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Media constructions of Aboriginality: Implications for 

engagement with coal seam gas development in 
Australia  

ABSTRACT  

Recent neo-liberal policy frameworks in Australia advocate economic development 

opportunities for Aboriginal Australians as the major solution to redress the marginalisation 

and social disadvantage that appear to characterise many Aboriginal communities. In NSW, 

Aboriginal peoples are currently negotiating with industry for the chance to participate in 

coal seam gas (CSG) development opportunities. Based upon research focusing on CSG 

development in the Northern NSW region, this paper argues that there are certain 

constructions of Aboriginality that inhibit successful Aboriginal engagement with the 

economic opportunities provided by CSG. This paper illuminates the role of the media in 

facilitating dominant discourse about Aboriginality and the implications of those 

constructions for Aboriginal engagement with the mainstream economy. Findings 

demonstrate that the media is complicit in constructing Aboriginal peoples in a way that 

could prejudice their attempts to engage in economic opportunities that do not align with 

the dominant constructions of Aboriginality.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Australia is one of the most highly developed countries in the world, yet Aboriginal peoples 

in Australia continue to suffer from chronically poor socio-economic conditions (Maru and 

Chewings 2011; NSW Ombudsman 2011). Compared with non-Aboriginal Australians, health, 

education and wellbeing are far inferior in Aboriginal communities, particularly in regional or 

remote areas (Pearson 2000). Australian government neo-liberal strategies, at both State 

and Federal level, encourage economic development as the panacea for improving 

Aboriginal peoples’ disadvantage (COAG 2008).  

 

Policy frameworks, such as Closing the Gap, attempt to break the cycle of poverty and 

welfare dependence and support autonomous communities through engagement with 

economic development (Altman 2005; Langton 2012a, Pearson 2010a). The central and most 

effective way in which Aboriginal disparity has been addressed to date is through the 

granting of land rights to Aboriginal peoples (Altman 2009; Howlett et al. 2011; Langton 

2012b; Pearson 2000). Two pieces of legislations currently govern access to land rights in 

NSW, the state Aboriginal Land Rights Act (1983) (ALRA) and the Federal Native Title Act 

(1993). For Aboriginal peoples outside of the Northern Territory, the Native Title Act (1993) 

provided the first opportunity to engage with economic development opportunities, such as 

resource development (O’Faircheallaigh 2006). Via utilisation of these land rights for 

economic development, it is seen that Aboriginal disadvantage will be ameliorated.  

 

Aboriginal groups are increasingly seeking routes to economic independence that preserve 

cultural integrity, whilst engaging in non-traditional ways to enhance and develop their own 

society and economy (Berkes 2008; Langton 2003; Langton 2012b; Holt 2005; Pearson 2000; 

Scott 2012). Coal seam gas (CSG) development represents one option currently available for 

Aboriginal peoples’ economic development, however, the media’s representation of this 

opportunity may have unexpected consequences for Aboriginal peoples. The media often 

present Aboriginal peoples as naturally aligned with conservationists and therefore, as 

inherently anti-development (Aikman 2011; Flannery 2012; Langton 2012b).  

 

This paper focuses on a case study of Aboriginal peoples and CSG development in the Tweed 

and Byron Shires of Northern NSW and a decision by an Aboriginal organisation, the New 
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South Wales Aboriginal Land Council (NSW ALC), to partner with mining industry and apply 

for petroleum exploration licences in the region. Conflict ensued between some Aboriginal 

groups and conservation groups opposed to the possibility of CSG development. Based upon 

research that examined the media portrayal of this issue, this paper argues the media 

presents dominant ideologies and constructions of Aboriginal peoples, which may inhibit 

their engagement in CSG development in that region.  

 

Following an introduction to CSG and the case study, the methodology employed with this 

case study is discussed. The literature on dominant discourses is reviewed, as this provides 

context for why differing viewpoints come to exist, before focusing on the media as a 

facilitator of dominant discourses. The paper then examines Aboriginal peoples and 

economic development (including resource development), before looking at the paradox 

faced by Aboriginal peoples wanting to engage in certain economic development 

opportunities. The paper then presents the findings of the content analysis before entering 

into the discussion and implications.   

 

Coal Seam Gas and Aboriginal Peoples: The Northern Rivers Case study 

Coal seam gas mining has existed in Australia for nearly 30 years. Levels of methane gas 

within the coal seams are estimated to be several times greater than the current reserves of 

conventional natural gas and therefore provide an option for continual growth of the energy 

sector (NSW Government 2013). A handful of news articles appeared in the mid 2000s 

revealing that QLD and NSW state government policy was beginning to preference CSG 

development (Wilson 2004; Yarwood 2005) and at that time, little attention was given to 

any environmental or social concerns. By 2008, however, deep concerns about uncertain 

environmental and social impacts and land rights emerged, and escalating industry growth 

led to mounting objections from the local community and the general public. Since then, 

CSG development remains a contentious topic and many anti-CSG groups have emerged as a 

result (AAP 2013; ABC News 2012; Freij-Ayoub 2012; Foschia 2013; Lock the Gate 2012; 

Williams 2013). Anti-CSG coalitions, such as Lock the Gate Alliance (2012), Basin 

Sustainability Alliance (2012), CSG Free Northern Rivers (2013) and Coal Seam Gas News 

(2013), facilitated cohesion between disgruntled members of the local communities and are 

now a dominant voice in the CSG debate.  
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This papers focuses on the Tweed and Byron Shires of the Northern Rivers region in NSW. 

The Northern Rivers region has a population of just over a quarter of a million people, half of 

whom reside in the main towns (ABS 2011). The Indigenous population in the region 

accounts for nearly 4.5 per cent of the total population, in comparison with the Australia-

wide figure of 2.5 per cent of the total population (ABS 2011). The region is a major draw 

card for national and international tourism, owing to its favourable climate and renowned 

natural beauty (NRSDC 2013), with a third of the area either National Park or State forest 

(NSW Government Environment and Heritage 2013). Considered a ‘lifestyle region’, the 

Northern Rivers attracts many tree- and sea-changers seeking a more relaxed and natural 

existence, and has resulted in an eclectic community group, many of which are passionate 

about the area (NRSDC 2013, pp. 4).  

 

A number of already drilled wells and leases exist in the region (ABC News 2012; NSW 

Government 2014) and in March 2012, the NSW ALC also made several applications for 

petroleum exploration licences (including oil, gas and CSG) in the area and across NSW. 

These applications are still under consideration as of March 2014 (NSW Government 2014). 

Whilst other mining interests also sought to open up the CSG industry in the area, the NSW 

ALC’s application was the first time in the state’s history that an Aboriginal organisation had 

indicated its plan to enter the resources sector as a major partner, and not just a recipient of 

mining royalties (Tracker Magazine 2012). Reports in the media of prospective CSG 

development within the region, particularly by an Aboriginal organisation, revealed tensions 

between Aboriginal groups and conservation groups and within and between some 

Aboriginal groups (Dell 2013; Harlum 2012; Langton 2012a; Salusinszky and Aikman 2012; 

Shields 2012; Toohey 2009). The decision by the NSW ALC presented a unique opportunity 

to interrogate the dominant constructions of Aboriginal peoples in the media, particularly in 

regards to economic engagement. 

METHODOLOGY 
Understanding how dominant constructions develop and influence society is an important 

aspect of this paper. The environment’s utilisation often results in conflict between 

competing ideologies and priorities, with one group’s interpretation and beliefs about a 

particular issue usually privileged over another group (Milton 1993). Employing a social 

constructionist framework to facilitate an understanding of the construction of certain 

hegemonic discourses about Aboriginal people, and a political ecology framework to 
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examine how these discourses can marginalise some Aboriginal people, this paper draws on 

a content analysis of the media’s portrayal of Aboriginal peoples and CSG development to 

interrogate media representation of Aboriginal peoples.  

 

The content analysis included newspaper articles, editorials, media releases (henceforth 

collectively referred to as articles) from Australian print and online sources, including news, 

magazines, government websites and relevant conservation websites between May 2011 

and July 2013. These dates represent the first and last occurrence of an article that mentions 

both CSG and Aboriginal people in the Tweed or Byron Shires within the time constraints of 

this research project. The scope was limited to articles that referred to Australian Aboriginal 

or Aboriginal peoples and included keywords, such as CSG, mining interests, development, 

economic, support, prospecting licence application. Articles pertaining to Aboriginal peoples 

and CSG development in the Tweed and Byron Shires were coded and scored. Results were 

determined based on the presence of keywords, context and overall theme. The content 

analysis was shaped by the following themes. 

DOMINANT DISCOURSES AND ABORIGINALITY 
Many interpretations of percieved reality exist and dominant discourses help to shape and 

construct those realities. Dominant discourses, however, are not necessarily based on ‘fact’ 

and ‘truth’, but on information disseminated by the powerful and elite (Escobar 2006; 

Spence 2007). Views of minorities, such as Aboriginal Australians, may therefore be 

marginalised within dominant discourses (Adams 2003; Escobar 2006; Graber 1995; Johnson 

and Murton 2007; Langton 2003; Spence 2007; Turner 2004).  

 

Master narratives and discourses concerning Aboriginal peoples and their culture exist 

throughout Australia and beyond, and are deep-rooted in history (Adams and English 2005; 

Arnold and Attwood 1992; Altman 2005; Beckett 1998; Cowlishaw 2010; Cowlishaw 2012; 

Cowlishaw and Morris 1997; Langton 1997; Wilson and Stewart 2008). Discourses depicting 

Aboriginal peoples as simple, backward, or primitive are Western constructions (Scates 

1997; Wilson and Stewart 2008), habitually constructed by non-Aboriginal people who have 

little to do with Aboriginal peoples (Cowlishaw 2009; Meadows 2001). Today, non-

Indigenous contradictory constructions of Aboriginal peoples vary enormously between 

traditional ‘noble savages’ (Adams and English 2005, pp. 89), to that of the ‘drunken 

Aborigine’ (Cowlishaw and Morris 1997 pp. 79; Langton 1997 pp. 77). Constant repetition of 
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particular imagery about Aboriginal peoples, in the media for example, tends to reinforce 

ideas and assumptions (Meadows 2001) and these misinformed constructions then shape 

government and policymakers’ responses to Aboriginal peoples (Atkinson et al. 2010). In 

turn, the general public begets an image of Aboriginal peoples that may be far removed 

from actuality and the circle of misrepresentation continues. 

   

Media as facilitators of hegemonic discourses 

As a key cultural resource – and most often, as the only source of information 
about ideas of race – the media since first contact have fulfilled a key 
ideological role in framing Aboriginal people in particular ways (Meadows 
2001, pp. 19). 

 

The media’s influence in shaping attitudes and beliefs, particularly in regards to Aboriginal 

peoples is widely acknowledged (Chambers 2007; Fleras and Kunz 2001; Retzlaff 2006; Short 

2007; Winter 1997).  Consequently, the media has a fundamental role in how the majority of 

non-Aboriginal Australians perceive Aboriginal peoples (Cowlishaw 2009; Meadows 2001). 

Expectation that the media will objectively report news events, whilst also remaining 

profitable, is illogical in an industry that reinforces and reproduces ideologies serving 

privileged interests (Clement 1975; Herman and Chomsky 1988). Prejudiced reporting is 

often so ingrained in society the general public unknowingly make the assumption that the 

media are independent in their coverage (Maslin 2008; Meadows 2001). Commercial media 

in particular, due to pressures to maximise profits, invariably tries to ‘give the people what 

they want’ (McChesney 2004, pp. 198), yet, this is contradictory. Prevalence of a certain 

perspective in newspapers often reflects what is most likely to result in higher sales (Ruiz 

2009). Furthermore, audience satisfaction propagated by particular viewpoints increases 

circulation figures and, in turn, makes them even more attractive to editors (Ruiz 2009). 

What is demanded is dependent on what is produced, rather than the other way around 

(McChesney 2004).  

 

Mass media has, in many ways, had a destructive impact on Aboriginal peoples and their 

culture (Wilson and Stewart 2008; Zellen 1998). Globally, previous research has suggested 

that the media regularly represents Aboriginal peoples as problematic (Fleras and Elliott 

1996; Henry et aI. 2000; Hinkson 2010; Fleras and Kunz, 2001; Meadows 2001). Images 

constructed by journalists since the 1960s, have ranged from the noble and the ignoble 

savage, to paternalistic and assimilationist ideas (Meadows 2001). Reproduction of 

romanticised, patronising and stereotyped portrayals are extensive in the media, only 
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serving to reinforce and sustain those opinions (Alia 1998; Meadows 2001; Mickler 1998; 

Pearson 1994, pp. 3). As the principal resource for the general public’s construction of 

minority cultures, examining how the media portrays Aboriginal peoples may reveal insights 

into how reality is socially constructed (Meadows 2001).  

 

As the media fulfil a key role in framing Aboriginal people in particular ways it is essential in 

rectifying negative assumptions about Aboriginal peoples (Meadows 2001). The media’s 

portrayals of Aboriginal peoples as ‘wise stewards’ of the environment (Bryant 1998, pp. 86), 

or as seemingly natural conservationists (Holt 2005; Langton 2012a), construct them as 

reluctant participants in the global industrial-based economy (Bryant 1998). Dominant 

societal attitudes shaped by these assumptions are firmly entrenched and continue to 

marginalise Aboriginal peoples (Meadows 2001) and can lead to the conclusion that they 

would not want to participate in opportunities such as CSG developments (Holt 2005).  

ABORIGINAL PEOPLES AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
Economic development policy is advocated as the remedy for improving Aboriginal peoples’ 

disadvantage (COAG 2008). Neo-liberal policies focus on using the market to stimulate 

growth, innovation and efficiency (Head 1988), however, they are shaped by prevailing 

discourse that privileges the non-Aboriginal population and marginalises Aboriginal peoples 

through inappropriate economic strategies (Austin-Broos 2011; MacDonald 2008). Poorly 

designed and executed government policy often leads to widespread dependency on state 

welfare or exclusion from full economic participation (Altman 2005; Davis 2005; Langton 

2010; Langton 2012b; MacDonald 2008; Pearson 2000).  Historically, Aboriginal peoples 

disengagement with the mainstream economy was based upon a perception that they were 

not willing to participate, or, were culturally incompatible of engaging in the mainstream 

economy (Cowlishaw and Morris 1997). Some authors, however, suggest it is these 

assumptions that lead to Aboriginal economic development disengagement (Davis 2005; 

Dodson and Smith 2003; Maddison 2009). The case study presented in this paper 

characterises a decision by an Aboriginal group trying to engage in the mainstream economy 

and make decisions for their communities by exploring the potential for CSG development in 

the face of overwhelming opposition. 
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Resource development as an option for economic development 

Resource development is often regarded as the economic solution for ‘Closing the Gap’ 

between remote Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians (Altman 2005; Altman 2009; 

Langton 2012a; Scott 2012; Trigger 2005). It is, however, a contentious development 

prospect on Aboriginal land (Connell and Howitt 1991; Langton 2012a; Maddison 2009), and 

CSG development is not free from this controversy. Historically, the mining industry has had 

a poor record with Aboriginal peoples, denying them any meaningful influence over mining 

on traditional lands, often excluding them from the benefits economic, employment and 

otherwise of mineral development (Langton 2012c; Howitt et al. 1996; Jentoft et al. 2003; 

O’Faircheallaigh 2006; Scott 2012). This apparent lack of involvement led to the belief that 

Aboriginal peoples were uninterested in development within this sector (Langton 2012c; 

O’Faircheallaigh 2011). Recognition of land rights for Aboriginal peoples, however, meant 

the mining industry had to negotiate with traditional owners for land access and 

subsequently, mining has become a viable economic development option for Aboriginal 

peoples (Langton 2012c; O’Faircheallaigh 2006).  

 

Resource development agreements are seen as key in the struggle for Aboriginal 

empowerment and autonomy (Connell and Howitt 1991; Howitt et al. 1996; Minde and 

Nilsen 2003; O’Faircheallaigh 2011). The application by the NSW ALC in 2012 for petroleum 

exploration licences across 40 per cent of NSW was seen as a chance for an Aboriginal 

organisation to break into the ‘real economy’ (Scott 2012). Their decision to partner with an 

energy company for a 49 per cent share, instead of the usual compensation package, is the 

first of its kind in the mining sector in NSW (Rose 2013), and signifies an opportunity for 

Aboriginal Australians to achieve independence and equitable engagement in the 

mainstream economy. Aboriginal peoples’ right to participate in development opportunities 

on their lands is vital to their self-determination; however, many vehemently oppose CSG 

development. Anti-CSG groups, such as Lock the Gate Alliance, have lobbied hard against 

any CSG development in the Northern Rivers region (Aikman 2011; Flannery 2012).  The 

NSW ALC’s applications certainly sparked heated debates in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

fora (Salusinszky and Aikman 2012) and presented a unique opportunity to interrogate the 

media’s role in the construction of Aboriginality in relation to resource development.  
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The paradox 

The decision of an Aboriginal group to pursue resource development that is, historically, a 

non-Indigenous economic opportunity raises an interesting contradiction. Our 

comprehension of nature is a subjective process and is affected by culture, character and 

experiences (Milton 1996). Resulting strategies for environmental protection, therefore 

often support privileged interests of the dominant culture (Herrick and Jamieson 1995). 

Aboriginal lands are often the repositories of Australia’s mega-diversity and conservationists 

may feel that these precious lands need to be ‘rescued’ from Aboriginal peoples (Langton 

2012a n.p.). Many conservation organisations and governments believe that protecting the 

natural environment and reaching biodiversity goals takes precedence over the needs of 

local Aboriginal peoples (Chatty and Colchester 2002; Langton 2003; Strang 1997). Halting 

development on these lands, however, may inhibit Aboriginal peoples’ opportunities for 

economic engagement (Toohey 2009) and add pressure on Aboriginal peoples trying to 

forge economic paths based on traditional stereotypes of them as closer to nature (Langton 

2003).  

 

A significant amount of European, or Western knowledge about nature formed during the 

colonial expansion and reflected a system of knowledge that categorised and objectified 

nature. Nature was disconnected from civilisation and this nature-society dichotomy was 

common in colonial thinking (Adams 2003; Adams and English 2005). The Western 

perspective of nature has underpinned the design of national parks and conservation policy 

over the past century (Chatty and Colchester 2002; Head 2000). As the dominant discourse 

of nature is the Western view, Aboriginal perspectives are often deemed irrelevant. 

Conservation policy has resulted in continued exploitation and denied access and tenure of 

land for many Aboriginal groups (Colchester 2004; Dallman et al. 2013; Graber 1995; 

Johnson and Murton 2007).  

 

Whilst governments and conservation groups are now incorporating Aboriginal peoples’ 

rights into their policies (Adams and English 2005; Jackson 2006; Jackson et al. 2012; Stoeckl 

et al. 2013; Toledo 2001), an expectation still exists from a Western perspective that if 

Aboriginal peoples want to manage their lands, they should do so in a ‘traditional’ way 

(Strang 1997). Holt (2005 pp. 199) describes this attitude as ‘conservation Catch-22’ when 

Aboriginal peoples’ needs and wants are not compatible with conservationists’ ideas of 

environmental preservation. Langton (2012a) believes conservationists often refuse to 
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accept that Aboriginal peoples have an economic life and rights outside of protecting the 

environment. Aboriginal peoples struggle to overcome the hegemonic discourse, which 

promotes an all-or-nothing approach to the environment, usually at the expense of the non-

dominant (and typically Aboriginal) culture (Adams 2003; Berkes 2008; Colchester 2004; 

Dallman et al. 2013). Questions still remain over how conservation goals can be balanced 

with the social justice and economic development needs and rights of Aboriginal peoples 

(Bullard 1993). Understanding these competing views, how they evolve and whom they 

privilege, is the central paradox interrogated in the following case study of Aboriginal 

involvement in CSG development.  

WHAT WE FOUND 
A total of 82 articles pertaining to the case study were found in all Australia sources and of 

those, 60 articles were from the local Northern Rivers region.  Table 1 lists all the valid 

articles collected and the source. The newspaper with the largest frequency of articles 

relating to CSG and Aboriginal people was The Northern Star, the sole daily newspaper in the 

Northern Rivers region with a readership of 29,000 on weekdays and 45,000 on weekends, 

reaching approximately 21 per cent of the area’s population on weekdays and 33 per cent 

on Saturday (APN ARM 2013). Articles were then subject to coding, and analysis was 

conducted on all articles and then the local (Northern River’s sources only) articles to 

compare how the local papers reported the issue in comparison with the rest of Australia. 

This section examines the initial findings, before discussion of these findings in the following 

section. 

 
*Table 1 to go in this section*
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Table 1: List of all valid articles and their Australian source (including local only) 

Source  All Articles Local Articles Only 
ABC Regional News (Australia regional) 6 NA 
Sydney Morning Herald  2 NA 
Northern Star (Lismore) 22 22 
Canberra Times 1 NA 
Daily Examiner (Grafton) 8 8 
Daily News (Tweed Shire) 11 11 
Byron Echo/Echo Net Daily (Byron Shire) 6 6 
Tweed and Border Mail 1 1 
The Australian/Weekend Australian 3 NA 
Gold Coast Sun 1 NA 
Dubbo Daily 1 NA 
Gold Coast Bulletin 1 NA 
Byron Shire News 2 2 
SBS News (website) 1 NA 
Northern Rivers Echo 10 10 
Koori Mail (Aboriginal publication) 1 NA 
Tracker (Aboriginal magazine) 1 NA 
Lock the Gate Alliance (media release) 2 NA 
NSW ALC (media release) 2 NA 
TOTAL ARTICLES 82 60 
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Themes from the articles (or) Opposition or Support for CSG development 

Each article was assessed for opposition or support of CSG development. The results in 

Figure 1, represented as percentages, indicate that the media is heavily focused on 

opposition to CSG development in the Tweed and Byron Shires.  

 

In order to provide some context on how CSG development was being portrayed by the 

media in the local region, the newspapers of the region were analysed separately. The 

results (Figure 2) demonstrate an even larger focus on opposition to CSG development. This 

demonstrates a significant portion of the media presents articles on the opposition to CSG 

development.  These results reflect the regions’ particular stance on CSG. Articles in the local 

media also reported community opposition varying between 85-98 per cent (Ausburn 2013; 

Broome 2012; Daley 2013; Dell 2012).  

Figure 2: Graph showing percentages on position on CSG development (local papers) 

 

Figure 1: Graph showing percentages of positions on CSG development (all papers) 
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Reasons for opposition or support of CSG development 

In examination of why Aboriginal peoples opposed or supported CSG development, a few 

main reasons were named. The land and environment were most often mentioned as the 

reason for opposition in over a third of all the articles (36 per cent for all papers and 38 per 

cent for local papers). Lack of consultation about CSG development on traditional lands was 

the second most cited reason for opposition, suggesting a definite need for more 

communication between the CSG industry and the involved groups. Culture was the third 

common reason for opposing CSG development, appearing in 30 per cent of all papers and 

29 per cent in local papers. Health issues were of less concern, reported in six and eight per 

cent respectively of local and all articles. 

 

There is not a great deal of support for CSG mining in the Tweed and Byron Shires. The most 

commonly stated factor behind Aboriginal support for CSG development was for economic 

benefit (39 per cent of articles in all papers and 32 per cent of local papers) and, to a lesser 

extent, self-determination (nine and three per cent) and equity (five and two per cent). Not 

all articles cited reasons for support of CSG development.  

 

Aboriginal and conservationists interests as aligned 

At least half of all articles merged Aboriginal interests and conservationist interests in their 

opposition to CSG development (50 per cent for all papers and 53 per cent for local papers). 

Themes emerged when non-Aboriginal anti-CSG activists presented Aboriginal opposition to 

CSG development as conflated with their own opposition. This portrayal suggests that the 

interests of Aboriginal groups and others, such as conservationists and environmentalists, 

are the same. Only 17 per cent of all papers and 10 per cent of local papers did not align 

Aboriginal peoples’ interests and conservationists’ interests. The implications of these 

comments are discussed and analysed in the following section.  

ANALYSIS  
This study found the media was predominantly reporting the perspectives of those opposing 

CSG development, with the majority of articles focused on the NSW ALC’s application for 

petroleum exploration licences. Over 70 per cent of the articles depicted opposition, 

consequently, large numbers of people are exposed to the negative and oppositional 

construction of CSG development. Opposition to CSG development was greater in the local 

papers; strongly opposed or opposed viewpoints accounted for 75 per cent of articles, 
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suggesting that within the region there is an even stronger sentiment against CSG 

development, or that the media in the region was more likely to promote opposing 

perspectives compared with other Australian papers. While it was beyond this study’s ability 

to confirm whether reported opinions were completely impartial and proportional, a large 

number of articles aimed at highlighting the opposition to CSG development in the Tweed 

and Byron Shires were apparent.  

 

The mass media have taken a special interest in CSG development. It is a controversial topic 

that evokes strong opinions and as such, generates a vast amount of coverage. As discussed 

previously, the media often tell us how and what to think about an issue, such as CSG 

development, by emphasising certain details and trivialising others (Kim et al. 2002; 

Meadows 2001). The regional Northern Star newspaper contained the highest number of 

valid articles for the case study and published a particularly high number of articles that 

were strongly opposed or opposed to CSG development. One factor that may influence 

regional newspaper content and the higher instance of opposition to CSG development in 

the media, are the demographics of the area. The Tweed and Byron community is very anti-

CSG development and as audience gratification may increase sales of newspapers (Ruiz 

2009), it could be suggested that the media may be fostering these viewpoints for 

commercial purposes. This could influence local media companies to promote a construction 

of the region that would appeal to the general population. Local media is a product of the 

area, and therefore, will represent the local interests of the community (Meadows 2001).  

 

The media is likely to disseminate popular consensus to increase readership (Meadows 

2001; Ruiz 2009). The strong presence of Lock the Gate Alliance and very vocal community 

opinions against CSG may have influenced the media to promote popular opinion. 

Determined groups can also filter and disclose certain types of events to the media, thereby 

exerting a degree of control over the type of material that frames the representation of a 

debate (Ruiz 2009). Anti-CSG groups in the Northern Rivers region are a very dominant 

presence in social media and in the area, and this ability to constantly promote information 

to the public influences public support and, consequently, more media attention is given to 

the matter of CSG development. The authority that the Lock the Gate Alliance and the media 

has in manifesting their agendas to the general public is an example of how groups with 

more power or resources may disadvantage the less powerful minority. In this case, the Lock 

the Gate Alliance’s opposing stance on CSG development was disseminated widely 
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throughout the media, whilst the NSW ALC’s position in favour of CSG development was not. 

The NSW ALC are attempting to have some control over a development process that would 

usually be controlled and managed by the dominant culture. This study’s findings 

demonstrated the media’s focus on the opposition to CSG development and the voicing of 

dominant opinions, with the Lock the Gate Alliance representatives’ opinions given the most 

oxygen. Thus, the hegemonic discourse about environmental issues still reflect the dominant 

opinions of non-Aboriginal Australians, and this suggests the more powerful actors in 

environmental issues still prescribe how issues will be constructed and perceived.  

 

A further finding from the content analysis was the apparent shift in stereotypes that the 

media portrayed. Aboriginal peoples previously marginalised through ‘drunken, lazy and live 

off taxpayers’ hard-earned money’-type portrayals (Cowlishaw and Morris 1997 pp. 171), 

were depicted by the media in this case study as going against their own people: ‘the (Land 

Council plan) has broken cultural protocol to start with because it is someone else giving 

approval on someone else’s country’ (Harlum 2012, pp. 5). Alternatively, the media 

conveyed some opinions that the NSW ALC’s decision had little regard for Aboriginal 

peoples’ cultural connection with the land ‘I’m fearful about our culture and heritage’ 

(Williams 2012). Consequently, the media is continuing to propagate certain constructions of 

Aboriginal peoples. In this case the media promotes a stereotype of ‘real’ Aboriginal peoples 

as anti-development, whereas they portray the NSW ALC as un-Aboriginal in their desire to 

participate in CSG development. Thus, Aboriginal peoples who may choose to participate in 

economic development opportunities risk being characterised as not ‘real’ or inauthentic.  

 

Comments in the articles by a number of non-Aboriginal people suggested that Aboriginal 

peoples had ‘far more noble’ options of engaging in economic development, other than CSG 

(Aikman 2012, pp. 1). Paternalistic comments in response to the NSW ALC’s decision to 

obtain petroleum exploration permits serve to reinforce the existing stereotypes about 

Aboriginal peoples as either incapable of participating in economic development or 

somehow culturally incompatible with it. The assumption that Aboriginal peoples would not 

be interested in CSG development, simply because of their culture, dismisses the wider 

reasons for their prospective interest in CSG development. Reproduction of these 

stereotypes by the media contributes to a certain construction of Aboriginal peoples as 

conservationist and anti-development and links back to the dominant discourses of 

Aboriginality, suggesting the ‘noble savage’ stereotype still exists and helps to sustain non-
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Aboriginal people’s assumptions that Aboriginal peoples should not engage in the 

mainstream economy.   

 

Media alignment of Aboriginal peoples and conservation interests 

Conflation of Aboriginal peoples’ and conservation groups’ interests appeared in 50 per cent 

of all articles, and 53 per cent of articles from local papers. Only 17 per cent of all papers, 

and ten per cent of local papers indicated tension between Aboriginal peoples and 

conservation groups. Lock the Gate Alliance representatives often implied an alignment with 

local Aboriginal groups: ‘(Aboriginal) Elders and other Aboriginal community members from 

various Northern Rivers communities have stated their opposition to CSG operations’ (Case 

2012, pp. 8). This could be explained in two ways. Firstly, the Lock the Gate Alliance may be 

specifically implying that they are aligned with Aboriginal peoples to further their own 

agenda. The literature review found evidence of conservation groups willing to flaunt their 

associations with Aboriginal peoples (ACF 2006; Holt 2005; Milne 1993; Schneiders 1999) 

and the Lock the Gate Alliance specifically presents a protectionist view on Aboriginal 

cultural heritage (Lock the Gate 2012).  The findings could also be explained by media desire 

to increase readership and appeal to the dominant majority (Ruiz 2009). The literature 

review found that audience satisfaction increased by seeing reproductions of particular 

perspectives (Ruiz 2009). As the Tweed and Byron Shires are portrayed as mostly opposed to 

CSG development, presentation of opinions that reflect this are seen as furthering the 

media’s saleability. McChesney (2004) noted a common misconception that the media 

produces what is demanded; whereas in reality, the media coverage of events defines 

people’s opinion. In the Northern Rivers case, the media’s alignment of conservationists and 

Aboriginal peoples subsequently reinforces the construction of Aboriginal peoples as 

fundamentally conservationist. 

 

Implications 

The main reason for Aboriginal engagement in CSG development was to improve the 

economic and social position of Aboriginal peoples. A core objective of the NSW ALC is to 

move Aboriginal peoples to economic independence, which means finding sources of 

revenue that can sustain and assist them to improve their economic and social positions. 

The media as a key agent in the construction of Aboriginality means that they are central to 

how economic independence for Aboriginal peoples is portrayed. This research found the 

media frequently present Aboriginal peoples as resistant to CSG development. Framing the 



 17 

NSW ALC’s application negatively is not in the best interests of Aboriginal peoples, as 

continued adversity creates problems for Aboriginal people partaking in the mainstream 

Australian economy (Meadows 2001; Maddison 2009). By privileging the perspective of the 

groups opposing CSG development, the media propagates a negative sentiment towards 

Aboriginal engagement in CSG in the area, which may hinder their ability to successfully 

engage in CSG development and the benefits it may confer. In comparison, by offering a 

small number of articles with a strong theme of pro-CSG development amongst the 

prevailing anti-CSG themes, the media also contributes to the idea that Aboriginal peoples 

are not interested in participating in economic development.  

 

One of the issues that emerged was the contradictory nature of Aboriginal policy. Aboriginal 

peoples are expected to partake in the mainstream economy and many want to, yet, the 

system seemingly works against them. On one hand, the federal government strives for 

economically driven initiatives to fix the Aboriginal ‘problem’, while on the other, the media 

support a hegemonic ideology that suggest Aboriginal people are not culturally compatible 

with certain sorts of economic development. Autonomy over economic choice and 

opportunities, and the political right to determine how environmental resources are utilised 

are important to Aboriginal peoples (Escobar 2006; Langton 2012c). By partnering with a 

mining company, the NSW ALC can exert greater control over mining development and 

minimise the marginalisation that is often experienced when engaging with resources 

companies for a share of mineral profits.   

 

Some authors argue federal government legislation supports the social paradigm of 

traditional Aboriginality that is inconsistent with policy, thereby creating more complications 

for Aboriginal peoples engaging in economic development (Povinelli 1993; Langton 2012b; 

Pearson 2010b). In the wider context, failures and issues such as these could be seen as 

inevitable. This is exacerbated when economic opportunity for Aboriginal peoples 

contradicts what dominant non-Aboriginal society considers ‘appropriate’ for Aboriginal 

peoples and therein lays a further constraint to Aboriginal engagement. Double standards 

exist for Aboriginal peoples owing to a social construction of Aboriginality that is based upon 

limiting stereotypes and assumptions.   
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CONCLUSION 
By focusing on opposition to CSG development, particularly on the views of anti-CSG groups 

such as Lock the Gate Alliance, the media promote the views of the more vocal and powerful 

group. The influence of media reporting on public opinion is substantial, and the media 

continue to play a central role in how the majority of non-Aboriginal Australians view 

Aboriginal peoples. The role of the media in this case study has demonstrated certain 

constructions of Aboriginal people partaking in CSG development, and has highlighted the 

imbalance in power relations that affects this scenario. This construction of Aboriginality 

continues to marginalise them and may act as a barrier to successful engagement with 

economic opportunities. It is essential to acknowledge the part that social construction plays 

and the implications it may have for Aboriginal engagement with opportunities to 

participate equitably in economic development.  

 

Negative media representations regarding Aboriginal peoples engagement with CSG 

development may hinder their success in economic endeavours in several ways. First, there 

may be a possibility that the negative coverage would cause, or force, the NSW ALC to 

withdraw from the applications. Secondly, the coverage could result in conflict between and 

within Aboriginal groups. Thirdly, the coverage could further damage the relationships 

between non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal peoples. These representations also ignore the 

wider context for the NSW ALC’s application in the first instance, that of seeking 

independence.  The literature revealed there is an assumption that Aboriginal peoples are 

not interested in the mainstream economy, or that their culture is incompatible with 

development. The discourses surrounding CSG development and Aboriginal economic 

development in the Tweed and Byron Shires are based on these assumptions about 

Aboriginal peoples and what they ‘should’ want as a collective group. The media promotes 

these discourses, based on certain social constructions about both nature and Aboriginal 

peoples. Mass media has a critical role via its promotion of certain discourses in defining and 

shaping what people think and believe.  

 

This research demonstrates that Aboriginal peoples may be marginalised when they attempt 

to engage in economic opportunities that do not align with the dominant constructions of 

them. Thus, they will be subject to a political and ideological imperative to engage in 

mainstream economic development, while simultaneously being constructed as somehow 

culturally and socially incompatible with that imperative. Given the history of 
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marginalisation of Aboriginal people from mainstream economic development in the past, 

the tendency of the media and other social agents to construct them in this manner must be 

scrutinised in academic literature.  
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