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INTRODUCTION 

Resource-dependent communities have been a primary focus for community 
studies and social impact assessment (SIA) because development for 
economic gain or other purposes, in these communities, has a demonstrable 
and sometimes dramatic history of effects upon locals. In addition, develop- 
ment for profit or conservation is increasingly controlled by outsiders. By 
‘outsiders’ we mean complex organizational networks of private companies, 
national and international agencies, and environmental associations, together 
with those having other goals such as human and civil rights. Organizations 
that are part of this network operate on a national, international, and 
increasingly global basis. Their actions are focused on local sites such as 
local communities where basic conflicts over development and environmental 
quality, conservation, and human rights, among other issues, are played out. 
Therefore, “how the global becomes local” in resource development and 
conservation, how global power relations change and support local 
communities, and how locals compete for influence in complex power 
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networks form a backdrop for community studies and particularly for policy 
research such as social impact assessment (Pred and Watts 1992). 

Because issues of social control and environmental management are central 
to research on resource development and conservation, researchers- 
including social impact assessors-are concentrating on four themes; all refer 
to how internal community structures are affected by external relationships. 
Two of the major research issues are (1) how natural resources (timber, 
minerals) are controlled or managed for economic exploitation or preserva- 
tion and (2) the social impacts of such controls. Environmental control or 
management for either economic profit or conservation ultimately involves 
managing or administering the relationships that people have with their 
environment. This is a source of major social impacts that must be always 
be studied in formal assessments. If relationships with the environment are 
deeply embedded in social institutions, as they usually are, then environ- 
mental relationships are central to community culture and social organization; 
changing these relationships through formally managing them can have 
dramatic short- and long-term consequences; community sustainability and 
environmental sustainability are then related on the same logical and 
empirical basis. 

Two other separate but related themes of research are (3) how and when 
locals share control with outsiders or resist such controls and (4) how all of 
these activities are related to building and supporting local communities, as 
well as to managing and sustaining natural environments. Building commu- 
nity is an ongoing social process in all local sites (residential communities, 
organizations, and occupations) and, as we discuss below, local economic or 
other activities are conceptually and empirically distinct from community 
activities. Social assessments focus on community, but need to explicitly 
distinguish community from local activities and show how, under certain 
conditions, community orientations appear, then fade. Local capacities to 
adapt to, resist, or promote development are based on sets of social relations 
we call ‘community’ (Blishen et al. 1979; Bowles 1976). 

The concept of community refers to a set of social relations, as classically 
defined, based on shared values, a sense of mutual destiny, common bonds 
and obligations, and primary group ties to the local area including its 
biophysical environment (Etzioni 1993). These ties can be spiritual in nature 
where linkages to the environment influence individual and family status or 
where the environment-the forest or rivers, for example-is a source of 
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pleasure and fond memories of family outings. Development or conservation 
programs designed to manage local environmental relations must always 
contend with community relations. Established communities may resist or 
cooperate, depending upon the circumstances. Strong community ties may 
also emerge in situations where people are under outside pressure for change 
and discover or create common bonds and perceptions of mutual destinies. 
Community, in this respect, is always a dependent, dynamic factor, and 
always important to understanding social relationships, environmental 
relationships, and their interdependence. Bennett’s (1976) critical observation 
of these processes summarizes the position, in community analysis and social 
impact assessment, that we should be studying “. . .how and why humans 
use Nature, how they incorporate Nature into Society, what they do to them- 
selves, Nature, and Society in the process.” 

Although research and policy concentrate on the social and environmental 
impacts of resource extraction (timbering, mining, oil drilling), the strength 
of the environmental movement combined with strong public support has 
meant that conservation goals promoted at national and international levels 
have significant local impacts, ‘Local sites’, for either developers or conser- 
vationists, therefore, become focal points for conflicts originating in other 
places and times. How locals respond to these conflicts and to development 
or conservation depend upon their capacities to effectively participate in the 
politics of resource development and conservation: capacities enabling local 
responses are, among others, a sense of shared values and common interests, 
a degree of internal mobilization and a means for resolving internal conflict, 
and organizational support from powerful outsiders. Equally important are 
access to capital, information, and whether locals have political rights of 
participation supported by either law or the policy of government agencies. 

Because the social and economic costs of developmental change concentrate 
at the local level, the politics are often described as ‘insiders against 
outsiders’, but it is more complicated than that. Alliances between locally 
mobilized groups and outside supporters are now principal agencies of local 
power and influence. Few issues are any longer exclusively local issues 
especially when they are about economic development, conservation, or 
human rights. Quite the reverse: value and direct political conflicts over 
environmental values and economic goals, for example, become local issues, 
affecting local people, when national and international organizations lobby 
governments for environmental controls or as transnational corporations 
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move across national and ecosystem boundaries seeking raw materials for 
production and processing. 

Decades of research on community power structure and decision making 
detail the complexities and dynamism of local and community power 
structures (Waste 1986). Domination at the local level is as common a 
process as control by outsiders. Local power and status obviously influence 
how the rewards and costs of development and conservation programs are 
distributed. Some community members inevitably gain more than others and 
endure few if any costs and some local groups are more capable of organ- 
izing and securing outside support than others. Therefore, conflicts and 
antagonisms among insiders occur as frequently and are as severe and 
uncompromising as those between insiders and outsiders. Both types of 
conflicts affect local participation and community relations. 

CONFLICT AND PARTICIPATION 

Community conflict has the positive affect of diffusing information about 
development proposals in communities and increasing general knowledge 
among people about development alternatives. Conflict attracts public atten- 
tion, increases awareness, and increases knowledge that, in turn, stimulates 
participation (Rickson, Western, and Burdge 1990; Nowak et al. 1982). 
However, research shows that public knowledge and participation are sub- 
stantially suppressed when there is rancorous conflict (Rickson, Western, and 
Burdge 1990; Nowak et al. 1982). Hostility to outsiders, including impact 
researchers, is understandable when locals see outside value conflicts affect- 
ing their personal lives. When this happens and conflict intensifies, local 
participation can be socially and politically dangerous. Rather than infor- 
mation exchanges among groups and individuals, rancorous conflict rewards 
secrecy because knowledge becomes a political weapon and people are 
reluctant to express any opinion besides politically acceptable ones. SIA 
research can be considered as part of the conflict process and has a positive 
role when policy requires that local participation is part of the research 
design and when research results are part of the public forum (Craig 1990). 

Local and Community Participation 
in a Corporate Framework 
Warren (1963) referred to a “great change” affecting modem communities- 
the increasing number of decisions about the community being made by 
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outsiders who have little if any social or cultural attachment to it. As for 
tribal or indigenous people, Bennett (1976) recognized the historical trend, 
rapidly accelerating to the present, in which community groups are affected 
more by social forces beyond their control than they are by internal changes 
in their societies and cultures. Outside organizations can contribute to 
building and sustaining of community. Alternatively, if control of local 
activities by outsiders is disconnected and antagonistic to community 
functions based on shared values, ceremony, and knowledge, then commu- 
nities and the environmental relationships they are based upon will be 
diminished or irretrievably degraded (Edelstein and Kleese 1995; Etzioni 
1993; Hobart 1993; Ghai and Vivian 1992, Burdge and Robertson 1990). 

Insiders and Outsiders 
Community and local responses, in a transnational corporate complex of 
decision making and investment, are aimed at participating in-sometimes 
blocking-decisions about local resources that are being made by outsiders. 
Central to the issue is that economic development and conservation plans 
often, even usually, benefit outsiders more than insiders, but the costs of 
change are concentrated at local levels. Locals, particularly indigenes, have 
great difficulty opposing a general discourse of development where local or 
community costs are considered by outsiders as less important than national 
progress, or outsiders are indifferent to social and environmental conse- 
quences. Noneconomic organizations, including environmental movement 
organizations, may reject conventional development discourses, but act 
according to a conservation discourse that is equally indifferent to local and 
community needs (Connell and Howitt 1991). Although this happens more 
from indifference than intention, the consequences for local people and their 
communities are the same. 

If policies and programs are defined so that communities are involved in 
caring for rainforests, animal species, or soil, then local knowledge and 
experience can be applied to the environment through participation. Partici- 
pation allows local and community people to offer their knowledge and 
experience for use. It contributes to integration of development and conser- 
vation goals (Ghai and Vivian 1992). The necessity of local participation 
extends also to mitigation or management of negative and positive impacts. 
Modem impact models stress that programs to compensate locals for loss 
should be developed with their participation. In many countries, current 
policy explicitly requires participation by locals in social impact assessments 
of certain types of development; many types of techniques are being used to 
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facilitate such participation (Chambers 1994). Overall, effective participation 
by local groups in corporate complexes undertaking development planning 
is a critical indicator of power. In other words, can the local group or com- 
munity act as an agent of development on its own terms or can it only react 
to proposals from outside? When personal ties to community institutions are 
very weak, reactions to development plans are highly individualized, local 
self-interest prevails, and the global becomes local at the expense of local 
people (cf. Granovetter 1973). On the other hand, as we note above, few 
issues are exclusively local issues and relations between locals and outsiders, 
as we discuss below, can be critical to local empowerment and even the 
establishment of community relations (West 1994). 

Our paper discusses the role of social impact assessment in two critical 
development and conservation issues in Australia: the World Heritage Listing 
of Queensland’s northern tropical rainforests and the proposal to mine at 
Coronation Hill in Australia’s Northern Territories. The first issue was the 
social effects upon timber-dependent communities of placing the area’s 
tropical rainforests on the World Heritage Listing. The second case was on 
the social impacts of mining in an area defined as sacred by traditional 
Jawoyn Aborigines of Australia’s Northern Territories. The two cases illus- 
trate the differences between locality and community, complexities of local 
community responses, and their involvement in the corporate complexes of 
conservationand development; relationships between community and environ- 
mental sustainability ; the prevalence and significance of conflict in develop- 
ment issues; and the contribution of social impact assessment to public 
participation and decision making. 

RESOURCE-DEPENDENT COMMUNITIES AND 
SOCIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

Resource-dependent communities have been an important focus for commu- 
nity research and social impact assessment because of the social and 
environmental effects of rapid economic and population growth and decline. 
There are several complex reasons for the cyclical nature of income and 
employment in these communities, but three reasons are the cyclical nature 
of international commodity markets, competition between industries in 
different countries seeking comparative advantage, and that the quantity and 
quality of timber and mining resources at a local site inevitably decline. 
When decline occurs, company investments shift to new locations or new 
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technologies, enabling more refined processing of lower grade ore or timber 
resources. Companies organized on a national or transnational basis are, of 
course, more flexible than local people because they are able to move capital 
across regional, national, and ecosystem boundaries in search of supply. 
Similarly, production and processing in these companies are increasingly 
based on “. . .a relatively small core of relatively permanent employees 
handling finance, research and development, technological organization, and 
innovation, and a periphery of dependent components of the production 
process” (Cox 1994:47). 

The ‘dependent components’ in resource-dependent industrial complexes are 
local communities, local workers, and their families. In many parts of the 
world, economic ‘booms and busts’ found in residential and occupational 
communities built around the extractive industries of timbering and mining 
have, for local workers, turned to continuous bust, persistent poverty, and 
political volatility (Humphrey 1994; Freudenberg and Grambling 1994). 
Even in relative boom periods, resource-dependent communities are likely 
to experience unequal distribution of benefits and costs of development with 
significant income gaps between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ and a steady flow 
of capital to outside organizations (Rural Sociological Society [RSS] 1993). 
Besides periodical employment lows and highs, there typically are higher 
levels of poverty in these communities than in other types of rural commu- 
nities and “. . .reasons for concern are not limited to the implications of 
shut-downs or ‘busts’ as high levels of local poverty, for some groups, are 
stubbornly persistent even during operation of extractive industries” 
(Freudenberg and Grambling 1994:7). 

Local workers in resource-dependent communities are also dependent compo- 
nents in the political process. As companies move capital across social, 
political, and ecosystem boundaries, political parties and regulatory agencies 
adopt political strategies and employ a cultural discourse legitimizing a 
sacrifice of local sensibilities and welfare for the greater public good and 
overall political advantage (Howitt 1995). 

Collective responses of Australian Aborigines to disputes about resource 
extraction on traditional lands vary from those responding primarily to 
protect deep traditions of spirituality to others organizing for economic gain. 
Aborigines, similarly to native peoples in North America, are often doubly 
disadvantaged at all stages of growth and decline in resource-dependent 
communities (Geisler 1982; Connell and Howitt 1991; West 1994). If initial 
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economic growth harmed culturally significant areas, then when resource 
supply and jobs are in decline, the original harm can be used as an argument 
for even more intensive mining or timbering. The argument can be made that 
since the damage has already been done, the mining or timbering might as 
well go ahead. Connell and Howitt (1991 : 1) argue that mining on indigenous 
lands generally disadvantages local people: 

Mining injection of capital and infrastructural resources into 
previously neglected areas may give better access to the benefits of 
national economic development, but there have been no circum- 
stances where the indigenous groups’ development goals have been 
successfully linked to those of the mining corporations. 

Occupational communities in timbering and mining, among others, also have 
cultural traditions, status and leadership structures, and patterns of social 
relations tied to specific activities and geographic locations. Mythologies 
emerge and are institutionalized in occupational cultures and form the basis 
for strong and broader community ties. Even if they are less intense than the 
strong spiritual ties of indigenous people to local environmental sites, local 
biophysical environments are important to the occupational and residential 
cultures of timbering and mining. 

CASE STUDIES: TIMBER WORKERS, ABORIGINES 

World Heritage Listing (WHL) 
of Queensland Rainforests 
Our first case for analysis is the 1987 nomination by the Australian federal 
government to place Queensland’s northern tropical rainforests on the World 
Heritage Listing (WHL) (Gibson et al. 1987). The study is unique because 
it is one of the few SIAs in which a follow-up was funded to investigate 
accuracy of predictions presented in the initial assessment (Lynch-Blosse, 
Turrell, and Western 1991). As part of a major policy initiative during the 
1987 election, Labor Prime Minister Robert Hawke announced an intention 
to nominate the area for WHL. Although Queensland timber workers were 
traditionally Labor Party voters, they were few, and the cost of alienating 
them was offset by a much larger environmental vote both in Queensland and 
the rest of Australia. 
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The federal Department of the Arts, Sport, Environment, Territories and 
Tourism (DASETT) was the funding agency. DASETT, following federal 
impact assessment guidelines, directed the social impact assessment to 
changes in local lifestyle and in the nature, availability, and site of employ- 
ment. The terms of reference for the social impact assessment required a 
particular focus on timber-dependent communities because of a WHL 
requirement that all timbering would be stopped. Tourism was being 
promoted by WHL advocates as a replacement for timbering jobs. At the 
individual level, many timber workers would be offered options of retiring, 
with assistance, and occupational retraining, although it was clear that the 
occupational and residential community of timber workers would not easily 
adjust to new job opportunities in tourism and that the communities would 
be substantially displaced after WHL. 

Studies of occupations in which work encapsulates patterns of individual and 
family life find that a culture based on shared values, experiences, and 
perceptions emerges over time and justifies the term “occupational commu- 
nity” (Gross and Etzioni 1985). In rural areas where work and community 
life are almost inseparable, the occupational and the general community- 
based on kinship ties, internal solidarity, generational continuity, and 
common values-inevitably merge. Examples of this type of work include 
timbering and mining, but also, among others, fishing and police work. In 
this situation, critical policy and research questions are “What is to be 
sustained?” and “What is to be created through mitigation?” If the occupa- 
tional community of timbering cannot be sustained if the rainforests are to 
be conserved, then the SIA would necessarily focus on how the impacts of 
WHL could be managed to compensate timber workers for their losses and 
so that a new forest community, founded on conservation values, could be 
created (Bengston 1994). 

Timbering communities in the WHL region would be changed from timber 
dependency to forest dependency, the latter implying a more diverse occupa- 
tional and social structure based upon forest amenities rather than industrial 
forestry and wood production (Hundloe, Ware, and Driml 1988). Scientific 
opinion, although not unanimous, argued that if the tropical rainforests were 
to survive, all commercial logging in the ‘old growth’ forests should be 
stopped. How former timber workers were affected by this change, how they 
could participate in the change process, and how they could become produc- 
tive members of the new forest community would be primary questions for 
social assessment, policy formation, and implementation of WHL rules. It 
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is an example of a basic dilemma of environmental management. Conserva- 
tion benefits all, but the burdens of conservation are experienced most 
acutely at local levels by specific groups of people; timber workers, in this 
example. Perceived costs of WHL were a primary basis for local mobiliza- 
tion and building a protest community throughout the timbering towns. 

Mining at Coronation Hill 
A joint venture of Australian and overseas mining and investment companies 
applied for a license to mine at Coronation Hill, in Australia’s Northern 
Territories. National environmental associations were attracted to the issue 
because of the environmental value of the area. Besides the mining proposals 
directly under dispute (considered to include gold, platinum, and palladium 
of great value), the area was said to have unexploited uranium reserves as 
well as important bauxite deposits. Jawoyn Aborigines, depending upon their 
traditional affiliations, attributed deep spiritual meaning to the specific site 
at Coronation Hill (Gurutbu). Those who were traditional custodians of the 
area and others committed to traditional values objected to the mining 
proposal and were supported by an influential coalition of sympathetic and 
powerful outsiders-private and public organizations organized at both the 
regional and national levels. Other, younger, Jawoyn, who were not so 
affiliated, responded positively to prospects of employment opportunities and 
incomes and were the natural allies of outside organizations promoting 
mining. If not entirely polarized, Jawoyn responses to the issue were 
complex and divided over protecting the traditional values of the mining site 
and the potential of economic opportunity for young people. 

Was Guratba to be valued primarily for its mineral deposits or should the 
cultural value of the land to traditional Jawoyn have first priority? Jawoyn 
traditional affinities with the land were exemplified by its cultural and 
structural integration with Jawoyn spiritual beliefs and social organization; 
traditional custodians held status as respected leaders across different Jawoyn 
settlements. However, the interpretation by traditional leaders about the 
spirituality of the Guratba site was challenged by other Jawoyn groups who 
wanted employment opportunities for themselves and their children. For 
traditional Jawoyn, disturbing the physical contour of the area would have 
widespread consequences; it was known as “the sickness country” and if 
disturbed, “sickness” would spread throughout local settlements and beyond, 
to the rest of Australia and the world (Lane et al. 1990). For traditional 
Jawoyn, mining would result in critical “symbolic” losses: established 
Aboriginal traditions being broken, further decline in the spiritual well-being 
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of the community, and, in sociological terms, personal experiences of norm- 
lessness and anomie because of community social disorganization (Lane et 
al. 1990). 

Social and environmental impact assessments were required of the develop- 
ment. Assessments were coordinated by the RAC (Resource Assessment 
Commission)’ to investigate the potential effects of mining on small, 
welfare-dependent Jawoyn settlements and, more specifically, “to explore 
how people themselves perceive events and their impacts using appropriate 
participatory techniques; . . .enable the SIA process to become part of the 
peoples’ means of defining their goals and aspirations; . . .[and] relate 
peoples’ aspirations to the context of development in the region, including 
potential new development and new populations” (Lane et al. 1990: 1). Both 
the social impacts of mining on the Jawoyn and of a decision against mining 
on people wanting employment were assessed (Lane et al. 1990). Regarding 
local participation, the legal brief for the social impact assessment referred 
to the involvement of Jawoyn in the research process as part of the RAC’s 
overall consultative strategy. 

Historical dispersal of Jawoyn settlements across the region made local 
mobilization extremely difficult. What is more important is a history of 
exploitation, severe health and transportation problems, poverty, and levels 
of personal and social disorganization which reduced the capacity of Jawoyn 
to respond as a community. Moreover, researchers concluded that these 
problems would reduce the ability of many Jawoyn to take advantage of 
economic opportunities if mining were to be accepted (Lane et al. 1990). 
Jawoyn people were polarized over the spiritual significance of Guratba and 
the value of employment and economic self-improvement. Those who were 
motivated more by economic values and self-improvement than traditional 
beliefs were mostly young men, but included older individuals as well (Lane 
et al. 1990). At the same time, there were bases for common approaches even 
if there were differences about the Guratba spiritual site. Traditional Jawoyn 
were sympathetic to young men’s desire for employment. They were not 
opposed to mining in general, but only to mining on the Guratba site or any 
site having deep spiritual meaning. Older men, in favor of mining, only 

* The Resource Assessment Commission (RAC) was established in 1989 by the 
Resource Assessment Commission Act. It was a public inquiry mechanism to advise 
the commonwealth on major conservation and resource development issues (Stewart 
and McColl 1994; RAC 1990). 
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disputed the significance of the specific site, rather than rejecting the idea 
that land sites could have strong spiritual meaning. 

The history and politics of resource extraction influenced Aboriginal partici- 
pation and social impact research on Coronation Hill. Mining has been called 
one of the most destructive European enterprises for Aborigines, and Abori- 
ginal communities have enjoyed few material benefits from mining (Lane et 
al. 1990; Lane and Rickson 1995). Proponents of mining development did 
promise that employment programs for Aborigines would be established even 
though some of the same groups consistently challenged the legitimacy of 
Aboriginal spiritual beliefs and the validity of their existence as a separate 
cultural group with legal standing (Lane et al. 1990). The Australian 
experience is similar to that in North America (RSS 1993; Geisler 1982). 
Aboriginal participation was therefore affected directly by the nature of their 
values, their individual and collective capacities for response, and access to 
outside support for their views. 

THE SOCIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 

Research Methodologies 
The above assessments relied upon integrating a variety of qualitative and 
quantitative procedures: personal interviews of knowledgeable informants 
using ‘snowball sampling’ techniques, administration of questionnaires in 
selected cases, telephone surveys, observation, and secondary data from 
official government records (health records, data from social welfare and 
employment agencies, and the national census). A ‘strategic perspectives 
analysis’ was employed by Coronation Hill researchers. This methodology 
is particularly applicable when there are many different actors with both 
conflicting and compatible objectives (Dale and Lane 1994). 

Social assessors were subject to considerable political pressure and designed 
research strategies to overcome these types of problems. In the 1987 rain- 
forest study, although not in the 1991 follow-up (Lynch-Blosse et al. 1991), 
researchers funded by the federal agency DASETT were unofficially “black- 
listed” by Queensland government agencies (Rickson et al. 1990). Private 
consultants also reported explicit noncooperation by timber representatives 
and representatives of Queensland government agencies. “The researchers 
themselves were political targets and attacked publicly by journalists 
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advocating mining at Coronation Hill and were bitterly denounced by some 
politicians and members of the mining industry” (Lane and Rickson 1995). 

Expected Social Impacts 
The rainforest SIA concluded that timber workers and their families were 
vulnerable to adverse effects from WHL. Data clearly demonstrated that 
timber workers were occupationally inflexible and their dependency on 
timbering increased with age. The older workers were, the lower their 
education, and the more specialized and timber-specific their skills, the more 
difficulty they would have adjusting to WHL (Gibson et al. 1987). Few of 
the timber workers had trade qualifications; 76 percent had no occupational 
specialization, and most of the workers with a trade qualification were in 
trades restricted to timbering. About 50 percent of the timber workers had 
10 or more years of service and some 30 percent had been employed in the 
industry for more than 20 years. Of those surveyed, 54 percent said that they 
would accept retraining for a different occupation, but 77 percent were 
opposed to relocating. Families with one or more elderly parents, school 
children, and other strong institutional ties to the community were most 
affected and resistant to change. 

Timber-dependent communities were more at risk than other regional 
communities with more diversified occupational structures including tourism, 
agriculture, and other enterprises (Gibson et al. 1987). Two centers for 
international tourism, Cairns and Port Douglas, expected to gain from WHL, 
as tropical rainforests were significant tourist venues and figured prominently 
in these cities’ promotions to attract tourists. Mitigation programs designed 
for timber workers and local businesses were implemented to help alleviate 
the costs they were expected to bear as the result of WHL. The focus of the 
research in the second study shifted then to whether mitigation procedures 
were suited to these needs and an evaluation of the impact management 
process (Lynch-Blosse et al. 1991). 

Lane et al. (1990) concluded that mining at Coronation Hill would adversely 
affect local Jawoyn, especially those traditionally affiliated with the spiritual 
site at Coronation Hill. The impacts would translate into a destabilized 
authority structure because traditional custodians of the spiritual site were 
important Jawoyn leaders in each of the different Jawoyn settlements. 
Symbolic costs of mining to traditional Jawoyn, although complex, can be 
summarized as “loss of place and spiritual belief” resulting in a “loss of 
community and personal identity. ” The research results suggested that 

Impact Assessment 



360 Community, environment, and development 

mining at Guratba would accelerate and add to the cumulative personal and 
social disorganization experienced by the Jawoyn as the result of European 
settlement from first contact to the present day. 

COMMUNITY RESPONSES AND EXTERNAL 
RELATIONSHIPS 

Timber-dependent Communities 
Loggers and their families were angry and anxious when they learned that 
the Prime Minister would nominate Queensland’s northern tropical rain- 
forests for World Heritage Listing? At first, there were feelings of betrayal 
because most of the workers had been loyal supporters of the Labor Party 
as had their families before them, but the Queensland government, timber 
industry officials, and others encouraged locals to believe that the nomination 
could be defeated. One way to defeat the proposal, according to some, was 
to refuse to cooperate with a federally sponsored social and economic impact 
assessment. Locals mobilized to resist WHL by pressuring the federal Labor 
government through organized letter writing and telephoning, together with 
local meetings and forums, to denounce the national government and plan a 
political strategy. Protest calls to newspapers and other media were 
organized by local groups and encouraged by supporting organizations such 
as trade unions, state and local government politicians, public servants, and 
the timbering industry. Participation at this stage of the conflict was intensive 
and individual rates of participation were high. Virtually everyone in the 
timbering communities was vitally interested in the issue. They were indeed 
classical communities at the time with concepts of common destinies, strong 
social ties, and domination of local opinion about WHL. 

Sociologists have found that the more education, income, and occupational 
status people enjoy, the more they participate in community issues. As 
conflict increases, however, people at all socioeconomic levels are drawn 
into the conflict through personal interest and membership in community 
organizations such as women’s clubs and churches (Nowak et al. 1982). In 
Queensland, the timber communities saw themselves as under siege from 

Nominations are made to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN). Nominations and supporting evidence can only be submitted by federal 
governments. 
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hostile outside forces; pressures on local people to conform to local majority 
attitudes was intense and persuasive. If one lived locally and did not 
conform, then it was best not to express a view about the issue. Queensland 
government officials were very supportive and encouraged local resistance 
because they saw the issue as a referendum on “states’ rights.” 

One indicator of tension was a timber worker’s physical attack on a Labor 
Party minister visiting Ravenshoe, one of the communities at the center of 
the controversy. These and other events were covered fully by the national 
media and local people appeared on national television to present a case 
against WHL. Particularly effective was a group organized by local women 
(Concerned Ladies Action Group). They were concerned, in their words, 
with “being pushed around, . . .being deprived of basic human rights, . . . 
having foreigners controlling them, . . .[and] losing control of their freehold 
and future” (Gibson et al. 1987:60). Participation was based on hope that the 
WHL could be defeated and desperation that if it were to occur, a lifetime 
of work and commitment to the industry and community would be lost. 
“Everyone would be back to square one,” according to one emphatic 
respondent (Gibson et al. 1987:60). 

A reality was “socially constructed” by timber workers that they were 
members of the “morally excluded” and that they were perceived by 
outsiders who supported WHL as “nonentities, expendable or undeserving; 
consequently, harming them appears acceptable, appropriate or just” 
(Opotow 1990: 1; cited in RSS 1993: 160). A manager of a large, exclusive 
resort hotel near Cairns, Queensland, upheld these perceptions by saying to 
one interviewer, “We are in favor of WHL. We take our guests to the rain- 
forests. I have little sympathy for them [the timber workers] because they 
are stupid and their knuckles drag the ground.” It was difficult for locals to 
accept that the timber industry had been in decline for years and that workers 
would eventually be displaced by both the market place and declining rain- 
forest stocks. Consequently, another dimension of “socially constructed 
reality” was that timbering could continue indefinitely without harming the 
rainforests. This version of “reality” was encouraged by outside corporate 
interests, public and private, who were committed to timbering for their own 
political and economic reasons. 

Community involvement based on hope that WHL could be stopped led to 
fatalism, apathy, and retreat from involvement after it was clear to local 
people that WHL would be a political fact. Therefore, local participation at 
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the critical stage of impact management and mitigation was very low. If 
programs to manage social impacts are to suit local needs, community 
participation is a necessity. Community people and organizations are in the 
best position to know about local conditions and unless these people have 
some access to power and influence, residents cannot help shape good 
management programs and, according to Hobart (1993), possibilities increase 
that mitigation of social costs and environmental management programs will 
be ill-suited to community needs or rejected by them. Social impact and 
planning models have neglected participation in the crucial stage of 
mitigation. Mitigation is a critical stage of social assessment and policy 
formation. Allocation of benefits defined by these policies should be seen by 
researchers as a continuation of struggle for equity rather than as a rational 
process controlled by disinterested public administrators. 

Mitigation procedures assisted timber workers in a variety of ways, but 
timbering as an occupation was sharply reduced and community relations 
associated with occupational ties disrupted. There was little organizational 
support for continued participation by individuals as the occupational and 
residential communities of timber workers were largely displaced throughout 
the rainforest area. Orientations changed from a collective “how can we as 
a community defeat WHL?” to “how can our families and ourselves cope 
with WHL?” The community relations that emerged in the timbering towns 
when WHL was proposed dispersed and faded after the nomination was 
successful. The change was from collective concern and communal involve- 
ment promoting mutual destinies to individual and family self-interest 
(Nowak et al. 1982). The timber towns were disadvantaged by WHL, but the 
level of impacts varied across individuals and families. Older workers with 
low education and timber-exclusive skills were least capable of adjusting to 
and taking advantage of new job opportunities. Lynch-Blosse et al. (1991), 
in a follow-up to the original study, argued that impacts in the communities 
would have been less severe had strategies been formalized to set up inter- 
mediary bodies staffed by locals so that communication between local people 
and implementing agencies could have been improved. 

Social relations established during rancorous conflicts that dominated and 
controlled local opinion as well as mobilized resistance to WHL were absent 
when mitigation programs were implemented. Outside support, so critical to 
local mobilization, and the emergence of community, even stronger than the 
original ‘timber town community’ were gone. Part of the reason is based on 
loss of hope and alienation (feelings of normlessness and powerlessness) by 
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locals. More important than individual motivation was that there was little 
outside support for involving locals in mitigation programs either from 
federal or state government agencies (Lynch-Blosse et al. 199 1). There was 
no longer any organizational basis for individual protest and as a result 
agencies responsible for mitigation had extreme problems communicating 
with local people and getting information from them that was necessary for 
measuring local individual and family needs. Information needed by people 
about programs flowed vertically between individual applicants and govern- 
ment agencies rather than through community supportive relationships and 
communication networks. 

Incomes and occupations in the former timbering communities are now based 
on property investment, social welfare due to people on social benefits 
moving there for cheap housing, tourism, government capital works, and 
related business enterprises (Lynch-Blosse et al. 1991). 

Jawoyn Aborigines and Mining at Coronation Hill 
Australia’s federal cabinet of Labor Party ministers eventually voted against 
mining at Coronation Hill. As in the rainforest case, the social impact 
assessment was critical to final decisions by government about mitigating 
consequences of planned change and deciding whether to continue with 
large-scale resource development. The SIA research was part of the 
Resource Assessment Commission’s Kakadu Conservation Zone Inquiry and 
was explicitly designed to investigate and facilitate the communication of 
Aboriginal feelings about mining at Coronation Hill. This included direct 
meetings, as noted, between commissioners and Jawoyn representatives and 
others at forums in Jawoyn communities. The social impact assessment was, 
similarly, structured to encourage and promote individual and community 
participation (Lane et al. 1990). Community participation rates varied across 
the communities and were affected by a number of factors: poor health, 
alcohol and substance abuse, levels of personal and social disorganization in 
the separate settlements. Remoteness, difficulties with cross-cultural 
communication, illiteracy and low education, and problems with transporta- 
tion also affected participation. Because of the number of individual and 
social factors suppressing participation, the role of outside organizations and 
the social impact research in encouraging and facilitating participation was 
very important. 

The power of traditional custodians of the site was considerably strengthened 
by their contacts with the Northern Land Council operating under a statutory 
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mandate to represent traditional custodians of Aboriginal spiritual sites in the 
Northern Territories. The role and significance of the Northern Lands 
Council in the ensuing conflict and negotiation cannot be underestimated and 
illustrates clearly the importance of studying linkages between insiders and 
outsiders in bargaining and conflict resolution. The council was a primary 
means through which traditional custodians influenced legal, political, and 
societal opinion about the issue. 

The Northern Land Council recognized Jawoyn views in favor of mining, 
but the council defined its obligations as providing support to traditional 
custodians of the spiritual site and assisting them in learning and applying 
political skills of representation. When local or outside organizations are 
involved in local conflicts, these organizations can become agencies for local 
participation. Outside organizations, if so inclined, can help give locals 
access to decision makers, teaching them how to participate, how to organize 
arguments and knowledge, how to express themselves publicly, and how to 
write letters. This action can reduce the relationship between socioeconomic 
status and individual participation that is usually found in research on 
participation (Nowak et al. 1982). Furthermore, when conflict becomes 
rancorous and politically dangerous for individuals, those who have organiza- 
tional support are more likely to continue participating; relationships between 
individuals and supporting organizations become important agencies for 
political influence. The Northern Land Council empowered traditional 
leaders who in turn acquired capabilities for mobilizing support for their 
views against mining both inside and outside the Jawoyn community. 

The influence of the Northern Land Council is based on its position as a 
statutory authority and on the large numbers of professionals representing 
anthropology, law, and the sciences that it employs. The council assisted 
traditional Jawoyn in organizing their knowledge and beliefs so that they 
could present them convincingly to public forums as a consistent and logical 
analysis. The council has access to political decision makers and is used to 
lobbying at all government levels; it has connections with national and inter- 
national interest groups who were capable of lending material and political 
support to traditional custodians. 

There was local mobilization of Jawoyn in favor of mining. A Jawoyn 
faction supporting mining organized and gained support from a range of out- 
side organizations and action groups. A group of senior Jawoyn women 
challenged the legitimacy of Aboriginal custodians of the sacred site to 
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interpret traditional Jawoyn rights and feelings and disputed their knowledge 
of sites throughout the area (Lane et al. 1990). Although the Northern Land 
Council supported traditional custodians in their opposition to mining at 
Guratba, the council later, and with permission of traditional custodians, 
successfully negotiated with a company to establish a mine on another site 
on Jawoyn land. Traditional leaders were opposed to mining at Guratba, for 
spiritual reasons, but were willing to allow mining on other sites if spiritual 
values were undisturbed. 

The Jawoyn community and culture, although dispersed and vulnerable, have 
demonstrated a remarkable resilience to stresses caused by the region’s 
massive mining developments, extensive tourism, siting of Australian 
military defense facilities in the area, and other European enterprises. 
Obvious problems associated with health and poverty have influenced but not 
stopped the Jawoyn’s ability to adapt to changes generated from the outside, 
seek and gain outside political support, and effectively influence the complex 
national and international corporate framework associated with development 
and conservation. Powerful outside organizations can influence and set limits 
to local action but cannot determine specific behavioral outcomes, as relation- 
ships established locally will influence both locals and outsiders. Our 
research suggests that insider-outsider relationships can lead to dominance 
of locals and their disadvantage, but also can contribute to local autonomy 
and establishment of community. External domination of communities is a 
variable across time and related to local capacity for internal mobilization 
and generation of political support for community values. Part of that 
capacity for resistance and autonomy, ironically, is setting up alliances with 
powerful outsiders. Sometimes locals, with outside support, can foster and 
re-establish community relationships necessary for sustained political action 
and influence decisions in national and international power networks. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The above two cases posed strategic challenges for planners: (1) how to 
change a community from timber dependency and resource exploitive to a 
more sustainable forest community with a diverse occupational structure, and 
(2) whether to allow mining on a sacred Aboriginal site for the sake of 
increasing national wealth, local income, and employment, including 
potential employment of Aborigines. The studies show the importance of 
understanding differences between local activity (economic, social, and 
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political) and local community based on shared understandings and experi- 
ences. In the case of timber workers, the community relations incorporated 
both residential and occupational relations. 

The two communities (European timber workers and indigenous Aborigines) 
represent fundamentally different cultures and historical experiences. 
Comparisons are therefore difficult to make. However, comparative analyses 
of the decision-making processes associated with planning in both cases offer 
insights into community dynamics, particularly local participation, and how 
planning might be evaluated and structured through social and environmental 
impact assessment. Analysis of participation found that it was essentially 
organizational rather than individual, as few individuals can take the personal 
risks of participating during periods of intense local feeling and conflict. 
Participation, furthermore, was based on outside organizational support as 
much as internal political mobilization. 

The political decision to nominate Queensland’s northern tropical rainforests 
came without warning to the area’s timber-dependent communities, leading 
to hostility, fear, and conflict. This culminated eventually in distrust, failed 
communication, and fatalism about individual, family, and community 
futures. Participation rates were high in the conflict stage, but people 
dropped out after defeat, thereby failing to influence mitigation procedures 
and adding to their disadvantage. Distrust at the local level stood in the way 
of community understanding and acceptance of programs to mitigate the 
social and economic costs of WHL. Ignorance flourished and rumors 
inevitably emerged that prevented effective communication among locals, 
federal politicians, and agencies responsible for program implementation. 
Many programs for timber workers and local industry were implemented 
with some success, but the personal and community costs for timber workers 
were high. 

The Kakadu Conservation Zone Inquiry by the Resource Assessment 
Commission (RAC) set up a decision-making structure that facilitated 
communication and involvement by local people about mining on Aboriginal 
traditional lands. The RAC was not without its critics, but the decision- 
making process formally promoted continual Aboriginal participation. 
Involvement of other organizations such as the Northern Land Council was 
also critical. Participation in the timbering communities of North Queens- 
land, in comparison, was intense and increased steadily as conflict intensified 
and hopes of victory over outsiders grew. It was then to collapse with defeat 
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when World Heritage Listing was successful and mitigation procedures were 
implemented. 

Both cases demonstrate that social and environmental assessment research 
can play an important role in the political contexts of development and 
conservation decision making. Impact researchers will be challenged 
individually and professionally when conflicts over plans for change are 
rancorous, as in these two cases, and the results of their research will be 
scrutinized and evaluated in terms of how they affect the interests of power- 
ful participants. Nevertheless, a focus on local impacts by assessors, the 
choice of research methodologies that will enhance local participation and the 
establishment of community, and systematic communication of the concerns 
of local people about development have been unique contributions of social 
impact assessment to community studies. SIA has, in this way, contributed 
to disciplinary knowledge about the social processes of community change 
and development and a better understanding of community development as 
involving the interests and goals of ‘a corporate framework’. Communities 
and community groups capable of participating effectively in the corporate 
framework can influence decisions about development and the pace of change 
and support their communities will experience. 
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