shared experience or interest, even if it was something as simple as 

having lived in the same part of Brisbane at one point, or having a dog, or enjoying 

camping. Interpersonal connections quite simply helped us connect as people, helped 

humanise the process of research, helped us understand one another, and helped 

participants feel comfortable sharing certain stories; ultimately, the better the connection, the 
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richer the interview. Of course, as I was sharing parts of myself with participants in order to 

establish this connection, this may have then influenced the stories participants told, or how 

they framed those stories.  

The storytelling approach was rewarding and effective, but it also made the interview 

process unpredictable. Interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes (rarely) to up to 3 hours, 

with 1.5-2 hours being about typical. Given the fact that the topic was contentious, given the 

emotional content of most interviews, the range of painful subjects often covered, and given 

their length and depth, research encounters often left me exhausted and sometimes 

overwhelmed. At times I also experienced a sense of frustrated powerlessness and guilt. I 

can do very little to help the people who so generously helped me; although I am making 

my research available, I lack the skills or power to do much more. I was left feeling guilty; 

guilty for researching an over-researched place, guilty for taking up people’s time and 

getting them to talk about topics that were difficult and painful, guilty for taking so long to 

produce anything, and guilty for not being able to offer constructive, immediate help. 

Unlike Bondi (2005), I did not have to deal with the guilt of disappointing expectations; she 

found that many people, despite her disclaimers, thought she might be able to help 

influence outcomes. Perhaps because Islanders are so used to ineffective researchers, at least 

I had no such expectations to counter.  

I also believe that my identity affected the research encounter in a number of ways.74 Gender 

is known to affect interview-based research, such as in accessing certain spaces, recruiting 

participants, establishing rapport and the actual content and tone of interviews (England, 

1994; Herod, 1993; Presser, 2005; Takeda, 2012), and other identity factors such as age, 

sexuality, marital status, race, ethnicity and social position may also be influential (Broom, 

Hand, & Tovey, 2009; England, 1994; Takeda, 2012). I believe that as a young white woman 

— and a student at that — I was perceived by most to be safe, innocuous, and non-

threatening, and I expect that some may have felt more comfortable inviting me into their 

homes than they may have been otherwise (if I had been a man, for instance, and/or in a 

position of authority). Relatedly, many participants were comfortable expressing emotions 

                                                      
74 Saying this, I accept Rose’s (1997) critiques of the limitations of reflexivity and positionality, and 

that there are limitations to what I can know or even guess about how my positionality, and the 

relative positionalities of myself and participants, shape research encounters.  
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and vulnerability with me, and I also expect this may have been partly influenced by 

identity factors — particularly my gender and the gender of the majority of my participants. 

People tended to read me as ‘student’ rather than ‘academic’,75 which I think led people to 

treat me with more patience than they may have a more experienced researcher, and may 

also have helped us achieve a more informal, candid and sociable tone in interviews. Most of 

my participants were white, as I am; shared ethnicity has been known to facilitate the 

research encounter (Takeda, 2012), and given how whiteness is privileged in Australian 

society, it is possible this was also an influence. Conversely, my whiteness may have 

contributed to some people not wishing to be involved in my research, particularly some 

Quandamooka and other Indigenous People.76 As such it is quite likely that important voices 

and perspectives are missing from this research.  

Where of method 

Anderson and Jones (2009: 292) stated that, “place makes a difference to the research 

encounter”, but that “geographers have largely failed to take the difference that place makes 

to methodology seriously”, that “the influence of the ‘where of method’ has received less 

attention”. Over the course of this research I visited North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

many times; sometimes for day trips or weekends, but most commonly for around a week at 

a time, sometimes longer. In a limited way I began to know the place, and began to develop 

affective and emotional connections to it, particularly to the small holiday park I usually 

rented a cabin in, and to its sights, sounds and rhythms. In this section I discuss the ways in 

which place influenced my research, including the research encounter, my experiences 

conducting research and by extension, my analysis.  

                                                      
75 Many Islanders are very familiar with research and academia, which may have contributed to their 

understanding of me as a ‘student’ rather than ‘academic’ or ‘expert’; most seemed to have a good 

understanding of the position and role of a PhD student, which is not always the case.  
76 Whilst I may hope that my agenda is benign, it would be remiss of me not to acknowledge that in 

conducting this research I had one. I was there to conduct research for my PhD project, for my own 

learning and development, and in the hopes of qualifying for a PhD. Of course I have a range of 

motivations for undertaking this work, but it is important to acknowledge that some of them are self-

interested; as Porter reflected on her own PhD research, “…it was me, the white woman, who would 

get the PhD, the title, the good job, the publications. So, this research activity I was undertaking was 

very directly building my own future privilege on the back of a (willing) participation by Indigenous 

people” (Porter, 2009:221). The Island community was experiencing painful and uncertain times, and 

I was using that for my own purposes. 
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The Island in the research encounter 

The majority of interviews for this research were conducted in situ, in Island spaces; in 

Island homes, Island cafés, Island parks, amongst Island sights and sounds. Participants 

always selected the place for interviews to be conducted — when arranging interviews I told 

participants that I could come to them, and meet them wherever suited. Most interviews 

happened in participants’ own homes, and a number were conducted at their place of work, 

and at cafés, and occasionally in a park on the foreshore. To reflect upon the role of the 

Island in the research encounter I searched the interview recordings, transcripts, and my 

field notes for evidence of how place may have influenced or prompted the responses I 

received to questions, the stories participants selected to relate, and how place may have 

influenced the focus of our interchanges.  

The Island soundscape was a powerful presence both during the research encounter and 

afterwards, during transcription and the early stages of analysis. Dialogue occurred against 

a backing soundscape of waves, birds, the gentle ‘puffs’ of dolphins exhaling, barking dogs, 

chirping birds, playing children, the clacks, hums and whistles of espresso machines in busy 

cafés, the noise of four wheel drives and mining trucks on the streets of Dunwich, the 

chattering of tour groups, and the quietness of the backstreets and backyards of Amity and 

Point Lookout. The ocean was a particularly prominent element of place. Sounds of the 

ocean, views of the ocean, smells of the ocean, depictions of the ocean (photographs, art) 

were present in the places of most interviews. The omnipresence of the encircling water is 

thought to be perhaps one of the few, if not the only, truly defining and unique features of 

islandness and island identities (Hay, 2013b; Sharpley, 2012), and so it felt right to be 

experiencing that sense of being surrounded by, and connected to the water during the 

research process, both during interviews and at the beginning and end of each day on the 

Island as I reflected on the day. Travelling over water is also an important part of the 

particularity and distinctiveness of islands (Gillis & Lowenthal, 2007), and crossing Moreton 

Bay to visit my case study site and to leave it behind lent a kind of ritual to data collection — 

one that was often mingled with excitement, anxiety, concern, sadness, relief, and 

exhaustion.  
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More ephemeral than sounds (as they could not be directly recorded) were the sights and 

smells of Island places; the views of the water and bush, the smell of salt in the air, the 

movements of people and the pace of Island life. At times participants would directly 

comment on something because a certain sight or sound had triggered it; they might point 

out a person walking past and tell me about them, or suggest I interview them. As we sat in 

a café they might comment on the number of people in mining uniforms lining up for coffee 

— “Well you’ve seen all the mining people come through” – I.4.9; and, “See, look how much 

money they’re just chucking to [the] fruit shop now” – I.4.7 — or the number (or lack 

thereof) of tourists, in order to emphasise their point. During one interview the Indigenous 

rangers drove by in their work vehicle which prompted the participant to tell me a story 

about those young men, and how they had tried to help them further their education. 

Another participant pointed out a painting of an Island scene on their living room wall that 

we were sitting across from, and told me a story about the artist (an Islander) and the artist’s 

family, and what the painting meant to them. On seeing a group of children playing 

together, one participant got to talking about children’s behaviour on the Island, and how an 

Island childhood differs from one on the mainland. A rattling mining truck drove past 

during one interview, temporarily drowning us out and making its own point about how 

mining affects the Island’s atmosphere and ambience. In these ways, and (probably) in 

others I am less able to identify and articulate, the Island made itself present in the research 

encounter, evoked certain emotions and prompted certain stories to be told. Storytelling 

method suggests that the first stage of analysis is done by participants who select certain 

stories and frame them in a particular way to convey intended meanings (Kasper, 1994). As 

such, given what emotional geographies suggests about the ‘where of method’ (Anderson & 

Jones, 2009), and the critical influence of place illustrated by the examples given here, when 

interviews are conducted in situ, place becomes a kind of analytical precursor; its presence 

and manifestations influence the feelings, thinking and attention of participants, and thus 

their first stage of analysis in story selection and framing. Had the interviews been 

conducted in a different place, or at a different time, a different collection of stories might 

have been shared. For example, if I had not been conducting an interview in a café in 

Dunwich at morning tea time, we would not have seen a large group of miners come in to 

buy coffee and a snack; the point about the contribution mining workers and mining wages 
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make to the Island’s local businesses may not have been made, or may have been made 

differently, to different effect.  

Being on the Island 

Being on the Island was critical to my methodology; as discussed above, place influenced the 

tone and rhythm of interviews and the stories people told, and being ‘on Island’ was 

important for a number of other key reasons as well. Firstly, I anticipated that — given my 

research topic and methods — interviews needed to be conducted face-to-face, which meant 

going to the Island. I recall a conversation I had with a senior colleague in my School, when 

the commencement of data collection was being held up by some delays getting the 

necessary paperwork processed and my budget approved. I was quite frustrated and this 

colleague sympathised, but said that if I were their student they would recommend that I 

start conducting interviews by telephone. I replied that I could not; my reasoning at that 

stage was that face-to-face was ethically and methodologically necessary as I was 

researching a contentious and emotional issue, and I wished to establish a conversational 

dynamic and witness expressions, gestures, and other non-verbal forms of communication. 

For my research to be ethical, responsible, and effective, I needed to be physically present. 

Whilst this was the case, what I did not fully appreciate at the time was how much I would 

have missed by not being on Island and in place. If participants could not gesture toward 

something, or if we were not experiencing a sound, sight, or smell together, if we were not 

sharing an experience and if we could not both respond to place-based cues and stimuli, the 

research encounter would have lacked depth and nuance, and some important stories may 

not have been recounted. Of those that were, I would have been less equipped to 

contextualise and situate those stories in place, and understand how place was evoking 

certain emotions and stories.  

Another argument for the importance of being on the Island was that I found it almost 

impossible to line up interviews — as in, to get someone to agree to participate and organise 

a place and time — unless I was on the Island. If I was calling from the mainland, a 

participant may have agreed to participate but would say, ‘call me when you’re here to set 

up a time’. Or they may not have even agreed, but may have invited me to call and ask 

again when I was on the Island. I can only speculate as to why this was the case; I believe it 
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was partly that being on the Island demonstrated a commitment and reliability on my part, 

and perhaps participants thought that I might not follow through until that commitment 

was demonstrated. Another possible reason is simply that this approach was more 

appropriate to Island rhythms, patterns of behaviour, and Island time. Rather than 

committing to a time and place weeks in advance, most interviews were scheduled the day 

of, or perhaps one or two days in advance, and factors like their own schedules and the 

weather affected the time and place. My being on the Island also influenced how people 

arranged to meet me; I soon discovered that asking for street addresses did not get me far. 

Mostly, participants would give me directions to their home, or the place they wished to 

meet me, by first asking where I was staying, and then giving relational directions from 

there. Locations were described with reference to landmarks, lawn ornaments, distance from 

intersecting streets or paths, and cars parked nearby (the Island has no mail delivery service, 

so few houses have letterboxes or clearly marked house numbers). This may be a common 

island trait, as Vannini (2011: 253) noted something similar:  

“Someone should invent a small-island version of GPS technology, one that is not based on street 

names and civic numbers, but rather on the address system used by locals. Forget 1356 Sunrise 

Street or 123 South Road; the small-island GPS would just need to know whose house you live in 

and what funky stuff there is at the end of your driveway…Ken hasn’t lived at his house long 

enough for it to be known at ‘Ken’s house.’ A guy by the name of John Barber lived there for 24 

years before Ken moved in. So to all Saturna islanders Ken’s house is known as John Barber’s 

house. And ‘there is no civic number out front’, he told me, ‘just keep driving when you get off the 

ferry. Once you see the large blue heron made of driftwood by the roadside, turn right at the next 

driveway’. There, map that GPS”.  

Being on the Island also meant that I was talked of; given I was researching a small Island 

community, and given that I was conducting research on a controversial and contemporary 

topic, this was inevitable. Indeed, the success of this research is due in part to being talked 

of; people asking their friends to give me an interview, letting others know that I was okay 

to speak to, and speaking about me positively to others. There was one particularly 

uncomfortable moment, however; I was sitting in a café having a coffee, waiting for a 

participant and going over my notes, when someone standing just a few steps behind me 

started talking to the proprietor about me. This was not someone I knew, not someone I had 

interviewed or even approached for an interview, but they had obviously heard of me and 

were warning the proprietor that a researcher was on the Island and so they should watch 

what they say. This encounter troubled me because I did not want to make people feel 
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defensive; I was not there to catch people out, and I wanted participants to feel comfortable 

and safe when speaking with me. I was worried that I might have handled an earlier 

interview poorly, and that the participant had become upset and decided to warn others off. 

On reflection I do not think this was the case, as I did not get that impression from any 

follow-up communication I had with participants and I heard through various channels that 

people had enjoyed speaking with me.77 Still, this interchange made me acutely aware of 

how visible I was as an outsider and a researcher, how easy it would be for things to fall 

apart if I made a false step. It suggested that some viewed me with a suspicion that may 

have partly been personal, but may also have been influenced by the actions of researchers 

who had come before me. Suspicious may also have been heightened by the degree of 

tension and controversy in the community at the time. 

Transition in process 

Because I set out to conduct a phenomenological study of lived experiences of transition, I 

needed to find a case study where the transition had either very recently occurred or was 

still in process. The ETP on North Stradbroke Island was ongoing when I selected it as my 

case study, which had two key effects. Firstly, it meant that everything was fresh, and 

indeed raw, for many of the participants, which resulted in a wonderful richness and depth 

of data, but emotions were high and I was asking people to talk about something that was 

currently causing them pain. This rawness necessitated, I feel, an unstructured, storytelling 

approach that allowed participants to raise what they felt comfortable talking about, or what 

they felt they needed to talk about, and that allowed the researcher (me) to react to their 

stories with compassion and sensitivity, rather than just working down a list of questions. 

Secondly, the immediacy of the issue meant uncertainty. The State election that marked the 

split of my data collection into two unequal halves meant that circumstances had changed 

quite dramatically between the first participant, when the ETT was pushing hard to finalise 

the transition strategy, and the last participant, when the ETT had been disbanded and 

members of the advisory panels could not get a meeting with the new Minister. People went 

                                                      
77 A friend and colleague also conducted research on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, starting 

field work a few months after mine had concluded. Quite a number of people she met with 

mentioned me to her in positive terms, asked after me, or even mistook her for me.  
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from being fairly sure mining would close on the schedule stipulated by the Bligh 

Government, to being fairly certain it would not. This shift yielded different reflections on 

the transition planning process, on community dynamics, and on the influence of politics, 

capital and power. There was a great deal of uncertainty for participants and for this 

research; at the time of writing it is unknown when the mines are likely to close (see 

Epilogue).  

Conclusion 

This research drew from critical realism to understand the nature of reality and construction 

of lived experiences, social constructionism to understand the ways knowledge is created, 

phenomenology to explore diverse lived experiences and ‘transition’ as the thing itself, 

storytelling to access lived experiences and experiential and local knowledges, and drew 

from emotional geographies and island studies to understand these in relation to place and 

community. This framework allowed for rich, contextualised, situated stories and diverse 

accounts of the phenomenon of transition, within a context understood through the stories 

of participants and the emotional geographies, island studies and collective trauma 

literatures. In the points of difference, conflict and contradiction, this framework allowed for 

an exploration of the construction of experiences, particularly in relationship to the influence 

of Sibelco and the Bligh Government in shaping narratives and experiences. The participant-

led, story-based approach this framework called for made for a fairly informal research 

encounter, where participants could raise issues and perspectives I had not considered, 

stretch and expand the parameters of this research, and where they could (if they so chose) 

discuss their emotions, values, and relationships — things that are not often valued as sites 

of knowledge. The novelty of the approach may have helped me overcome research fatigue 

in an over-researched community. The phenomenological and participant-led approach led 

me to collective trauma theory, which was vital in understanding some of the factors 

shaping lived experiences of transition and understanding the workings of power as 

experienced by communities. Finally, by drawing from emotional geographies literature, 

this framework also allowed consideration of the ‘where’ of method, and how place 

influences the research encounter.  
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For the reasons discussed above, I believe this framework was effective for this project. I 

believe the combination of theories and methodologies used, particularly critical realism, 

phenomenology, and story-telling, provide a valuable framework for the exploration of 

topics relating to lived experiences and to understanding the construction of lived 

experiences. It provides a way to centre personal, particular, emotional and affective factors, 

as well as questions of community and identity, but also to consider the influence of 

structures and power, and the interactions between these spheres.  
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CHAPTER 11 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Introduction 

The overarching aim of this research was to explore lived experiences of an ongoing 

transition process, in community and in place, in order to gain a phenomenological 

understanding of transition. In particular, it also sought to analyse the relationships between 

local contexts and transition planning processes, explore the role of local civil society 

organisations and informal networks in transition planning processes, interrogate how 

structures and agents of structural power influence transition planning processes, and 

outline a research approach that could effectively and critically explore lived experiences 

and emotional geographies in the context of change, uniting both experiences and the 

construction of experiences . 

This work represents an in-depth account of lived experiences of transition in a small Island 

community facing the prospect of mine closure. Employing a critical phenomenological 

approach informed by critical realism, social constructionism, feminist standpoint theory 

and Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies, this project centred the stories and 

emotional geographies of participants as the sources of knowledge about transition. It 

explored the relationships between emotional geographies of islandness — including local 

context, history, place, community, identity — and the closure decision and transition 

planning processes, as well as the role of local civil society organisations and informal 

networks, and the role of structures and agents of structural power in influencing transition 

planning processes.  

The work has identified a number of recommendations that may inform post-mining 

transitions elsewhere, and that may be of use for other transitions (be they due to global 

economic shifts, climate change, peak oil, or other triggers). In addition to these empirical 

findings, which I have connected to theory, this work has also made a methodological 

contribution that could be of use to others working with community-based or social justice-
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oriented research topics, those working in the areas of human and emotional geographies, or 

those interested in the study of lived experiences. Figure 11 outlines the relationship 

between the overarching and sub-aims of this research, the chapters of this thesis, and the 

key findings. In this final chapter I summarise these key findings, recommendations and 

contributions, and outline some avenues for further research.  

Key findings and recommendations — connecting to a 

broader story 

Given the phenomenological and single case study approach used in this research it is not 

possible for me to identify any recommendations that could suggest a predictive framework 

for the study of, or planning for, post-mining transitions elsewhere. However, given that the 

storytelling method and the critical realist roots of this study requires the analysis of broader 

contexts and structural factors shaping lived experiences, and given these structures exist 

beyond the local scale, it behoves me to consider what the lived experiences of residents of 

North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah may suggest — with all attendant qualifiers — about 

post-mining transitions in other places. To put it another way — how do the stories of 

Islanders, these Stories of Stradbroke, connect to the stories of others elsewhere? 

FIGURE 11: MAPPING SUB-AIMS, CHAPTERS AND KEY FINDINGS 
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The importance of local knowledge 

Although not a new argument, the experiences of Islanders emphasised the critical 

importance of local knowledge, both in the decision making processes that may trigger a 

transition planning process, and in the transition itself. The stories of participants indicated 

that the Bligh Government failed early on to consider and value local knowledges; Islanders, 

including ALP branch members, felt that their advice regarding the closure of sand mining 

was not valued or heeded. The Island branch members emphasised the importance of 

collaboration, of recognising and respecting what a difficult and emotional topic it would be, 

and of building a consensus founded on genuinely inclusive processes. They felt that this 

kind of approach would be the only way to get the community on board, and that getting 

the community on board was critical for an effective transition. It appeared as though the 

Bligh Government was not guided by this knowledge and made a unilateral decision about 

closure in a way that angered many, and alienated many who may have otherwise been 

their allies in closure and transition planning. In fact, making the decision in the manner 

they did strengthened their opponents on this issue — they strengthened the grassroots 

support for the continuation of mining and of Sibelco, they allowed Sibelco to adopt the 

‘underdog’ position, and ultimately they strengthened their opponents in the state election. 

Sibelco lent considerable support to the LNP campaign, particularly in the seat Campbell 

Newman (Premier-to-be) was contesting.  

The Bligh Government’s approach also contributed to the polarisation of the mine closure 

issue; despite most participants offering considered, nuanced, and complexly reasoned 

positions on mine closure and transition, the overall perception of the issue in the 

community was that people were firmly ‘pro’ or ‘anti’ mining, which contributed to the 

division and fracturing of the community and to its experience of collective trauma. Had the 

Bligh Government been more apparently guided by local knowledge, had it adopted a more 

inclusive, sensitive, and collaborative approach to the issue, it may have been able to garner 

more community support, and it may have been able to limit the degree of polarisation and 

division that occurred. Of course, however the decision was made it is possible, even likely, 

that Sibelco would have campaigned against it regardless. However without widespread 

support for that campaign in the Island community, its tone and its outcomes may have 

been different.  



340 

 

Early on in the ETP, there were signs that local knowledge would continue to be excluded 

from the process, with outside consultants brought in who seemed to know little about the 

Island and its context. However, as Islanders mobilised to create their own transition 

planning structures and processes, the official ETP was broadened, and community 

consultants were engaged to research and strategise around issues and possibilities they had 

identified. Unfortunately, the products of this community-based work were amended 

through the official ETP. Sibelco held a privileged position in the ETP, despite its overall 

opposition to the closure decision, and participants reported that between its presence, and 

the overall conservatism of the Bligh Government, many of the more radical, creative and 

transformative possibilities for transition were edited out of the official documents. Given 

the ETP has now been dismantled it may never be possible to tell what impact this 

conservatism would have had on the efficacy of the transition in the medium and long term, 

but it suggests a limitation that may impact upon other transitions more generally: agents of 

structural power may curtail the scope and possibilities of transitions in order to maintain 

their own power and position.  

Early planning, independence and diversification 

The literature on mine closure suggests the importance of early planning; that mineral 

development should be conducted in a way sensitive to closure impacts, that royalties and 

grants should be invested in activities aimed at building the resilience of the local 

community and economy after closure, that the pre-mining economic base should be 

preserved, and that throughout the mining period the economic base should be diversified 

as much as possible (Limpitlaw, 2004; Veiga, Scoble, & McAllister, 2001). However, these 

suggestions are really only useful for new mining operations; for mines that have been 

operating for decades (or centuries), it may be too late. Mining operations are also quite 

unpredictable; mines close unexpectedly more often than not (Laurence, 2006). In addition, 

the life of the resource may also exceed expectations or new extraction techniques 

developed, and the mine may remain profitable for longer than anticipated.  

As evidenced in the case of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, when a closure date is 

suggested by a mine operator it can take root; participants reported that CRL had suggested 

a closure date of 2025 or thereabouts, which for some legitimised the Bligh Government’s 
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timeframes in spite of the fact that Sibelco, the present mine operator, disavowed that date 

completely. This case illustrates a concern mine operators may have about stipulating 

closure dates well in advance; it may create an expectation that is difficult to challenge 

should conditions, circumstances or capabilities change. 

In practice, then, it is difficult for mine operators to achieve some of what is recommended 

in the literature about closure. However, there are some strategies that could be employed in 

existing mining operations that may contribute to effective post-mining planning and 

transition; primarily directing grants and other community contributions to initiatives that 

contribute to a diversified local economy. Participants in this research reported that this 

approach to funding had generally not been used; in fact, they argued that a) the community 

on the whole received very little — at least up until quite recently when it became expedient 

for the mining company to increase their contributions; b) expenditure was generally 

centred on providing facilities for workers, or on creating ‘allies’ in civil society who would 

speak out in support of the mine; and c) expenditure was generally not directed in a way 

that fostered independence or diversification. Rather, it was suggested by some that 

fostering dependence was intentional, as it strengthened the mine’s standing and 

importance in the community. This problem may be common; a number of authors have 

suggested that mining companies spend their money strategically to foster dependence and 

to limit the ability of community members to object to their actions (see Basson & Basson, 

2012; Esteves, 2008; Kemp, 2009). In a community with a diverse economy and independent 

civil society, it may be harder for the mine to find allies, or to justify their ongoing 

importance to the local community. Given it may not necessarily be in the mining 

company’s best interest to do so, mechanisms need to be found to encourage or necessitate 

that at least some community grants and other community-based spending are directed at 

initiatives that may become self-sustaining, and that may contribute to the long term 

resilience of the local community.  

Understanding emotional geographies 

This project highlighted the importance of understanding the emotional geographies of a 

place, as they shape transitions in myriad ways. Transition, change, and upheavals are 

emotional experiences. How people feel about them, how they experience them, and how 
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these feelings influence behaviour are shaped by a rich range of social and geographical 

factors, and the interrelationships between these factors must be understood and valued in 

transition planning. One cannot generalise from emotional geographies — by their very 

nature emotional geographies are intrinsically tied to local places, local contexts, local 

communities, local relationships, local norms, and local cultures, and how all these factors 

and more shape the feelings and lived experiences of people — but this research 

underscores the importance of paying attention to these particularities, and discovering their 

implications. 

The closure decision and transition planning processes on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah were associated with a range of diverse emotions; everything from 

anxiety, depression, fear, anger, despair, grief, loss, betrayal, frustration, concern, joy, relief, 

triumph, and hope. The fracturing and polarisation the community experienced as a result 

also shaped the emotional landscape, heightening fear, anger, betrayal, despair, grief, and 

other emotions associated with damage to community and collective identities. Simply 

listing these emotions does not make for an understanding of the emotional geographies of 

Islanders, however; it is necessary to understand the construction of these emotions, and 

how they are shared and experienced, and their ramifications. Doing this entailed getting a 

detailed picture of the Island’s history, understanding community life and the local context 

prior to the closure decision, understanding why people loved the Island, what they valued 

about it, why they lived there, and how they interacted with community and civil society on 

the Island. It also entailed exploring the influence of place — especially, in this case, 

islandness — on these factors, and considering the interrelationships between place, 

community, civil society, identity, and lived experiences. This level of detail was necessary 

to understand how transition was experienced, and why it was experienced in the ways that 

it was.  

Emotional geographies were also found to play an important role in transition. People’s 

affections for place and for community materially shaped their involvement in (and/or 

opposition to) the ETP and informal transition planning activities. Islandness was found to 

intersect with civil society and community, which in turn are critical for effective transitions, 

and was also found to constitute a number of opportunities and constraints for transition.  
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In another context, in another town facing a post-mining future, emotional geographies may 

look quite different. The local physical geography might not be characterised by islandness, 

but by rurality, or peri-urbanism, or by regional centrality. It may be arid, or tropical, 

forested, or coastal. The life of the local Indigenous Peoples pre-invasion may have been 

quite different to the lives of Quandamooka Peoples, as may have been their experiences of 

invasion and colonisation. The pre-mining economic base may have been in sugarcane, or 

broad-acre cattle grazing, or fishing, and the effect of mining on the landscape and natural 

resources will also be different. Community demographics, culture, civil society, informal 

networks and norms, skill sets, resources, hard and soft infrastructure, and the desires, 

hopes, plans, values, and identities of community members will all differ from place to 

place. What, I argue, will not and does not differ is the importance of understanding all of 

these features of emotional geographies and more in order to plan and implement an 

effective transition. This case study has demonstrated how important these factors are in the 

constitution of lived experiences and in transition planning processes, and understanding 

these factors, their interactions and co-constitution — understanding a given place’s 

emotional geographies, in short — must be material to successful post-mining transitions. In 

turn, this demonstrates the importance of qualitative research that engages local knowledges 

in transition planning.  

Collective trauma  

This project identified that collective trauma is a particular risk faced by communities 

undergoing transition; particularly when that community has a relatively high degree of 

connectivity. North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah was a community characterised by its 

strong collective identity and sense of community; indeed, this was a key factor behind its 

selection as the case study for this project. However, these characteristics made it susceptible 

to collective trauma, and combined with the Island’s history of other forms of collective 

trauma, the influence of islandness on their relationships with mainlanders and outsiders (or 

those perceived or redefined to be), and the presence and actions of agents with structural 

power, namely the Bligh Government and Sibelco, contributed to the construction and 

experience of collective trauma on the Island.  
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Others have identified the potential of the loss of a local industry to create collective trauma, 

although the term is not always explicitly used (Perry, 2012; Ritchie, 2012; Scott, 2007), and 

this risk needs to be considered in closure plans and transition planning processes. 

Unfortunately, in some contexts there may be some actors who stand to benefit from a 

fractured and divided community, as some participants argued was the case on North 

Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah. This finding highlights the need for community-based 

transition planning processes to be aware of the potential for collective trauma, and to 

explore ways they may protect themselves or heal from it. Research in this area is limited, as 

it is a relatively new field of inquiry, but based on this case study it is possible that 

storytelling — particularly where stories are shared across divides and fractures — may 

help, as may activities, rituals or initiatives that reconnect people to their shared values and 

shared identities (or, if the damage has been too extreme, that helps people form new ones). 

Several participants in this study hoped that healing potential lay in Islanders rediscovering 

their shared love of their place, of North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah, and moving 

forward from there.  

A critical phenomenological approach  

I have devoted substantial consideration to the formulation and evaluation of a research 

approach geared to the study of lived experiences. More particularly, this approach needed 

to consider and value both individual stories, voices, and perspectives, but also analyse the 

structures shaping those stories, perspectives, and lived experiences. It was this twin foci — 

what I thought of as a critical exploration of lived experiences — that I initially struggled to 

find an appropriate approach for.  

Whilst I do not claim to be the first or anything like it in outlining and employing a research 

approach for the critical exploration of lived experiences, I have used the time and space 

offered by a PhD to research, explain, and reflect on this approach with an explicitness that 

is perhaps not often attempted or achieved. I have outlined a path beginning with critical 

realism as an ontological standpoint, an epistemology shaped by social constructionism and 

feminist standpoint theory (which was also informed by critical Indigenous epistemologies 

and methodologies), a critical phenomenological methodology, and the use of storytelling as 
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method in a single case study. At each point I have attempted to illustrate the resonances 

between each element; for example, how a critical realist ontology and social constructionist 

epistemology necessarily influenced the type of phenomenology I adopted, as critical 

realism and social constructionism are not consistent with a pure Husserlian 

phenomenology. I have also made explicit the ways in which this approach then shaped my 

approach to the literature on this topic, my orienting framework, data collection, analysis, 

and the way I have structured and written this thesis.  

This approach proved successful in the study of lived experiences. Despite conducting my 

research on a sensitive issue and in a place where people report research fatigue, I was able 

to recruit a sufficient number of participants, and the stories they shared constituted a 

wonderful — and occasionally overwhelming — breadth and depth of data. A number of 

participants also commented that the research encounter was enjoyable for them, and/or that 

they appreciated the approach I had taken.  

The storytelling method was a particularly effective way to explore lived experiences and 

emotional geographies, especially given the importance of including a diverse group of 

people on a sensitive issue. Storytelling is an appropriate method to use when engaging 

with Indigenous Peoples and with members of marginalised groups, and when researching 

contentious or highly emotive issues. This research further attests to this suitability, and to 

the value of unstructured storytelling in phenomenological research, when one is hoping to 

develop a new, complex, composite perspective on a phenomenon. Unanticipated issues 

could emerge and develop, and I followed my participants’ lead in order to better 

understand the constitution of their lived experiences. In this case, as participants shared 

stories of pain, division, fractures, and arguments to a degree I simply had not expected, I 

needed to find additional theory and literature to guide my analysis — namely, collective 

trauma theory. Without this unstructured, participant-led, story-based and emotion-friendly 

approach it is unlikely that collective trauma would have emerged as an issue.  

The research approach articulated here may be readily applied in other research projects 

centred on lived experiences, the structures shaping lived experience and emotional 

geographies. It pairs stories and structures in a way that is compatible with social justice-

oriented and emancipatory research, and may be particularly appropriate in research with 
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marginalised people or on sensitive topics. The methodological and analytical tools 

employed could also be valuable for communities, civil society organisations, or 

government bodies seeking to plan for (post-mining) transitions, as they provide a practical 

way to identify the wide range of complex factors integral to local places and communities 

that, as discussed above, are critical for just and effective transition planning and 

implementation.  

Future research 

The findings of this research suggest a number of avenues for further inquiry. The literature 

on post-mining transitions in Australia is still quite limited, and particular focus is needed 

on how mine closures may affect family dynamics, and how this may relate to collective 

trauma at the community scale. Mining is still a male-dominated field, and is often seen as a 

provider of a ‘family-wage’. Mine closures, then, threaten a particular kind of hegemonic 

masculinity, as explored by Scott (2007). Many participants in this study reflected on how 

the loss of a mining job was particularly devastating, as it was how men provided for their 

families. The tourism and hospitality jobs women worked in — the sectors targeted for 

expansion in light of mine closure — were not considered ‘family-wage’ jobs, as they were 

insecure, lower wage, and coded ‘feminine’. Indeed, there were some quite scornful 

comments about the idea of miners working in tourism and hospitality. Therefore, the 

impact of the loss of ‘men’s jobs’ and ‘family-wage’ jobs on heterosexual, heteronormative 

households, and how this impact is influenced by the gendered nature of different 

employment sectors, as well as other intersectional factors including class, race, and culture, 

warrants further inquiry given how gendered mining remains in Australia. This issue could 

also be explored in light of collective trauma, and how the difficulties experienced in 

families and the damage that might be done when the interlinked identities of ‘miner’, 

‘provider’, ‘husband’, and ‘father’, are threatened, may shape community dynamics and 

collective identities, and may affect a given community’s ability to effectively transition.  

Relatedly, more work is needed on collective trauma — both in light of post-mining 

transitions but also more generally. The impacts of climate change, for example, may well be 

traumagenic. It is important to identify and understand how communities might be able to 
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protect themselves against collective trauma, and how they can heal from it. This also needs 

to be explored in a governance context, given how the actions of governments can contribute 

to collective trauma. How can the management of planning, transitions and disaster 

responses be improved to best avoid causing or worsening collective trauma? And how may 

governments support groups in healing from collective trauma? 

This research illustrates the value of and need for more qualitative, place-based and story-

based inquiry —in academic research and in policy, planning, and community development 

practice generally. Understanding the influence of place and emotional geographies on the 

way policies and plans are shaped and experienced seems to require this kind of research 

approach; and as evidenced here, this understanding seems critical for successful transition. 

This project examined the role of islandness (and a particular kind of islandness, at that) on 

transition, but how may other kinds of geographies and landscapes influence transition 

planning projects?  

Finally, the ways in which transitions offer opportunities for addressing existing social, 

economic, and environmental injustices is worth further exploration. In this case, the 

Islanders who became involved in transition planning worked hard to expand the scope of 

the process to incorporate their concerns about socio-economic inequities in their 

community, and some of the transition strategies were explicitly focussed on addressing 

these inequities. The idea of ‘transition’ seemed to offer an opportunity for reimagining 

community futures and challenging existing structures and systems. The values 

communities place at the centre of their transition planning processes may reveal much, not 

only about existing injustices and existing power structures, but also about how they wish 

things would be, and how things may be. Whether and how transitions have addressed 

injustices, and the transformative potential of transitions are exciting avenues for further 

inquiry.  
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Epilogue 

This research examined a transition ‘in progress’; that is, when North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah was selected as the case study for this project it was in the midst of a 

transition planning process. During the timeframe of this study, there was a change in State 

Government, the Act that triggered the transition process was amended, the ETT within 

State Government was disbanded, and the transition planning process stalled.  

The difficulty with studying unfolding events is that there is no natural or obvious point at 

which to stop. Events continue to unfold, and I do not want to mislead any readers of this 

work into thinking that the transition has ended, or that mining will continue indefinitely. It 

is all still very much ‘up in the air’. As it stands at the time of submitting this work: 

 The amendments to NSIPSA (2011) allow for Sibelco to apply for extensions to their 

mining leases in 2019, therefore there is currently no clear end date for mining. 

 The Newman Government and Sibelco were referred to the Crime and Corruption 

Commission (CCC) (formerly the Crime and Misconduct Commission) by Member 

of Parliament Jackie Trad (ALP) over a suspected connection between Sibelco’s 

campaign in Newman’s seat of Ashgrove during the election, and the subsequent 

amendment of NSIPSA (2011) (Kerr, 2014b). It is alleged that Member of Parliament 

Andrew Crips, Minister for Mining, met with Sibelco eight times, and 

representatives of the Quandamooka People only once over this issue, and that 

Sibelco had a hand the amendments made to the legislation (Kerr, 2014b). It was 

recently reported, however, that the CCC has decided not to investigate the issue 

(Moore, 2014a).  

 QYAC are challenging the amendment to the Act and the extension of mining it 

makes possible in the High Court of Australia (Kerr, 2014d). They argue that the 

extension is without their consent, and thus violates the ILUA and the Native Title 

Act (1993) (Kerr, 2014d). 

 In January 2015 (after the initial submission of this work) the Newman Government 

was voted out of office. The ALP now holds government under Premier Annastacia 
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Palaszczuk, and it is possible that the Newman Government’s amendments to 

NSIPSA (2011) may be revisited.  

There is, then, no real certainty about when mining will end on North Stradbroke 

Island/Minjerribah, but given the actions of the Newman Government, little if anything is 

being done to plan for the transition that is, one way or another, inevitable. There are efforts 

at the Local Government level, with Councillor Craig Ogilvie arguing that local economic 

development plans need to account for the uncertainty over the end of mining and plan for 

the Island’s post-mining economic future (Kerr, 2014c).  

The bridge has also re-emerged as an issue; in August 2014, Redland City Council decided 

to request that the Newman State Government consider the possibility of a bridge to Russell 

Island in its infrastructure planning (Kerr, 2014a). As was noted by one participant, without 

an adequately funded and supported transition process in a few years the community will 

run into issues, and the response from government may well be, as previously quoted, 

“back into property development and a bridge…if something else doesn’t happen for the 

Island, and the clowns from Russell get their way and build a bridge across to Russell — 

it’s pretty easy to build a bridge from Russell” – I.8.4. This would represent another 

stressful, contentious issue for the community to confront, though it may be an issue where 

community views are far more united.  

I expect that some kind of certainty will be necessary for the community to begin to heal its 

collective trauma. The ongoing conflicts and lack of certainty, as well as the lack of direction 

and resources invested in planning for the Island’s future, may be making it difficult for 

people to find hope for their future or belief in their community. The passing of time may 

help the Island heal, however I suspect that the fractures will remain and as collective 

trauma theory suggests, will reopen when the issue resurfaces again, as it inevitably must. 

But given the people of the Island have such love for their place and community, that 

despite the conflicts elucidated here people do generally share a set of values and hopes for 

their Island and their community, and given that everyone who spoke with me about their 

trauma wanted the community to heal and wanted to plan for the inevitable transition, I 

hold out hope that they will.   
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Appendix 1: Quandamooka Native Title Consent Determinations area 

 

SOURCE: MADE FOR THIS PROJECT BY L. PORUSCHI (2014) IN ARCINFO 10.1 (2012), USING DATA SOURCED FROM STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF SCIENCE, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, INNOVATION AND THE ARTS (2014); STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATIONAL PARKS, RECREATION, SPORT AND RACING (2014); STATE OF 

QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND MINES (2013); AND AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS 

(2010). 
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Appendix 2: Ethics materials — information sheet and consent form 

 
 The Griffith School of Environment 
 
 Nathan campus, Griffith University 
 170 Kessels Road 
 Nathan, Queensland 4111 
 Australia 
 
 Telephone  +61 (0) 7 3735 5534 
 www.griffith.edu.au 
  

 

Student Researcher  Natalie Osborne BUEP (Hons) 

 Ph: (07) 3735 5534 & 0400 196 234 

 Email: n.osborne@griffith.edu.au 

 

Supervisors78 Dr Cathy Howlett B. Arts, B. Science, PhD 

 Ph: (07) 3735 3844 

 Email: c.howlett@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Wendy Steele B. Arts, Masters Urban and Regional 

Planning (Hons), PhD 

Ph: (07) 3735 6716 

Email: w.steele@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Diana MacCallum PG Dip. Urban & Regional Planning, 

PhD  

Ph: (08) 9266 7313 

Email: Diana.Maccallum@curtin.edu.au 

 

Information Sheet 

 

Empowering Civil Society for Local Resilience: Grassroots action for and by the vulnerable in 

the face of climate change and peak oil 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in interviews as part of this PhD research project. This 

information sheet provides details of the research project; please retain it for future reference. 

 

The aim of this project is to explore community-based responses to the impacts of climate 

change. Although the conclusion of sand mining on the island is not a result of climate change, 

the North Stradbroke Island community is currently facing challenges that other communities 

may soon face as a result of a changing climate or government responses to a changing climate. 

We are interested in how the community responds to this change, and we are particularly 

interested in how local community groups, organisations and networks can help people adapt to 

the change. 

 

                                                      
78 The supervisory panel and title of this project changed over time.  

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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Data collection for this project is comprised of document and archival analysis and interviews 

with members of civil society organisations and other members of the community, and with 

public officials.  

 

Interviews will be conducted in person. We will ask that you consent for the interview to be 

audio-taped for future transcription and analysis. All recordings will be erased following 

transcription and analysis. If you are participating in an interview and decline this request, we 

will ask your permission to take notes during the interview.  

 

Although every effort to protect your privacy will be made, and although you will not be 

identified by name in the study, it is possible that a third party may identify you through your 

responses. For this reason, any sensitive material intended to be included in the final report will 

be forwarded to you prior to inclusion for your approval. At this time, you will have the option 

to comment on the material, and to clarify, correct and/or amend the researcher’s interpretation 

and use of your comments.  

 

Electronic data will be stored on a password protected computer and hard copies will be stored 

in a locked cabinet, to be disposed of five years after the project is completed. 

 

This research will contribute to a PhD thesis, academic journal articles, and a discussion paper. If 

you wish to receive a copy of reports or articles this research has contributed to, please advise 

me during the interview, or via email, phone, or during future correspondence.  

 

Participation is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 

penalty.  

 

By signing the consent form you are agreeing to participate in the research project and consent 

to the use of data provided for the purpose stated in this information sheet.  

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct 

in Human Research, 2007. If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the 

research project you should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on (07) 3735 5585 or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 

personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third 

parties without your consent except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority 

requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. 

However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the 

University’s Privacy Plan at www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 

 

Thank you for assisting with this research,  

 

 

 

Natalie Osborne 

  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
http://www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp
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 The Griffith School of Environment 
 
 Nathan campus, Griffith University 
 170 Kessels Road 
 Nathan, Queensland 4111 
 Australia 
 
 Telephone    +61 (0) 7 3735 5534 
 www.griffith.edu.au 
  

 

PhD Research Project: 

Empowering Civil Society for Local Resilience: Grassroots action for and by the vulnerable in 

the face of climate change and peak oil 

 

 

Consent Form 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package and in 

particular have noted that: 

 

− I understand that my involvement in this research will be through an interview which 

will be audio recorded and transcribed; 

− I understand that all recordings will be erased following transcription and analysis;  

− I consent to the use of direct quotes; 

− I understand that sensitive data will not be quoted unless approved by me prior to 

publication;  

− I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

− I understand the risks involved; 

− I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research; 

− I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 

− I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 

− I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty; 

− I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) 

if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and 

− I agree to participate in the project. 

 

 

Name:  ___________________________ 

 

 

Signature: ___________________________        

 

 

Date:       /          /  

 
 
 
 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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Appendix 3: Proposed bridge route and associated development plans

  

 

 

Images scanned from North 

Stradbroke Island Development 

Strategy (McNamara, 1983). 
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Appendix 4: Mining leases on North Stradbroke Island/Minjerribah 

 

SOURCE: MADE FOR THIS PROJECT BY L. PORUSCHI (2014) IN ARCINFO 10.1 (2012), USING DATA SOURCED FROM STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF SCIENCE, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, INNOVATION AND THE ARTS (2014); STATE 

OF QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATIONAL PARKS, RECREATION, SPORT AND RACING (2014); STATE OF 

QUEENSLAND DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND MINES (2013); AND AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS 

(2010). 


