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Abstract 
This study investigates the role of effective stakeholder engagement for corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) in mining using the case of the Hunter Valley region in Australia. In 
order to achieve this, we conducted focus group interviews with key stakeholders in the local 
community including mining companies, government agencies, local community groups and 
non-government organisations to explore the factors influencing CSR related conflicts among 
key stakeholders in the region. We find that both unified application of regulatory 
arrangements in addition to participatory stakeholder communication are crucial to resolving 
CSR related conflicts among key stakeholders at the local community level. The findings of 
this study have significant implications for policy-makers, industry executives and civil 
society in general as it suggests the direction necessary for the effective resolution of 
conflicts between communities and the mining industry.  
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The question of sustainability within the mining industry has long been vexed, particularly 
when it comes to alleviating the negative CSR-related impacts of mining on communities 
(Witmore, 2006; Hajkowicz et al., 2011; Mudd, 2010). Previous studies examining the 
negative impacts of the mining industry on communities find that mining can contribute to 
social underdevelopment (Bush, 2008; O’Higgins, 2006), and serious environmental impacts 
that give rise to land-use and water-related conflicts (Hilson, 2002; Kemp et al., 2010). A 
number of country specific case studies examine these impacts of mining on affected 
communities. For example, unsound practices by mining companies in Papua New Guinea 
caused severe human rights violations (Soares, 2004). In Canada, communities are found 
more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change that are exacerbated by mining (Pearce et 
al., 2011). In Africa, Garvin et al., (2009) note that gold mining companies in Ghana failed to 
support social development, which led to community resistance. Similarly, a recent study by 
Anguelovski (2011) in the Latin American context finds that community resistance to mining 
in Peru is growing, and therefore community awareness of mining operations is helping to 
foster openness and understanding of the impacts of mining on the affected communities. 
Several recent studies also find that mining is intensely disruptive to affected communities 
and that their pre-existing land uses, and community grievance mechanisms do little to 
resolve these issues (Lockie et al. 2009; Kemp et al. 2011). This has given rise to ongoing 
conflicts between mining companies and their stakeholders, particularly affected 
communities and government, as well as increased scrutiny by NGOs and the media. The 
conflicts have triggered action by many mining companies to develop more active 
stakeholder management approaches to ensure that they operate within the bounds and norms 
of their respective societies (Gifford et al., 2010).    
 
Effective community engagement is considered an important component necessary to 
understand and mitigate the negative impacts (or risks) of mining development for affected 
communities.  However, these mechanisms, if ineffective, can give rise to conflicts between 
affected communities and mining sector companies, particularly in competing land and water 
uses, and environmental degradation (Lockie et al., 2009; Hajkowicz et al., 2011; Kemp et 
al., 2010). The current study aims to explore how mining companies undertake community 
stakeholder engagement to resolving CSR-related conflicts among key stakeholders at the 
local community level using the case of the Hunter Valley in New South Wales, Australia.   
 
The paper is structured as follows. The following section provides an overview of the context 
of the study. This will be followed by a review of selected literature on stakeholder 
engagement for CSR in mining and a discussion on the research methods employed for this 
study. Next, we discuss the key findings of the study. The final section offers some 
concluding remarks and provides suggestions for future research.  
 
Case study context: The Hunter Valley 
 
Australia is the world’s ninth largest energy exporter, accounting for around 2.4% of world 
energy production. Australia also holds 9% of the world’s coal resources, and coal accounts 
for 54% of Australia’s total energy production.  



The Hunter Valley region is located in NSW, is by itself the world’s largest coal exporter. 
Despite the importance of the Hunter Valley region to natural resource exporters, the region 
is also home to several key wine growing and farming districts, and is a tourist destination 
due to its natural beauty (ABARE, 2010). This leads to significant land use and water use 
conflicts between mining companies, non-mining enterprises and the local community. For 
example, when the Xstrata Coal Beltana Mine tried to obtain license to explore coal resources 
in Hunter Valley in the mid-1990s, significant community concerns were raised as the 
underground mining activities could affect up to 40 commercial vineyards (Department of 
Industry, Tourism and Resources, 2006), which has insisted the NSW government to adopt 
effective regulatory measures. 
 
Regulation of mining in Australia occurs at the state level. The Department of Trade and 
Investment, Regional Infrastructure and Services in the State Government of NSW is 
responsible for the approval and oversight of mines across the state. Other relevant 
departments include the Aboriginal Land Council, the Department of Planning and 
Infrastructure, the Office of Environment and Heritage, and the NSW Ministry of Health. As 
the peak mining industry association in New South Wales The NSW Minerals Council also 
plays an important role, and has enacted self-regulatory codes of conduct in partnership with 
the NSW State Government. The New South Wales Government’s regulatory framework 
imposes a wide range of environmental restrictions on mines, including regulation of noise, 
pollution and rehabilitation. Nearly 97% of NSW mining operations have committed to their 
own environmental management plans that include CSR initiatives  (NSWMC, 2010). While 
both large and small mining companies undertake CSR initiatives, including engaging in 
community development activities, the comprehensiveness and effectiveness of these 
initiatives varies (Rist, 2004), with larger companies in the Hunter Valley generally 
undertaking more comprehensive CSR and sustainability initiatives than smaller ones, as 
shown in Table 1 below. These initiatives show how stakeholders are engaged for CSR 
practices in the mining companies in the Hunter Valley. 

 
Table 1: CSR Initiatives of mining companies operating in the Hunter Valley 
 
Company Sustainability and CSR Initiatives 
Mining companies: Large size  

Anglo Coal 
(2007) 

Sustainable development report (2007). Reporting against environmental 
targets and sustainability benchmarks. Manages community impacts, 
Community development initiatives. Community engagement, supports 
local events and records operational complaints. 

BHP (2006) 

Sustainable development report (2006). System manages stakeholder 
relationships and human rights issues, assesses and develops 
management plans for potential human right issues. Proactive 
community relations plan, community perception surveys, community 
concerns identified and managed, community complaints addressed.   

Centennial Coal No sustainability report, but information on website. Recognition of 5 



(2010) key aspects of sustainable development: includes external community 
and environment. Respecting stakeholders essential to business success. 
Community consultation meetings to maintain effective working 
relationships. 

Gloucester Coal 
(2010) 

Community consultative committee, community hotline, community 
development initiatives. 

Newcrest Mining 
(2008) 

Sustainability Report (2008). Reporting against social performance 
indicators, including communication with the market; interaction with 
local communities; community consultation and education; community 
relations facilitator and committees, community development programs.  

Peabody Energy 
(2010) (Excel 
Mining) 
 

CSR Report (2008). Support the advancement of education for the 
company’s current workforce and the next generation of employees; 
improve the quality of life in communities where the operations are 
located; provide assistance to the underprivileged in communities where 
the operations are located; and goal of zero safety incidents.  

Rio Tinto Coal 
(2008) 

Sustainable Development Report (2008). Develop robust relationships 
with communities by incorporating feedback to guide future 
communication and consultation activities; community safety, 
community development fund. 

Shenhua group 
(Chinese 
company) (2010) 

Supports social development. Pays attention to the culture and education, 
shows consideration for vulnerable groups and actively participates in 
helping the poor.  

Xstrata Coal 
(2010) 

Sustainability Report (2008). Broad community engagement, grievance 
and conflict resolution mechanisms. Public health risks addressed. 
Community interests recognised: include Indigenous peoples and 
cultural diversity; resettlement; corporate social involvement; socio-
economic development; procurement and enterprise development; job 
creation and skills development; and independent third party review 
panels. 

Whitehaven Coal 
(2008) 

Regularly engages local communities throughout mining cycle and 
regular briefings; community consultative committees sponsors local 
events. Works with Aboriginal Land Council’s tree propagation unit for 
mine rehabilitation.  

Mining companies: Small size  
Vale Integra 
(2010) 

Community consultative committee; monthly environmental reports and 
environmental management plans. 

Bloomfield 
Collieries (2010) Environmental report includes community consultation. 

Camberwell Coal 
(2010) 

Environmental management plans and community consultative 
committee. 

Idemitsu 
Australia (2010) 

Sponsors local community events, education, community consultative 
committee  

Yanzhou Coal No sustainability or CSR information available. 



(2010) 
White Mining 
(2010) 

No sustainability or CSR information available. 

Source: Each firm’s sustainability reports and homepage  
 

Stakeholder Engagement for CSR in Mining     
 
Mining companies generate substantial expectations for communities when touting the 
benefits that mining offers. However, when these expectations are not met, disillusionment 
and lack of trust follow, especially when coupled with a lack of prior information about the 
negative impacts of mining (Garvin et al., 2009; Macintyre, 2007).  These negative impacts 
are not always offset by the economic benefits generated from mining and rise to conflicts 
(Hajkowicz et al., 2011).  Natural resource conflicts have potential to be severe and 
debilitating, resulting in violence, resource degradation, the undermining of livelihoods, and 
the uprooting of communities, and, if not addressed can threaten to unravel the very fabric of 
the society (Castro and Nielsen 2001). However, the impact of multiple mining operations on 
communities is rarely assessed and poorly understood (Ivanova et al., 2007).  Perhaps this is 
why there is often conflict between communities and mining operations regarding negative 
social and environmental impacts (Bebbington and Bury, 2009; Soares, 2004; Ivanova et al., 
2007; Kemp et al., 2010; Garvin et al., 2009).    
 
Recent studies into natural resource planning and management assume that broad 
consultation and participation reduces conflict and improves the quality of decision-making 
(Ivanova et al., 2007; Garvin et al., 2009).  Presently external stakeholders (e.g. mining 
companies and state government agencies) make many aspects of decision-making regarding 
mining-affected communities without community involvement.  The decisions made by such 
stakeholders favour the decision maker rather than the mining-affected community (Lane and 
Rickson, 1997).  Failing to understand and mitigate negative community impacts increases 
the social and human rights risks that mining poses to local communities, as well as 
contradicting sustainability and CSR pressures undertaken by a mining company (Kemp et al. 
2010).  This is particularly important given that mining notoriously has a wide range of 
detrimental effects on the development of local communities and the domestic economy 
(Avom and Carmignani, 2010; Corden, 1984). Community consultation incorporated into 
CSR practice may present an opportunity for a mining company to mitigate or reduce some 
of these negative impacts.  

 
Prior studies also find that the gradual introduction of local-level community engagement and 
grievance mechanisms as an organisational strategy has occurred against the backdrop of 
continual conflict with the community over natural resources (Kemp et al., 2011; Ivanova et 
al., 2007). Public involvement is increasingly seen as something that should occur early on in 
the life of the project to maximise the benefits and minimise (or mitigate) the harm to the 
public (Ivanova et al., 2007). Egunyomi and Olatumile (2010) argue that a holistic, grass 
roots model of stakeholder communication should be employed.  Ensuring that as many 
interests as possible should be considered in decision-making and establishing appropriate 



mitigation strategies allows conflict over mining projects to be minimised (Lockie, 2001). A 
summary of different stakeholder communication frameworks is presented in Table 2 below. 
It is evident that recommended approaches to community consultation in these organisations 
vary, although a number of commonalities can be identified. Some of these can be effective 
strategies to understand issues faced by mining companies in the Hunter Valley.  
 
Table 2: Summary of stakeholder engagement approaches  
 
Source Objective of engagement Steps 

International 
Finance 
Corporation 
(2007) 

The idea of “stakeholder engagement” 
is emerging as a broader, more 
inclusive and continuous process 
between a company and the people 
who are potentially impacted.  

Stakeholder identification and 
analysis; information disclosure 
(proactively communicate early and 
meaningfully); stakeholder 
consultation; negotiation and 
partnerships; grievance management; 
stakeholder involvement in project 
monitoring; reporting to 
stakeholders; and maintain sufficient 
organisational capacity to perform 
this function. 

International 
Council on 
Mining and 
Metals 
Community 
Development 
Toolkit 
(2011) 

Foster constructive working 
relationships and alliances among 
communities, companies, and 
governments; build capacity within 
governments, companies, and 
communities to address sustainable 
development issues at the local level; 
promote the value-adding potential of 
mine development and operation in 
support of local and regional social 
and economic sustainable development 
efforts; improve opportunities for the 
sustainable development of mining 
communities and regions during all 
phases of the mining cycle. 

Stakeholder identification; social 
baseline study; social impact and 
opportunities; competencies 
assessment; strategic planning 
framework; community mapping; 
institutional analysis; problem 
census; opportunity ranking; 
stakeholder analysis; consultation 
matrix; partnership assessment; 
conflict management; community 
action plans; logical framework; 
indicator development; coal 
attainment scaling. 

Minerals 
Council of 
Australia 
(2005) 
Enduring 
Values 
Framework 
(EVF) 

Contribute to the social, economic and 
institutional development of the 
communities in which we operate. 
Implement effective and transparent 
engagement, communication and 
independently verified reporting 
arrangements with our stakeholders. 

Engage at the earliest practical stage 
with likely affected parties to discuss 
and respond to issues and conflicts; 
ensure appropriate systems are in 
place for ongoing interaction with 
affected parties (including culturally 
appropriate engagement); contribute 
to community development; report 
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on economic, social and 
environmental performance; provide 
timely, accurate and relevant 
information; engage with and 
respond to stakeholders through open 
consultation process. 

Minerals 
Council of 
Australia  
(2006) 
(Toolkit) 

Inform with balanced and objective 
information; consult with two-way 
communication; involve by working 
directly with the community; and 
collaborate by fostering partnerships. 

Map the community stakeholders; 
plan community consultation and the 
consultation process; regular and 
wide consultation is important; 
choose a consultation method; 
implement and monitor success 
through complaints and resolve 
issues where they arise. 

Ministerial 
Council on 
Mineral and 
Petroleum 
Resources 
(2005) 

Enhancing positive relationships with 
communities and stakeholders; 
maximising stakeholder opportunity to 
provide information and feedback; 
maximising understanding and timely 
involvement of stakeholders in 
company decisions that may affect the 
local community; and enhancing the 
evaluation of company consultation 
processes: communication, 
transparency, collaboration, 
inclusiveness and integrity. 

Providing information; capacity 
building to equip communities and 
stakeholders to effectively engage; 
listening and responding to 
community and stakeholder 
concerns; including communities and 
stakeholders in relevant decision-
making processes; developing 
goodwill and a better understanding 
of objectives and priorities, leading 
to confidence in decisions; 
establishing a realistic understanding 
of potential outcomes. 

Department 
of Industry, 
Tourism and 
Resources  
(2006) 

Communication, transparency, 
collaboration, inclusiveness and 
integrity. 

Community and stakeholder 
identification analysis; baselines 
studies and social impact 
assessments; risk and opportunity 
assessment; developing a community 
engagement plan using a variety of 
engagement mechanisms; supporting 
community engagement through 
adequate resourcing; undertaking 
audit and evaluation; managing 
expectations and prioritising 
understanding above action. 

Department 
of 
Environment 
and 

The provision of factual, accurate 
information about the project and its 
likely environmental, social and 
economic impacts; the identification 

Part of social impact assessment. 
Identify and make early contact with 
stakeholders, use a combination of 
consultation methodologies; make 
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Resource 
Management  
(2011) 

and understanding of community 
values, concerns and interests; 
demonstration that the community’s 
views are being taken into account; 
encouraging community confidence 
that the mining process is 
environmentally responsible; and 
evaluation of community acceptance 
of the project. 
 

the program adaptable and flexible; 
maintain communication through the 
operational phase. 

 
Source: Author’s own compilation 
 
The Mineral Council of Australia’s (MCA) Enduring Value Framework (EVF) states that the 
social licence to operate is foundational to its commitment to sustainable development 
(MCA, 2005; Sarker, 2013). This is in line with the growing view that the community, rather 
than the state or a mining company, is the proper vehicle for decision making on issues 
arising from natural resource exploitation (Urkidi, 2011). However, there are factors that 
influence the acceptability of outcomes for communities.  For example, neglect or lack of 
coordination on the part of mine management, along with inappropriate organisational 
responses, serves to induce or exacerbate company-community conflict. There are also 
significant disconnects between mining companies and communities. Kemp et al. (2010) 
posit that unless operational level personnel are specifically trained or have experienced or 
resolved local level conflicts over water and human rights issues, they may not have the 
necessary information or the will to take meaningful action at the mine-site level. 
Furthermore, significant power imbalances may exist between mining companies and 
communities and may cause large-scale investment to be prioritised over local livelihoods 
(Lane and Rickson, 1997; Kemp et al., 2011).  

 
However, effective community consultation is a difficult task and sometimes function as a 
smokescreen (Whiteman, 2001).  In other words, they are sometimes used to create the 
illusion of democratic process while masking power inequities and pre-determined outcomes 
rather than incorporating community views or solutions on mining-related development. 
Whitmore (2006) criticises the stakeholder engagement process, arguing that communities 
are being invited to simply modify pre-determined development plans, rather than being 
empowered to co-create their own.  Furthermore, not every stakeholder, community or 
community-based group will command corporate attention.  The onus is generally on 
communities to take action to ensure the company meets their demands, as opposed to the 
company spontaneously respecting and addressing community complaints (Trebeck, 2007). 
Community organisation and coherence are essential for individual and community 
mobilisation in order to influence decisions affecting local people, such as successful 
rejection of a proposed mining project (Lane and Rickson, 1997). This is because the way 
companies respond to certain community demands is characterised by a combination of 
financial, political and cultural characteristics, including perceptions of stakeholder power 
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(Lane and Rickson, 1997). Kemp et al. (2010) argue that three considerations should be taken 
into account in designing a community grievance mechanism: power, dialogue and 
participation. Given the significance of the negative impacts of mining operations on local 
communities and the criticism of community engagement mechanisms, it is important that 
they are evaluated, assessed, and mitigated. In contrast to the findings of Trebeck (2007), Lee 
(2009) concluded that mining companies need community acceptance in order to gain a 
“social license to operate”, since managers need to secure the support of stakeholders who 
can impact on their business and failure to do so may give rise to a certain level of negative 
impacts on the firm, where the firm no longer has a "social licence to operate". The current 
research extends the above studied by investigating the role of effective stakeholder 
engagement for corporate social responsibility (CSR) in mining using an in-depth case study 
of the Hunter Valley in Australia.  
 
Methodology  

  
A qualitative case study approach was employed as the research strategy of inquiry. This 
allowed a detailed investigation into the factors influencing CSR practice in the mining 
industry. The research was conducted in the Hunter Valley between May 2010 and June 
2012. A focus group interview protocol guided the data collection process (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003). According to Stewart et al. (2007, p.46), the focus group 
interview (FGI) can be defined as “a group of interacting individuals having some common 
interest or characteristics, brought together by a moderator, who uses the group and its 
interaction as a way to gain information about a specific or focused issue.” Morgan (1997) 
also supports the use of a focus group interview for learning what participants think in 
addition to why they think as they do. Accordingly, focus group interviews were used as the 
primary data collection instrument in this study.  
 
Three groups of stakeholders were included in the focus group interview (FGI): (1) 
government policy makers (Group 1), (2) practitioners (Group 2) involved in the mining 
projects in the Hunter Valley region, and (3) representatives of environmental NGOs and 
local communities (Group 3). A total of six focus group interviews were conducted. The 
interviewees were selected on the basis of their practical working experience in the Hunter 
Valley with the age groups between 42 and 56 years. To perform the focus group 
interviewees, a written approval was obtained through the Griffith University's Human 
Research Ethics Committee. Participation was voluntary and also an assurance was given to 
the participants about the confidentiality of the research.  
 
The focus group interview was structured around four issues: (1) land use conflicts, (2) 
environmental and social sustainability, (3) communities, and (4) regulatory issues. All 
participants were screened to confirm their willingness to participate and their familiarity 
with the aims of the study. Each focus group interview was conducted in a meeting room at a 
participating member’s organization and lasted for about three hours. The focus group 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Several open-ended questions were asked 
under each heading in order to gain a deeper insight. The responses were recorded using a 

-9- 
 



voice recorder and transcripts were generated for further analysis. The data analysis process 
involved first identifying themes in the data and then codifying the themes, then grouping 
together codes into related themes or concepts (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003).    
 
Findings  
 
Key CSR challenge: Conflicts in the local community 
 
In general, all interview participants identified land use-conflict as a serious, ongoing issue in 
the Hunter Valley, particularly where there are competing rights of water usage between 
farmers, miners and communities. One of the interviewees from Group 3 proceeded by 
stating that mining companies operating in small mining towns get most of the water, 
regardless of water shortages. This is due to the fact that the economic contribution of the 
mines exceeds the farming output, which causes conflict between the two industries.  One 
issue relating to water scarcity raised by another Group 3 interviewee was the issue of 
subsidence to creeks, while other Group interviewees argued that conflicts over water not 
only related to water quantity, but also to the quality, particularly in places suffering from 
water shortages. They further noted that the perception among the community is that mining 
companies are exhausting their potable water, whether or not this is true in practice. A further 
Group 3 interviewee also noted that underground mining has the potential to interfere with 
groundwater quality over a large radius, although there are various controls that can be used 
to minimise this.  

 
An additional serious issue in the Hunter Valley raised by some Group 3 interviewees was 
that of mine site rehabilitation. Often times open-cut coal mines were unable to be 
rehabilitated to viable land use, particularly since agriculture had already degraded the land in 
the Hunter Valley quite severely. One of the Group 3 interviewees stated that rehabilitation 
was the key challenge faced by the mining industry at the moment, and that the interviewee 
believed that community acceptance of mining “comes down to how you can manage the 
environment and produce a sustainable land use following mining.” Failure to do so was 
“really hurting the sustainability of the industry, and of the environment as well.” This group 
of interviewees also argued that “the most visible one [issue] is community impact, so there’s 
a large degree of overlap with dust, health, visual, general amenity, climate change issues, 
etc.” Other concerns of the Hunter Valley community identified by the interview participants 
included dust, noise, vibrations, water and salinity. Most group interviewees agreed, noting 
that communities naturally resist when the amenity of areas changes, even if rehabilitation is 
carried out. Recently, there was a push to have forestry as the chosen method of rehabilitating 
mine sites. However, the question of the sustainability of such an approach is another 
question. One Group 3 interviewee argued that “people are mainly scared about the loss of 
land and nature… and damage to their pristine natural ecosystems.”  

 
Managing sustainability and CSR practices with the local community 
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The   interviews revealed that most aspects of sustainability and CSR practices are meant to 
be considered as impacts during the planning process. It is noted that this meant that the focus 
of ongoing environmental regulation was to monitor the statutory limitation on environmental 
impacts (Group 1). Some interviewees considered that setting impact thresholds meant that 
the department could only set minimum standards (Group 2). However, this approach results 
in difficulty in regulating for continuous improvement, or in setting high benchmarks. By 
contrast, some interviewees felt that the increased level of scrutiny on mines that forces them 
to consider their impacts meant that sustainability really was not an issue (Group 2). One of 
the group interviewees, on the other hand, felt that achieving effective rehabilitation was the 
main issue hurting the sustainability of the mining industry (Group 3).  

 
Another issue identified by all three groups interviewees was resource constraints, which 
leads them to “barely hold their heads above water.” This means that “higher level concerns 
and more complicated interactions with the community are left to the mining operators to 
deal with (Group 2).” The role of the regulator in community interactions was described by 
the regulator as being limited to “some level of encouragement by pushing people to do better 
in terms of community relations, but I don’t think we effectively play a great role there… the 
most we can do on a day-to-day basis is incrementally push for better outcomes (Group 1).”  

 
A third issue relating to sustainability and CSR practice that stood out is the role the 
government plays in achieving sustainable outcomes. According to Group 1 interviewees, the 
government has the potential to manage expectations and push for change; however, this can 
only be done incrementally, since mining involves a range of government departments. This 
means that there is no single department that deals with all the aspects of sustainability within 
mining. This was particularly evident in the responses offered by Group 2 interviewees and 
Group 3 interviewees: they were aware that other departments dealt with dust or health or 
climate change issues, but because their units managed one issue, they were not fully briefed 
on the issues faced by other departments. According to Group 1 interviewees, however, this 
fragmentation meant that the government lacks an overarching and coherent sustainability 
strategy in managing access to scarce resources. Further, as Group 3 interviewees 
commented, although new mines are increasingly scrutinised regarding their social and 
environmental impacts, “the level at which certain aspects are considered prioritised, may 
need to be readjusted, but at the moment it comes down to economics.” Group 1 interviewees 
agreed, saying that “even governments are largely driven by the bottom line because of tax 
revenues, and the employment generated is the most politically important social aspect. 
Within that context, [negative impacts] would have to be something really bad to shut that 
off.”  

 
Problems with the current sustainability and CSR practice 
 
In interviewing participants, the study addressed the issues of sustainability and CSR relating 
to the current regulatory framework, in which most sustainability and community 
consultation decisions are left to the mining company. In relation to the impact of 
sustainability objectives of a mining company’s operations, Group 2 interviewees noted that, 
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while larger companies tend to have sustainability objectives, medium and smaller companies 
do not. This means that there is some requirement for companies that have sustainability and 
CSR objectives to actually achieve them. However, according to another Group 2 
interviewee, even for large companies with sustainability and CSR objectives, “often, 
meeting a target doesn’t translate very well into actual outcomes. The bottom line is to create 
returns to shareholders. Therefore, this is the main factor controlling mining companies’ 
decision making.”  

 
On this issue, one Group 3 interviewee disagreed. He noted that sustainability and CSR are 
being increasingly considered in terms of the mining operation itself and what they are 
allowed to do or where they are allowed to mine. Group 1 interviewees agreed to a certain 
extent, noting that there has been some degree of change in the sustainability and CSR of 
mining operations, but largely in response to the regulator undertaking a broader assessment 
of impacts and controls. However, he believed that companies generally only comply to the 
extent that they are required to do so, and do not go beyond that. Where particular operators 
do go beyond compliance in some areas, one Group 2 interviewee thought it would only be 
on the margin of their operations, rather than at the core, because “in terms of impacts on 
their core operations, generally they’re quite protective of that and do the minimum 
possible.”  

 
According to Group 2 interviewees, companies that go beyond compliance tend to do so 
because of individual leadership that has had the drive to push for those outcomes, rather than 
because of the sustainability and CSR objectives of the corporation (although these objectives 
of the corporation may make it easier for the individual because there is some alignment of 
the individual’s goals with the corporate goals). The focus on the bottom line means that 
there are very few other drivers, apart from responses from the community or an individual 
within the company pushing for a better outcome. One reason for this could be related to 
corporate structure. Another Group 2 interviewee commented that, “for most of the actual 
mines, the title holder is a subsidiary of the actual company, and there are varying degrees of 
autonomy for the actual operations.” Additionally, most are mined under contract, which 
results in a range of disconnections up the chain. Therefore, it comes down to the 
effectiveness of the operator on the ground and how they view those sustainability and CSR 
concerns. Predictably, this results in “a huge variation in awareness of sustainability and CSR 
issues and how they’re dealt with.”    

 
Opinions of interview participants relating to the current business practice within mining and 
its inherent sustainability issues, and how this affects the community’s outcome somewhat 
differed.  Group 1 interviewees considered that “generally, there’s better community 
consultation by companies than previously, as they are trying to manage the community.” 
Most of the Group 3 interviewees agreed that “the pressure is on them [the mines] and they 
are being forced to consider their impacts, a lot more.” By contrast, Group 2 interviewees 
considered that the level of consultation for mining companies with new projects was not 
really appropriate, and that the community lacks power to be able to say yes or no to a 
particular project. According to them, although planning was moving towards having a 
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greater level of community consultation, many decisions undertaken did not rely on 
community complaints. As one Group 2 interviewee lamented, “even if the community does 
complain a lot, I think the pendulum is currently swinging towards mining". Group 2 
interviewees also considered that the status quo was socially unsustainable in its current 
form, implying that a more consultative process by mining companies should be required.  
 
Discussion  
 
The key findings from the interviews indicate that the current regulatory system (describe 
regulatory system in literature review- Reviewer 1) deals with sustainability issues in an ad 
hoc manner and there is no overarching government department that deals with all aspects of 
mining sustainability, and hence there are no overarching sustainability objectives. This lack 
of co-ordination in governmental regulation hinders the achievement of sustainability in all 
aspects of mineral and energy developments. What is needed is unified approach from 
relevant government departments that deal with the many aspects of sustainability and CSR 
practice, in order to allow a holistic approach to regulating all the impacts of mining. This 
will also allow knowledge sharing between departments, fostering the development of more 
effective and targeted policy responses to issues that arise.   
 
Further, the impacts on the community and the environment are only assessed during the 
preliminary planning stage. Ongoing environmental issues are dealt with through monitoring 
and regulating minimum environmental impacts. Although opinions regarding the 
effectiveness of this framework varied, it seems clear that the regulation has had an important 
role to play in motivating companies to improve the sustainability of their operations.  
However, issues that are not covered under the regulatory framework, such as those that 
affect communities, are largely dealt with at the discretion of the mining companies.  
 
Additionally, evidence suggests that current levels of community consultation are insufficient 
and do not generally provide positive outcomes for affected communities, although 
regulatory drivers have played a role in mining companies increasing their consideration and 
mitigation of impacts. Given the economic incentives that mining companies and 
governments have for mining projects to go ahead, land-use and water-use conflicts are 
usually resolved in favour of the mining company (Kemp et al., 2011). This is problematic 
because of the significant environmental and social disruption caused by mining, as well as 
the significant health risks faced by the communities (Hajkowicz et al., 2011). The evidence 
also suggests that sustainability and CSR objectives have little value in achieving broader 
outcomes for communities. Instead, companies only tend to go beyond compliance when an 
individual within the mining company pushes for better outcomes. The current regulatory 
framework that sets minimum impacts also does not provide incentives for companies to 
achieve beyond compliance outcomes in the absence of stakeholder pressure (Gunningham et 
al., 2002).  
 
One of the key issues that all three focus group interviews raised was access to water, 
particularly in areas where it is scarce. The status quo indicates that the water needs of 

-13- 
 



mining companies will ordinarily take precedence over other water users. In farming 
intensive region such as the Hunter Valley, the inability to access water can have a severe 
impact on people’s livelihoods, particularly when mining companies are often responsible for 
polluting waterways and thus reducing the amount of water available to other users. 
Resolving water use conflicts in an effective manner is particularly important for Australia, 
which is the driest continent on earth. The evidence suggests that the current framework does 
not adequately address these concerns, and accordingly, a new overarching sustainability 
framework is needed which takes into account the legitimate concerns of the community, 
rather than allowing water use decisions to be dictated by the economic needs of mining 
companies. 

 
The above discussion indicates that what is required is greater emphasis on the needs of the 
affected communities, on behalf of the mining companies, and the government regulator. In 
particular, greater community consultation needs to occur at every stage of the mining site 
development process. Although there are a range of principle-based guidelines on community 
consultation issued by several bodies - including the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA, 
2005), the Commonwealth Government Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources 
(DITR, 2006), the Ministerial Council on Mineral and Petroleum Resources (MCMA, and the 
Queensland Government Department of Energy and Resource Management (DERM, 2011) - 
these guidelines are often not binding and are not sufficient to ensure effective 
communication between mining companies and affected communities. In particular, the 
guidelines issued by DERM (2011) show that community consultation is undertaken with a 
public relations focus, rather than directed at achieving any real outcomes: demonstration that 
the community’s views are being taken into account and encouraging community confidence 
that the mining process is environmentally responsible (emphasis added). The focus of 
current community consultation processes seem to be directed at providing information, 
rather than achieving outcomes. 
 
Thus, what is required is for mining companies to engage in ongoing and meaningful 
consultation that goes to the core of their operations, and for governments to mandate this as 
part of a coherent sustainability and CSR strategy that motivates beyond compliance actions 
by mining companies. The strategic communication strategies suggested by the International 
Finance Corporation (2007) (IFC) provide some direction for reform. The IFC takes a long 
term approach to stakeholder engagement. Its principles are directed at proactively building 
‘good’ relationships with stakeholders over time in order to maintain a company’s ‘social 
license to operate’ in the area. Implementing long-term community engagement not only 
allows meaningful community engagement to take place, but allows the development of 
relationships of trust between the mining company and the community, so the community 
will be more forgiving if any mishaps occur (MCA, 2006; DITR, 2006; MCMPR, 2005).  

 
Another issue not addressed by the current community engagement frameworks is the power 
differentials between the community and the mining companies in the course of the 
community engagement process. These power differentials can hinder effective community 
consultation, causing problems for both the mining companies and the local communities 
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when conflicts arise (Hilson, 2002). This pattern of mining causing social unrest and conflict 
has occurred in a number of other countries, most notably Papua New Guinea and the 
notorious case of the Freeport Mining Company (Soares, 2004), and the severe environmental 
damage occasioned by the OK Tedi mine (Rist, 2004). Since one of the determinants of how 
companies respond to community demands is how the company perceives the power of the 
community, community organisation and coherence are essential for individual and 
community mobilisation in order to influence decisions affecting local people, such as 
successful rejection of a proposed mining project (Lane and Rickson, 1997; Lee, 2012).  

 
As such, it is necessary for community consultation processes to provide for community 
empowerment in order to achieve real and meaningful community consultation. Bebbington 
and Bury (2009) argue that the importance of institutions in determining the quality of 
development and natural resource management is well established. The coherence and 
strength of community groups has an important role to play in ensuring the viability and 
sustainability of mining projects.  

 
Australia’s mining industry is an important part of the nation’s economic prosperity, but 
mining also has the potential to do long term and irreversible damage to communities and the 
environment. The current system of community engagement is focused more on public 
relations rather than achieving meaningful change in the outcomes for communities. This has 
given rise to conflicts between mining companies and local communities, particularly with 
regard to land use and water rights. What is necessary is for mining companies to engage in 
more community consultation and mainstream these sustainable community development 
considerations into their decision-making frameworks (Kuijper et al., 2006). This is an 
important first step in achieving continuous improvement in community engagement 
processes (Sarker 2011), because it will shift the focus of community engagement processes 
towards achieving long-term community development and sustainability (Kepore and Imbun, 
2011; Mzembe and Meaton, 2013; Lee, 2012).  
 
Conclusion  
 
Despite ongoing debates about mining and sustainability and CSR practice at local level, 
there are very limited empirical studies that provide a profile of local community relations 
within the mining industry. The disruptive nature of mining activities means that local 
communities have the potential to suffer severe negative impacts as a result of mining 
operations, including environmental degradation, health risks, land and water use conflicts, 
and social underdevelopment. Engaging with the local community is not only necessary for 
mining companies to maintain their ‘social licence to operate’, but can also provide the 
means to reduce the negative impacts of mining on the community. Although a number of 
guidelines have been developed relating to community consultation and engagement, they 
vary in the comprehensiveness of their coverage. 
 
Given the severity of the negative effects of mining on communities and the people within 
the community’s livelihoods, the current industry approach to community engagement is 
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unsustainable. Reconsideration of the current approach to community consultation and more 
radical change for the effectiveness of the mine’s community engagement is needed in order 
to avoid a revocation of the mining companies’ social licence to operate. By contrast, 
building good relationships with stakeholders in an ongoing and inclusive way can save 
money, preserve reputations, avoid command and control regulation, and assist the company 
in the event of a crisis (Gunningham, 2002; Castelló and Lozano, 2011).  
 
From this study, the following conclusions can be drawn. First, mining companies need to 
conduct meaningful and ongoing community engagement about matters that go to the core of 
their operations. One way to do this would be to embed sustainability and social development 
considerations into their decision-making framework. This would ensure continuous 
improvement in the way that local community concerns are dealt with. Second, local 
community engagement needs to become integral to the operation of the mine. The 
stakeholder engagement process should be an ongoing one: (i) recognising the problem; (ii) 
finding a solution through consultation; (iii) choosing the best solution according to mining 
companies; and (iv) implementing and evaluating the solution. Mining companies should also 
employ strategies to ensure effective communication with stakeholders (Sarker, 2011; Lane 
and Rickson, 1997). Effective community engagement will mitigate the negative effects of 
mining on the community and ensure the continuation of the mining company’s social licence 
to operate. Third, a whole-of government sustainable mining strategy and inter-departmental 
co-ordination would go a long way towards redressing the piecemeal regulatory approach that 
currently exists. What is needed is to move beyond policymakers setting minimum 
environmental impacts to a regulatory focus on the overall effects of a mining company’s 
operations.  

 
We acknowledge the limitations of relying on a single case study with a focus group 
interview. However, given that this research was not intended to generalize its findings, to 
select a case study that possesses important attributes relevant to the study, we believe that 
this study served the purpose for which it was selected (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Stewart 
et al., 2007). This research offers important managerial and policy oriented insights and 
implications for further studies. First, a sound managerial approach to implementing effective 
community engagement strategies must acknowledge and understand the diverse issues 
arising from local communities and surrounding a company’s operations. Second, current 
local community engagement seems to focus on specific conflicts or issues on an ad hoc 
basis. Thus, an engagement of the local community as one of the key stakeholders in decision 
making, rather than informing the community after decisions are made, should be sought for 
effective community participation and engagement activities. Third, further research on the 
mining industry in other countries would allow greater understanding of the role of the local 
community, the importance of regulations and how stakeholder engagement impacts on the 
implementation of sustainability and CSR practice.      
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