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Introduction 
 

On the 21st  of February 2017, the South Australian based gas company Santos presented its 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and proposal to drill coal seam gas (CSG) wells within the Pilliga 
state forest adjacent to the town of Narrabri. The proposal has generated intense debate within 
Narrabri, with some residents hopeful of a boost to the local economy, while others fear damage to land 
and water caused by contamination from drilling operations, as along with the wider climate and social 
impacts. With active support from the State and Federal Governments, Santos has continued to pursue 
its plans to drill in the Pilliga despite ongoing opposition within the Narrabri Shire (NSW Department of 
Planning and Environment 2018). Despite the best efforts of Santos over a decade, surveys repeatedly 
show that only a minority of local people actively support the project (see Chapter 2). 

 
From the 11th to 16th of September, 2018, a group of ten students from the University of Technology 
Sydney, along with a Phd student and two academics, conducted on-the-ground research in Narrabri to 
analyse the potential social impacts of coal mining and CSG proposals. This report collates the findings of 
this research which uses the four methodologies of archival research, survey, interview and discussion 
group data, to illuminate the social dimension of the CSG and coal debate in Narrabri. 

 
The opening chapter of the report provides background information on Narrabri’s social and economic 
context, and outlines the history of both agricultural and extractive industries in the town. It analyses 
the way in which this history has shaped the town, its people and its current socio-economic position, 
providing an overview of the context of colonial settlement and Indigenous displacement, changing land 
use, industrial development and government policy in the Narrabri region.  

 
The second chapter focuses on data collected from surveys. It outlines the results of a series of recent 
local opinion surveys, and reports on a brief street survey of 70 residents addressing their priorities, 
perceived threats and aspirations for the region. It highlights a strong local preference for local farming, 
food culture and tourism, with strong locally-based services, locally-owned renewables and a 
sustainable environment.  
 
The third chapter of the report collates data from interviews with local people who have been engaged 
with issues of coal and coal seam gas. This chapter evaluates economic, environmental and social 
concerns in Narrabri around the CSG debate. It explores arguments about Narrabri’s economic security, 
competition between agriculture and mining for access to land and water resources, social trust and 
mistrust over the Santos proposal, and Narrabri’s identity as a regional town. 

 
The final chapter of the report collates and analyses data from a series of focus groups conducted in 
Narrabri and surrounding towns. The chapter looks at the perceptions of four key groups, including the 
farming community, youth, local council members and environmental activists, and explores how they 
are engaging with and responding to the energy debate. 
 
The closing section discusses what the future may hold for the community in relation to the CSG debate 
and alternative options for a local food economy, and for renewable energy in the area.  
 
We recognise that this research is necessarily limited by its short duration and limited contacts, but 
nevertheless claim it is relevant to considerations about the Narrabri gas project and to wider questions 
of economy and energy in a time of climate change. 
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Chapter One 
 
Historical, Socio-Political and Environmental Context 
 
 

 
The Kamilaroi peoples are the original Indigenous inhabitants of the land on which the town of Narrabri 
is built. White colonists, primarily squatters and convicts of Anglo-Irish background, established a 
presence in the region in the early 1800s, and began farming lands belonging to the Kamilaroi people 
(Askland et al. 2016). Narrabri was proclaimed a town in 1860 (Narrabri Shire Council 2018). 

 
Narrabri has a long-standing history of social trust and mistrust in relation to the governing forces 
controlling the town. One of the first accounts of this was in 1831-1832 when the explorer Sir Thomas 
Mitchell sought passage through the Narrabri area and withdrew after supplies were taken (Baker 
1998). By mid-century there was a significant population of settlers and ex-convicts who farmed the 
land, tending to small crops and farming cattle. The government saw the land as fertile with agricultural 
possibilities and in the mid 1800s the colonial government took back the land from the settlers, who 
they deemed as squatting on the Commonwealth’s land (Hunt 1980). 

 
In 1824 the Australian Agricultural Company (AACo) was formed as a colonial holding company to 
allocate land in the region and hence determine who could profit from it. It was created by influential 
colonists, with the aim of ensuring that 100,000 acres of land would be given to the company and cared 
for, with the ‘best of the colony’ in mind. The AACo was expected to produce large quantities of 
products for the colony and to export to the Commonwealth. This was achieved by employing convicts 
and some free immigrants (settlers) (State Library 2018). The AACo seized the most fertile and profitable 
land, leaving the majority of free settlers with unreliable lands to farm, and legally enshrining further 
marginalisation of local Indigenous peoples. This created high levels of poverty within the general 
population of Narrabri into the 1860s (Hunt 1980). 
 
In 1861 the Government introduced the NSW Crown Land Act, which allowed settlers to purchase land 
from the state for agricultural purposes (Museum of Australian Democracy 2018). After this act was 
legislated, the population of Narrabri and its surrounding areas increased with a wider range of crops 
being introduced into the region. This paved the way for a strong agricultural industry in the region. 
Today, as well as being utilized for arable and pastoral farming, Narrabri has become a centre for cotton 
industry infrastructure, including research facilities, cotton ginning and seed development (Cotton 
Australia 2016). Relying on scarce irrigated water, the cotton industry has continued to pose major 
challenges for the district.  

 

Contemporary Context 

 
Contemporary Narrabri has a relatively stabilised population, with a slightly younger age profile than 
other Australian regions. 96 per cent of residents were born in Australia and 43.4 per cent identify as 
having Irish, Scottish, or English heritage, as opposed to 39 per cent of the national population 
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(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018). Indigenous peoples make up 12.2 per cent of the population, 
significantly more than the 2.2 per cent of the general population of Australia (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2016).    
 
There has been a marginal fall in population between 2004-2018, of 0.9 per cent. Most of the fall 
occurred between 2004-2013 and since then the decline has slowed (13,489 in 2013 to 13,231 in 2018). 
Interestingly, Narrabri appears to have largely retained its younger population. The overall median age 
of 39.5 for the Narrabri LGA was unchanged throughout 2013-18. This median age is slightly lower than 
the national median of 41.1 for regions outside capital cities (the median for capital cities is 35.8) 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2020). There appears, though, to be significant educational disadvantage. 
In 2016, 32 per cent of school leavers had completed Year 12 compared with 51.9 per cent nationally; 
9.9 per cent had a post-school qualification at degree level or above compared with 21.1 per cent 
nationally.  

 
There is a large proportion of managers and professionals locally, at 31.5 per cent, which is significantly 
higher than the national average of 25.2 per cent. There is also a higher proportion of labourers, at 12.2 
per cent as against 9.5 per cent nationally. In 2016 the unemployment rate was 6 per cent, below the 
national average of 6.9 per cent. Incomes are on average below the national average, with median 
equivalised household income at $771 per week in 2016 (nationally $877pw). The proportion of the 
population living below $500 a week is at 29.1 per cent, which is slightly above the national average of 
27.9 per cent; 54 per cent earned $1000 or less, compared with 51 per cent nationally (6.5 per cent had 
nil or negative income compared with 9.5 per cent nationally). 
 
Across the whole Narrabri local government area in 2017 there were 9,758 jobs, with 291 (3 per cent) in 
mining, and 1,352 in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing (14 per cent). From 2013, mining employment fell 
mildly from 299 to 291, while agricultural employment remained unchanged (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2020). After agriculture; retail and wholesale (at 1,098), health (at 739), education (at 655), 
public administration (at 610) are the largest employers. Health was the largest growth industry, up 
from 633 in 2013 to 739 in 2018.  
 
These aggregate figures suggest a largely stable population, with stable employment based mainly in 
agriculture. Despite this, the fate of the town and the exodus of its young people was a common source 
of anxiety, expressed to us on many occasions. It was clear also that such anxiety, however well, or ill,-
founded, offered the primary basis for supporting the Santos gas project.  It is also worth noting that the 
research was undertaken at the height of the drought, when many doubted the capacity of the town to 
prosper. The sentiment was expressed by one member of the local community as follows: 

 
“I mean we’ve got to keep the town alive, our young folk don’t really have many opportunities up 

here… it’s led to a major drug problem… but I guess that’s all country towns. All over Australia, 
they are experiencing issues with drugs especially with ice. That’s why the CSG is so important to 
the town. We’ve got to do something to try and keep the young ones busy and out of trouble,” 
(Anonymous B 2018). 

 
As we have noted, there is little evidence the region is in decline and neither coal mining nor coal seam 
gas offers much in the way of local employment, and may directly undermine other forms of economic 
activity, (obviously farming but also retail and wholesale). Yet the idea that the region is in decline, and 
that Santos will save it, was a constant refrain. This directly reflects the way the company has sought to 
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leverage local sentiment (Santos 2018).  
 
Santos has promised their CSG project would create local employment (Santos 2018) By this claim, 
Santos positions itself as helping to meet the townspeople's sense of responsibility for creating 
opportunities for the next generation. This feeling of responsibility is heightened by the perception that 
government resources and services are predominantly provided to major cities and surrounding towns, 
due to their larger population and economic significance (Gray & Lawrence 2001). Some Narrabri 
residents are therefore highly supportive of CSG as a means to increase local employment opportunities 
for young people, helping to remedy the history of unemployment, economic volatility and 
governmental neglect. 

 
However there is strong local opposition to these new ventures, from within Narrabri and from 
surrounding towns and communities. There are concerns in relation to both the environmental and 
economic sustainability of Santos’ CSG proposals. Santos proposes to drill through the Great Artesian 
Basin to access reserves of coal seam gas beneath the basin (Santos 2015). These lower levels constitute 
approximately 12 per cent of New South Wales’ accessible coal and coal seam gas reserves (Narrabri 
Shire Council 2007). The region relies on bore water from underground aquifers, including the Artesian 
Basin, and there are concerns that with leakage from CSG this vital water supply will become too 
contaminated for human and agricultural use. There are also problems with the water in the coal seams 
rising to the surface and carrying salt and mineral pollutants with it (Santos nd).  
 
Farmers have become organized, for instance within groups such as ‘People for the Plains’, to oppose 
this project and other proposed coal mines for the region. These concerns reflect the experience of 
water and air pollution from the established Whitehaven and Idemitsu coal mines in the Narrabri Shire 
(Franks, Brereton & Moran 2010). Farmers are supported by some town residents who are critical of the 
expected impacts of the CSG project and are sceptical of the promises of employment. These, in turn, 
are supported by a wide range of environmentally-concerned organizations, both in the region and 
across the State.   

 
Both sides of the CSG debate are framed by the town’s close-knit, socially conservative culture. It seems 
a common motif, amongst supporters of the project, that opposition comes from outside the town, 
rendering it alien. One local community member expressed an opinion that was reiterated by other 
Narrabri residents in relation to activists: 

 
“Now I understand they are worried about the environment and all that stuff, which is important I 
get that. But what they don’t understand is we’ve been here for generations and generations on 
the land. These lot just rock into town and tell us what we should be doing with our land. I mean 
we’ve been here our whole lives. As if we don’t want to make sure that the land is still good in 10 or 
20 years down the track. But the fact is that some of our farmers are really struggling to pay the 

bills, so we don’t always have the option of saying no to the likes of Santos and Whitehaven…,” 
(Narrabri Community Member A 2018). 

 
Ironically the anti-outsider sentiment is mobilised in defence of ‘outsiders’ Santos and Whitehaven 
against ‘activists’ many of whom are not from ‘outside’. The view expressed above is a clear example of 
selectivity over who is defined as an ‘outsider’, and how strong ‘in-group’ ties are being mobilised 
against opponents of the gas project. Local surveys, and our interviews, indicate that there is 
considerable opposition, or scepticism, about the project benefits, among locals as well. At the same 
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time, intense local opposition to the proposed project was creating new local bridges between ‘unusual 
allies’, notably between farmers and environmentalists.  
 
More broadly, the town’s close-knit community is bonded together by shared experiences of 
environmental hardship, economic insecurity, unemployment, and neglect and misrepresentation by 
outside politicians. Arguably there is the potential for the town to draw on these strong community ties, 
and the social capital generated, to resolve conflicts around the CSG debate. 
 

Indigenous context 
 
Approximately 12 per cent of the population of the Narrabri Shire identify as being Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander (ATSI), which is roughly 1600 people according to the 2017 census (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2017). This percentage is significantly higher than the national average of 2.8 per cent 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017), showing that there is a strong Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
(ATSI) presence in the Narrabri Shire. Indigenous young people are heavily disadvantaged – about 37 per 
cent reach Year 12 in Narrabri, compared with 76 per cent for non-Indigenous students (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 2017).  
 
Indigenous young people no doubt remain in Narrabri due to economic pressures, but also because of 
community connections, involvement in local land rights groups, and identification with the place, the 
land and its surrounds. This was strongly demonstrated when some of the research group attended an 
Indigenous smoking ceremony and community reclamation of a former Indigenous town camp beside 
the (dried out) Namoi river in neighbouring Wee Waa. Among the attendees there was a group of 
children from the local schools who participated, with great respect, in the ceremony and then listened 
to local elders as they recounted memories of growing up by the river, as a positive heritage to hand for 
the next generation.  
 
The event had been organized by the local Aboriginal Land Council with support from the NSW Office of 
Environment and Heritage and the NSW North West Local Land Services, which encourages the 
reclamation of sites with local Indigenous significance to affirm and recognize the historical role of 
Indigenous people in the region. Following the ceremony we were taken on a visit, discussed below, to a 
Community Conservation Area adjoining a local National Park that had been handed back to local 
Indigenous groups. The area was delegated for conservation and Indigenous culture and is being 
developed as a site for people to gain a deeper understanding of local Indigenous culture, on Country.  
 
The local Indigenous peoples are known under multiple names such as the Kamilaroi, Gomeroi, 
Gamilaroi and Gamilaraay. Their land runs approximately from Singleton, through the Narrabri Shire and 
up into South West Queensland (Narrabri Shire Council 2018). According to a local Indigenous person, 
the colonisation of the Narrabri Shire was a violent one – as they noted, massacres of Indigenous peoples 
by settlers are on the historical record. Despite a strong Indigenous presence in the Narrabri Shire, there 
appeared to be little public engagement with Indigenous groups among organisations and individuals 
involved in the current debate over land use, coal, CSG and renewable energy.  
 
There is, though, strong Indigenous engagement on the issue of water, as culturally significant for 
Indigenous peoples. At the smoking ceremony in Wee Waa several participants had emphasized how 
sad they were that the river was so dry, partly due to drought but also partly due to perceived over-
allocation of water rights to irrigators. Indigenous groups in the region have pressed for increased water 
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allocations into local river systems, as ‘cultural flows’, to sustain indigenous culture, and this can bring 
indigenous groups into alliance with others against proposed mining and CSG as a threat to local water 
flows. The local Indigenous community is generally excluded from the economic benefits of the natural 
resources, in this case water flows, that they strive to protect.  
 
Land use is also central, and in a parallel development, local Indigenous peoples have been working 
through NSW Government agencies, such as the NSW Parks and Wildlife Service to develop the Deriah 
Aboriginal Area that we visited which connects with the Mount Kaputar National Park that overlooks 
Narrabri.  
 
Here, local Gamilaraay Indigenous individuals have formed a joint management committee and 
developed a visiting centre for picnics and walking tracks, to ‘offer insight into local Gamilaraay culture 
and history’, and ‘highlight the natural, cultural and historic heritage of this fascinating region and its 
importance to the Gamilaraay People’ (NPWS description, https://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au). We 
were taken around the site by the Chair of the Deriah Aboriginal Area Joint Management Committee, 
and appreciated especially the intent to tell a different and larger story about the land, its past and 
future, and the place of local Indigenous peoples and values in it. The site aims at telling different 
universal stories about the land - presenting traditional Indigenous stories as ethical lessons for all, 
about how to live in the landscape. 
 
The contrast drawn between this longer perspective, of viewing the land as a nurturing landscape, a 
‘nourishing terrain’ as Deborah Bird Rose has described it (1996), as opposed to viewing it as a resource 
to be exploited, was very powerful. During the field trip it became increasingly clear that the debate 
over coal and CSG in the region reflects a disjuncture between these two views.  
 
As outlined elsewhere in this Report, there was evidence that the terms of this wider conflict are 
undergoing significant change. Reflecting the historical power of colonialism, water is defined as a 
resource to be commodified, primarily to be used for economic gain, while the land is made available to 
be extracted from, or mined. With increased droughts in the region, and threats to remaining water 
supplies from mining and CSG, existing forms of land use are under challenge. 
 
The Gamilaraay have a series of outstanding native title claims in the region, which are to be determined 
in the near future, and this poses major questions for local Indigenous peoples having to then reach 
consensus on how to address mining and CSG proposals on that land (Norman 2014). Equally, as noted 
later in this Report, the threat of mining and CSG has reportedly enabled new alliances between 
landholders and Indigenous peoples. Local farmers were reportedly registering Aboriginal heritage sites 
on their property, often for the first time since colonial settlement, as a means of gaining negotiating 
rights over the land, and thus to protect water supplies for everyone.  
 
The implications, in terms of a reorientation to water and land conservation values on the part of 
landowners, and towards new possibilities for dialogue with local Indigenous peoples on land use and 
land access, are extensive.   

 
Land Context 
 
For most of the people of Narrabri, land has been the most fundamental element in procuring a 
livelihood and earning a living, meaning that maintaining its integrity and health has always been at the 

https://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/
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forefront of discussion within the town. The land itself is extremely prone to both flooding and drought, 
due to the lack of natural irrigation and its location in a flood plain (Brooks 2001 p.5). The people of the 
area recognise that both water and soil are fundamental not only to the economic development of the 
area and individuals, but are also integral to the survival of its inhabitants (Sherval et al 2018 p.100). 
Without the land thriving, the Narrabri Shire would not continue to survive. 

 
As the land is such an integral part of their survival, rural farmers often see themselves as stewards of 
the land, which can be associated with being ‘custodians’ and ‘guardians’ (Sherval et al 2018 p. 107). 
Elements of farming stewardship align with Indigenous custodianship of the land, in that that the well-
being of the land is the main priority, despite disparate differing cultural and economic connections to 
the land. However tensions remain over the process of capitalist development and commodification of 
land and removal of access for the Indigenous population. 

 
Mining and CSG threaten to undermine previous attempts at maintaining the integrity and health of the 
land. In a lengthy environmental impact statement from Santos, regarding the Narrabri Gas Project, 
Santos stated that the use of their extractive technologies is “considered rational, given the 
demonstrable associated social and economic benefits at the local, regional and state levels” (Santos 
2017). Further within the statement, they state that the “project would have a negligible impact on 
existing water users” (Santos 2017). This claim is hotly contested.  

 
A common theme that presents itself throughout the town is the uncertainty of the long-term side 
effects of the introduction of CSG and its extractive technologies. In a discussion paper presented to the 
Office of NSW Chief Scientist and Engineer, it was stated that high sodium levels and water 
contamination is among the possible effects of CSG exploration, with more unknown (Fell 2014).  
 
In a recent news report we can read, that some people in Narrabri feel the NSW government does not 
seem that concerned about such ‘side effects’: 
 

Narrabri farmer Stuart Murray said the government had not implemented 14 of 16 
recommendations to limit the risk of coal seam gas made nearly six years ago by the then NSW 
chief scientist, now Independent Planning Commission chair, Mary O’Kane. “Our government has 
betrayed us,” Murray said.” (Morton, 2020).1 

 
Furthermore, through the experience of collecting information throughout this field trip, researchers 
could see a clear divide between claims from Santos and how the local environment and the local 
people were actually affected. Despite the importance of the natural environment and land to the 
people of the Narrabri Shire, the introduction of CSG into the area could endanger the region’s 
agricultural sector, as a result of the degradation and contamination of the land. While in Narrabri, we 
visited areas in the Pilliga State Forest where spills of contaminated water had occurred, viewing 
concreted-over bores with surrounding damage to vegetation (and company efforts to encourage 
regrowth).  
 
There are concerns about whether the bores will over time create channels for pressurised 
contaminated water to flow through the CSG bores into the artesian basin, and into ground water. 
Several farmers stated there was no certainty that the bore seals hold back the contaminated water 

                                                           
1 He is referring to the NSW Legislative Council Report (2020 p.49-50).  
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over the longer term, across the following decades and hundreds of years – what we might call the 
‘ecological time’ of agriculture. 

 
Furthermore, the Great Artesian Basin is at risk of being drained at an extreme rate, due to the “rapid 
expansion of coal seam gas exploration and production” (Sherval et al 2018 p.108). Sherval et al 
estimate that “planned development in Eastern Australia”, not just at Narrabri, will “withdraw more 
than 60 per cent of the total allowable withdrawals” (Sherval et al 2018 p. 108). Water is a fundamental 
resource in the survival of the town, ecologically, culturally and in economic terms, especially given the 
likelihood of increasing heat and drought.  
 
It was observed throughout the field trip that local people recognise the centrality of water at the top of 
the environmental resource hierarchy (Sherval et al 2018). However, some supported the introduction 
of extractive technologies, such as those proposed by Santos, as they believed (or hoped) this would 
promote a healthier economy, and because they thought the potential for long-term damage was 
minimal. However, many others are concerned at the environmental costs, and believe these would 
more-than outweigh any claimed economic benefits. These views illustrate a key town divide in the 
Narrabri Shire, as land is strongly intertwined with people’s cultural lives and their socio-economic 
needs. 

 

Industry and agriculture 
 
Since its inception in the late 1800s, the Narrabri Shire has been an agricultural centre. Wool and sheep 
dominated the industry for the first half of the 1900s, followed by a shift towards grains, after the 
introduction of tractors (Brooks 2001 p. 15). There has been a dramatic transition in agriculture and 
farming size in the Narrabri Shire over the years, which can be partly attributed to on-going land use 

debates. Early on, it was “plausible to support a large family on 250 acres with crops, … [however] today 
a farmer would need 2000 acres and capital to invest in machinery and equipment,” (Brooks 2001 p.15). 
These developments clearly shows the increasingly industrialised nature of the farming industry. 

 

The introduction of Cotton in the 1960s is an example of this process. Cotton was seen as ‘thirsty’ and 
initially, there was reluctance to support the introduction of cotton into the area. Eventually, the 
community was ‘reluctantly’ won over to the economic benefit and employment opportunities possible 
with mass cotton production, although the water issue has not been solved (Askland et al 2016). 
Debates over land use have continued in the transition from traditional farming to new farming, from 
small to large-scale farming, and more recently from agriculture to extractive technologies. The largely 
unregulated corporate farming developments, enabled by wider neoliberal policies, have out-produced 
smaller family-owned farms. This has resulted in a rapid increase in large corporate-style farms, and a 
decrease in traditional small-scale farming. Local farmers are put at extreme risk, given large 
corporations can use their market share and capital to ‘beat’ smaller operators, as there is a lack of 
government intervention and regulation that might otherwise facilitate smaller operators. This is not 
specific to the Narrabri Shire and is a narrative present in many Australian farming and rural 
communities. 

 
The introduction of the extractive industries to the Narrabri Shire is frequently compared to the 
introduction of the cotton sector This perspective assumes that a change in agricultural practice can be 
usefully compared with the introduction of mining, when mining is a qualitatively different activity that 
usually involves the destruction of the land, not simply a change in how it is used.  
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One of the main claims for local benefit is employment. Santos has claimed the project will create “up 
to” 1300 jobs at peak construction, and a further 120 ongoing jobs during the remainder of the life of 
the project. Only 390 of the construction jobs will involve people already resident in Narrabri (Teske et 
al 2017). These proposed local employment benefits are a major factor in the acceptance of the 
introduction of extractive industries, as community wellbeing and sustainability are often defined 
through economic prosperity (Coffey et al 2017 p. 666). Many people of the Narrabri Shire are open to 
mining, simply as they believe it can ensure stable and relatively long term employment. This theme 
presented itself throughout the fieldwork we completed in Narrabri, with many of the people we spoke 
to highly concerned about employment opportunities and creating jobs for youth. 

 
However, the Institute for Sustainable Futures recently completed research that shed light on 
prospective employment opportunities within the renewables sector. In the report, it was estimated 
that up to 3,600 jobs could be allocated within the peak construction period of renewable 
infrastructure, with a remaining 2,500 jobs in solar and 180 in wind, by the year 2030 (Teske et al 2017). 
Furthermore, it was argued that employees would need to be housed in the local municipality to be 
close to work (Teske et al 2017), which could potentially result in work that was more long-term than 
Santos has proposed. If these solar projects were to go ahead, renewables could become as extensive as 
the current largest employer in the Narrabri Shire - the agricultural industry (Teske et al 2017). At the 
moment there are three proposed large-scale solar farms in Narrabri: Wee Waa Solar Farm, Narrabri 
South Solar Farm and Silverleaf Solar Farm, from which Narrabri South Solar Farm (Canadian Solar) has 
State approval. 

 
This issue of work is centrally important - it is clear that the main (in fact largely the only) reason why 
some residents of Narrabri support coal mining and CSG is to provide employment opportunities in a 
town they believe is in decline (Coffey 2017 p.666). Others reject the extractivist future, and want to 
explore alternative options, such as renewables, or locally-owned agribusiness and tourism. 
Interestingly, from the survey responses discussed below, the desire for a more locally-owned and 
controlled economy is surprisingly strong, cutting across both opponents and supporters of extractive 
industries.  

 

Government and policy 
 

The New South Wales Government has actively promoted Santos’ proposed Narrabri Gas project despite 
the record number of 23,000 submissions regarding the proposal, many from outside the area (Broome 
2017), with 98 per cent opposing the CSG project. The Australian and NSW Governments have a major 
interest in the project going ahead, hence their combined efforts to ensure it goes ahead. It is no secret 
that the federal government has publicly backed the project, with then-Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull 
‘strongly encouraging’ the Berejiklian NSW State Government to approve the development (Hasham 
2017). At the beginning of 2020 the Federal Government offered NSW and Victoria a new funding 
package for energy but made this conditional upon increased gas extraction – a measure that was 
widely seen as requiring the go-ahead (via a Federal taxpayer subsidy) of the Santos Narrabri project 
(Elsworthy 2020). 
 
The NSW Government claims it would benefit from the project by becoming a major player in the global 
CSG market and fuelling a large percentage of Australian east coast homes from a local source: this is 
disputed as most of the gas produced in Eastern Australia is not destined for the local market but is 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/11704184
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exported. The government also claims that gas use would reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the 
electricity sector, although it still makes emissions, and contributes to climate problems.  
 
The government has repeatedly demonstrated a strong preference for extractive industries over 
renewable technology as the primary energy source for NSW. There is also considerable uncertainty 
about whether, when and for how much private solar energy plants will be able to sell their power into 
the grid (e.g. Vorrath 2020). Some proposed plants have stalled, including those intended for the 
Narrabri region (Peacock 2017), thereby shoring-up the presumed necessity for extractive technology as 
the primary energy source. Despite this, new renewable energy was coming on stream, often with 
power purchase agreements with large commercial players, including in the Narrabri region (Vorrath 
2020; Morton et al 2020).  
 
The apparently intimate relationship between government and Santos to ensure the Narrabri Gas 
Project goes ahead is exemplified in Santos’ presence in the town. From its extremely well-presented 
shop front, to its carefully worded media releases, and its NSW Government-styled document layouts, it 
is easy to mistake Santos literature for official NSW Government information. Askland has stated that 
the clear alignment between the NSW government and Santos has led to “clouding” in the planning 
“policy, decision-making and debate” (Askland 2016 p.8), suggesting the visual similarities between 
government and Santos literature is a calculated attempt to increase Santos’ trustworthy image. 

 
Another reflection from the research team was that many residents had a deep faith in the safety of the 
extractive industries as portrayed by government and Santos literature. However, an urban-rural divide 
is in operation in these dynamics, in that rural communities are not being supported to question the way 
the majority of the economic benefits of the project would be directed to urban areas (Askland 2016 
p.8). Sherval speaks to this notion, in stating that current legislation is ‘seemingly ineffectual’, and ‘does 
not appropriately cover what rural towns need’ (Sherval 2018 p.101). Therefore it is possible that 
despite optimism over the potential for CSG to reinvigorate the local economy, the structure of the 
Narrabri Gas Project may actually reinforce the city-centric, neoliberal attitudes that have historically 
caused economic distress for Narrabri. 

 
It is extremely difficult for small groups of people to challenge the government or large corporate 
entities in situations such as this. The Narrabri Shire Gas Project has repeatedly been given the green 
light, despite significant community concern, advocacy campaigns and scientific evidence. The project’s 
Environmental Impact Assessment for instance was approved despite extensive counter evidence and 
scientific research especially highlighting risks to water. The spiritual significance of the Pilliga and Great 
Artesian Basin to indigenous peoples is also being sidelined in favour of a plan for supposed economic 
prosperity. Furthermore, the Narrabri project proposal is for 850 wells mainly confined to State Forest in 
the Pilliga but, if the pipeline infrastructure is put in place and the project goes ahead, there are 
reasonable concerns that CSG mining will be extended across the region (Cox and Evershed 2019).  
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Chapter Two 
 
Survey on Development Priorities  

 
 

 
To understand the debate surrounding the proposed Narrabri Gas Project, it is first necessary 
to understand residents' underlying concerns, priorities and aspirations for the future of their 
town. This section of the report discusses common perceptions and values held by members of 
the Narrabri community regarding their future, drawing on the research and observational 
notes collected from conducting face-to-face surveys around the Narrabri Shire. 

 
There have been a number of surveys undertaken of local opinion on the issue of energy and 
resources industries in the Narrabri region. These have been sparked by the growth of coal 
mining the region and by the proposal to drill for coal seam gas, and all find strong support for 
agriculture and renewables, and scepticism about the mining sector.  
 
Probably the most dramatic demonstration of opinion was the round of submissions to the 
Environmental Impact Statement Inquiry in 2018 – where more than 23,000 submissions were 
received, including 499 from the locality; 98 per cent of total submissions were opposed to the 
project, with 64 per cent of the local submission opposed. Before this there had been 
numerous local door-to-door community surveys across the region, finding 87-97 per cent 
opposed to CSG. A similar survey conducted by Lock the Gate in the town of Narrabri in 2018 
found 52 per cent opposed: 2,300 households were door-knocked and 840 responded ; 28% 
were “in favour of the proposed 850 well coal seam gasfield in the Pilliga”; 52% were opposed 
to the gas-field, 20% were unsure and 24% said they were not concerned; interestingly, there 
was almost total support for renewables: 97% of those answering said they support 
“renewable energy as a way to provide long-term jobs for Narrabri” (Lock the Gate Alliance, 
2018). 
 
The types of questions asked, and other results are discussed in the very useful summary 
provided by the ‘People for he Plains’ community group, that summarises the outcomes across 

the many surveys as follows: ‘Support for the project ranged from 2 per cent to 36 per cent. 
On the other hand, opposition to the project and CSG ranged from 52 per cent to 98 per 
cent’ (People for the Plains 2020).  

 
One particularly extensive study was undertaken by the CSIRO, through the Gas Industry Social 
and Environmental Research Alliance2, to undertake ‘social baseline’ surveys in regions 
affected by coal seam gas including the Narrabri region. These investigations, undertaken in 

                                                           
2 “The Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance (GISERA) is a collaboration between 
CSIRO, Commonwealth and state governments and industry established to undertake publicly-reported 
independent research.” (GISERA nd1). “GISERA’s current members are Australia Pacific LNG, QGC, 
Santos, Origin Energy, Pangaea Resources and CSIRO… There are clear safeguards in the GISERA contract 
around CSIRO’s ability to publish independent peer reviewed scientific research.” (GISERA nd2) 
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2016 and 2017 centred on how to strengthen community resilience in the face of energy sector 
industrialization, and were not designed to elicit local opinion on whether or not such projects 
should go ahead. Rather, they sought to ‘establish baseline levels of community wellbeing, 
resilience, and attitudes towards CSG development’ (Jeanneret, McCrea & Walton 2018, p. 1).  

 
Three reports were produced under this CSIRO program, two from the Western Downs and 
Eastern Maranoa, both in Queensland, and one from the Narrabri Shire. As part of these 
studies local residents were not asked whether or not they supported the gas industry, or the 
projects, in their region, but instead were asked if they would ‘Reject it’, ‘Tolerate it’, Be OK 
with it’, ‘Approve of it’, or ‘Embrace it’. The main effect of using these survey choices was to 
allocate those opposed but not ‘strongly opposed’ to CSG into a category of people who would 
‘tolerate it’. Toleration is consistent with opposition: many aspects of society are opposed but 
tolerated.  
 
That said, the CSIRO survey is still useful, especially when used to compare the local context 
with elsewhere. Using its attitude schema, the report surveyed 400 local people, broadly 
reflective of the local demography, and found that only 43 per cent of the total local 
population would ‘Be OK with’ the gas project in Narrabri. These figures include the 13 per cent 
who ‘approve’ and 15 per cent who would ‘embrace’ it (Jeanneret, McCrea & Walton 2018, 
p.22). Further, this approval fell to just 32 per cent for people not living in the town of Narrabri.  
 
The Narrabri results contrast with the project’s results from Queensland: in Eastern Maranoa 
55 per cent were ‘OK with’ CSG; while in Western Downs it reached 66 per cent. Only in 
Narrabri was the ‘Be Ok with it’ category found to be in the minority. It is also notable that only 
23.1 per cent of residents surveyed by the CSIRO in Narrabri expected local community 
wellbeing to improve because of the mine, slightly less than those who expected wellbeing to 
decline, while it appeared that many more expected little local economic improvement from 
the project (ibid: 20). 
 

Survey Purpose 
 
The brief street survey developed for this student field research aimed to investigate the wider 
framing for the debate about CSG in the region. Rather than ending with the either/or choice 
we sought to use the survey to open-up wider questions about people’s fears and hopes for 
the region, and to explore what their aspirations would be, if they had a real choice in the 
matter. Reflecting this, the survey focused on priorities for the community, concerns for the 
future of Narrabri and how Narrabri should develop over the next decade. It is not a 
representative survey – it represents only the opinions of the seventy people who agreed to 
participate, but it does offer insights into concerns about regional development  
 
If given the option the vast majority of all respondents would strongly opt for strengthening 
local agriculture and community-run renewable energy - over coal and gas, or indeed large-
scale renewables. The clear aspiration of local people for their town is to build on its strengths 
as a rural and agricultural region. This should come as no surprise: as outlined, 4.5 times more 
people in the region are employed in agriculture as opposed to mining. The key question then 
becomes whether large-scale energy projects can coexist with and complement farming – or 
whether they undermine it.  

 

Methodology 
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Face-to-face surveys were conducted in the main street and other public locations to 
investigate residents’ attitudes, concerns, priorities and future aspirations for their town. 
About 300 residents were approached over four days and about a quarter, 70 in all, agreed to 
complete the survey.  
 
To ensure a diverse range of views the surveys were conducted during different times during 
the day, across weekdays and the weekend. In addition, surveys were distributed at individual 
retail shops and businesses in the area. Other key locations for distribution included the train 
station, the local library, the Narrabri Old Gaol Museum and the RSL club. The majority of 
survey respondents (53 per cent) were over the age of 55, while 23 per cent were between the 
ages of 35-54 and 24 per cent were aged 18-34, with 57 per cent female, broadly reflecting 
local demography. Most of the respondents lived in Narrabri (70 per cent) while 22 per cent 
lived out of the town and 4 per cent lived in the nearby town of Wee Waa. 

 
The process of conducting the surveys was challenging, as many residents were reluctant to 
participate in the research. This might have been because the topic of research is considered 
controversial and has previously divided the town. Informing respondents their answers would 
be kept anonymous helped to gain their trust and increase their interest in taking part. 
However, some also rejected the invitation to participate because they suffered from research 
fatigue. A common remark from residents was they were, “sick of talking about it,” having 
already taken part in previous questionnaires for other research studies.  

 
Once the surveys were collected, the data was sorted and analysed through SPSS Statistics 
software. Unlike previous research studies on the topic, we cross-analysed our results to 
identify which demographic groups are more favourable to renewable energy rather than coal, 
and which demographic groups share similar concerns or aspirations for the future of Narrabri. 

 

Findings 
 

Priorities for Narrabri 

 
Researchers asked respondents to rank their priorities for the Narrabri region looking into the 
future. Four possible priorities were suggested, ‘more employment’, ‘improved government 
services’, ‘more sustainable environment’ and ‘stronger community life’. The majority of 
residents (59 per cent) selected ‘more employment’ as their number one priority. This was also 
evident in discussions with residents, such as with one local shop owner on the Narrabri high 
street who said she was saddened to see many young people, including her own children, 
move to larger towns and cities in search for better job opportunities. 

 
But employment was not the top priority for all respondents: 29 per cent selected ‘improved 
government services’ as the highest priority, while 7 per cent selected ‘more sustainable 
environment’ and 9 per cent ‘stronger community life’. This data complements many informal 
discussions with residents who said they believed the town needed better services like 
hospitals, infrastructure and roads in order to survive, and also reflected concern for 
sustainable environment and community life.  
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The need for greater employment opportunities was held across all age groups, and was often 
expressed in inter-generational terms. One resident, for instance, expressed anxiety over his 
grandchildren finding a job after finishing school and another resident explained that if it 
wasn’t for the coal mines, both her children and grandchildren would be out of work and have 
to relocate elsewhere. 
 
There was strong support for improved government services across all age groups but 
especially for 35-54 year olds, and also for the over-55’s, reflecting the extent to which services 
are accessed by parents and the elderly. There is other evidence of concern: the CSRIO report 
asked residents to rate their level of satisfaction with local services and found that local schools 
and medical health services had the lowest satisfaction rates amongst residents (Jeanneret, 
McCrea & Walton 2018). The Narrabri Shire Council also recognise that health and education 
services are key areas that need to be improved, as outlined in the Council’s Strategic 
Community Plan 2017-2027 (Narrabri Shire Council 2016). 

 
There is also a strong desire for greater environmental sustainability, but mostly among 
younger respondents rather than those in the 55+ category. For example one respondent aged 
35-54 wrote that he opposed coal mining because “prime agricultural land should not be 
mined [because coal mining] damaged the local environment and landscape”. In contrast, a 
female resident over the age of 55 stated that she supports coal mining because it creates local 
jobs, which to her is more important than avoiding damage to the environment. 
 
Having a stronger community life is considered a priority by the older respondents, with about 
half of the over-55’s ranking it as a second or third priority. Other research suggests that older 
Australians desire community engagement because they have a higher risk of loneliness and 
social isolation, particularly in rural areas (ACSA 2015). As such, the Narrabri council also 
recognises the need for an inclusive and connected community in their Strategic Community 
Plan 2017 - 2027 (Narrabri Shire Council 2016). 

 
Threats 
 
Residents were also asked what they see as major threats to the survival of the Narrabri region 
looking into the future. Respondents were asked to select the biggest threat in terms of 
‘drought and climate change’, ‘loss of local businesses’, ‘financial hardship’, ‘fly-in-fly-out work’ 
and the ‘drift to larger towns or cities’.  
 
For 31 per cent ‘drought and climate change’ was the greatest threat while 29 per cent 
selected ‘loss of local businesses’; and a further 20 per cent selected the ‘drift to larger towns 
or cities’. In the media, the presence of FIFO mine workers is portrayed as a major threat to the 
community (Hasham 2012). However, our research found that FIFO workers tend to be on the 
lower end of the scale of perceived threats.  
 
There was some variation across age groups. 35-54-year-olds most commonly ranked ‘drought 
and climate change’ as the most important threat (53 per cent). This complements the 
qualitative data and informal discussions with residents in this age group, who commonly 
expressed concern at the impacts of drought on local farming and agriculture. A local business 
survey conducted by Narrabri Shire Council’s Economic Development Section in 2015 found a 
large majority of businesses reported being negatively impacted by the drought, with many not 
optimistic about future growth if the drought continued (The Courier 2015).  
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Older respondents, in the 55+ group were more likely to be concerned about the loss of local 
businesses than other age groups. This is supported by previous research that states residents 
and business owners are ‘haunted’ by the possibility of a deserted community (Askew et al. 
2017, p. 675). This was supported by informal discussions with residents, such as one shop 
owner, a female aged 55+, who noted that the amount of vacant shop fronts along Narrabri’s 
main shopping strip was at an all-time high. 
 

Aspirations 
 
Finally, residents were asked how they would like to see Narrabri develop over the next 
decade. Several options were offered: large-scale coal and gas; large-scale renewable energy; 
Community-owned renewable energy; local farming and food culture; and locally-owned 
tourism and other services. The most popular options were ‘local farming and food culture,’ 
selected by 48 people (69 percent), ‘community-owned renewable energy’ selected by 30 
people (43 percent), as well as ‘locally-owned tourism other services’ selected by 29 people (41 
percent).  
 
Interestingly, given this cohort of respondents was generally in favour of any form of energy 
industry, the options of ‘large scale coal and gas’ and ‘large scale renewable energy’ were 
favoured only by a minority [20 (29 percent) and 22 people (31 percent) respectively].  
 
These results highlight a strong commitment to a locally-run and community-owned economy. 
This is combined with the strong prioritization of local services and employment (from 
whatever source), and a concern with threats from environmental change. Together these 
elements suggest a potentially strong political mandate for a local employment generation 
linked to farming, tourism and locally-owned renewable energy.  
 
Across all age groups the vast majority of respondents strongly favoured the move towards 
‘local farming and food culture’. This was selected by 48 people, or 68 per cent of those 
surveyed. This finding is very strong for the younger age groups: with 13 out of 16 respondents 
in the 18-35 group and 14 out of 17 in the 35-54 age group ticking this option.   
 
With the vast majority of local people employed in agriculture, it is not surprising that most 
residents would hope to see a strengthening of ‘local farming and food culture’. Reflecting this, 
the CSIRO report found that residents believed the community’s future well-being depended 
on developments in the agricultural sector (Jeanneret, McCrea & Walton 2018).  
 
Combined with this, there is almost equally strong support for locally-owned services, and 
community-owned renewables as against large-scale renewables or large-scale gas and coal. 
This demonstrates a strong focus on local ownership and community control, particularly 
among the over-55’s.  

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

Local concerns, priorities and aspirations for the future of Narrabri are important aspects to 
consider in the debate about the Narrabri Gas project. After analysing survey results and 
observational notes, it is clear that residents share similar priorities and future aspirations for 
the town, which include greater employment opportunities, improved services and town 
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growth. The key concerns for the community include environmental concerns, such as drought 
and climate change, and the loss of local businesses, undermining the local economy.  
 
The most revealing findings are in the responses to questions about people’s aspirations for 
the region. There is an overwhelming aspiration for a stronger local food and farming sector, 
for local services and tourism and for community renewables. Large-scale coal and gas and 
large-scale renewables are far less of a priority. These aspirations suggest a very different 
popular vision for Narrabri from the one offered by the existing large-scale coal, CSG and 
corporate renewables industries and their proposals for expansion.  
 
This is a vision for a locally-owned and community-run economy that is centred on farming, 
food, tourism, local services and renewables. This vision delivers regional autonomy, 
community participation, local employment and environmental sustainability, and we would 
suggest should be taken seriously by policymakers.   
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Chapter Three 
 
Local interviews –  
options and consequences 

 
 
 

The debate in Narrabri regarding the region’s energy future reflects the wider national conversation 
about energy and climate policy, but with a key difference. As we quickly discovered, the debate in 
Narrabri is not one of fossil fuels versus renewables, but one of agriculture versus mining. Many 
interviewees indicated that they were neither for nor against either industry, but that their economic, 
environmental and social concern stemmed from the influence that mining companies, such as Santos, 
have on the community.  
 
The tensions that drive the debate can be explained in terms of four key findings that emerged through 
interviews with individual stakeholders within the Narrabri community. First, residents were concerned 
about economic survival, and energy security as part of this. Second, resistance to the move towards 
fossil fuels, such as CSG and coal mining, was rooted in concerns about local environmental impacts. 
Interestingly, however, climate change and renewables were overwhelmingly seen as not relevant to 
the here-and-now. Third, a social divide in the community produced by these environmental and 
economic concerns was identified. Fourth, there was a clear urban and rural divide together with 
concern about the role of ‘out-of-towners’ in the area. These four overarching themes are discussed in 
the main sections of this chapter.  

 

Methodology 
 

A total of seven Narrabri community members, including two farmers, two business owners, a long-time 
resident and an environmental activist participated in semi-structured interviews about their 
perspectives on energy, community and future prospects of the town and surrounds. The research 
method provided in-depth data, both through verbal and non-verbal communication, and was flexible 
so that tangents could be followed where appropriate, but structured enough so that the results could 
be standardised (O’Leary 2005, p.116). Questions were written in advance by all three researchers 
undertaking these interviews, to ensure they followed similar themes. Interviews went for 40 minutes to 
an hour and were recorded and transcribed to ensure accurate data collation. This time frame allowed a 
rapport to be built with the interviewee for more natural responses overall (O’Leary 2005, p.117). 
 
Researchers had to be mindful as not to lead interviewees’ answers, or to insinuate any answer is better 
than another, to ensure honest responses (O’Leary 2005, p.114). However, the participants were key 
stakeholders in the community and all had strong opinions about the topics of energy, community and 
the town’s future, and were unlikely to be influenced by the interviewers. One limitation in terms of 
demography, was the lack of representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. A 
number of local Indigenous organisations were contacted and there was some involvement in local 
Indigenous-run events and visits (discussed in Chapter 1), but there were no formal interviews. To 
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analyse the data, the researchers identified three major themes: ‘urban and rural divide’, ‘social 
consequences’, and ‘environmental versus economic impact’. These three themes provided the three 
key findings and basis for discussion. 

 
Steps were taken to ensure participation was voluntary and confidential. Where necessary, the 
interviews were conducted in discrete locations, to ensure other townspeople would not identify them 
as having participated in this research. This was particularly important in a town as small as Narrabri, as 
the locals are familiar with each other and the researchers were known to most townspeople within a 
matter of days of arriving. Participants were asked to sign a consent form and were provided with an 
information sheet about the research. Researchers sought a range of key stakeholders from different 
backgrounds for this research, to enabling more accurate and representative results.  

 
Economic Survival 

 
For the largely agricultural Narrabri Shire, the significant land use changes seen over the past 50 years 
have often caused conflict and debate (Sherval et al 2018, p.103). There have been conflicts over the 
shift to cotton farming and later over genetically modified strains of cotton, but no change has met as 
much conflict and debate as the move to coal mining and CSG. The economic opportunities provided by 
CSG are perceived as employment and the injection of money into the town by the CSG company, 
Santos. However, there are concerns these economic benefits mask deeper exploitative practices and 
come at the cost of damaging impacts. 

 

Employment 
 

With the decline of the agricultural industry in the developed world, Freudenburg (1992, p.308) argues 
extractive industries have come to offer economic growth for rural and regional areas which often have 
few other competitive strengths. One long-term resident said it has been this way since she was a girl, 
implying Narrabri has always been vulnerable to the highs and lows of agriculture. One local who 
worked in retail for two decades reiterated this sentiment, saying, “I only did my purchasing off the back 
of what dryland farming was doing, if I knew the dry land farming was going to have a good year, I would 
fill my stores,” (Business owner 1 2018).  
 
For some, the introduction of CSG in Narrabri now promises employment and economic diversity to 
drought-proof the region from the booms and busts of agriculture. The impact of the current slump in 
agriculture is apparent to anyone who walks up and down the high street, where many shops are closed 
or empty. However, a local farmer indicated cynicism towards the potential for CSG to drought-proof 
the region, saying the mining industry’s claims about its local economic contribution are misleading, 
reflecting “I guarantee most of those shops will say, ‘our income comes through [agriculture]’,” (Farmer 
1 2018). This was backed up by a local business owner, who said small businesses have been forced to 
leave town, “If there was more support for agriculture people wouldn’t shut their doors” (Business 
Owner 2 2018).  
 
On the other hand, another local resident said coal and CSG, could “put a floor in the economy of the 
towns [Narrabri and Boggabri]” (Long-term Resident 2018). She also spoke about a desire to capitalise 
on Narrabri’s potential for a diverse range of energy sources, including wind, solar, coal and CSG, saying, 
“it’s like playing a game of cards, isn’t it? I’ve trumped you because I’ve got all four” (Long-term Resident 
2018). This concept of economic diversity is upheld by many stakeholders. In fact, one farmer who has 
been severely affected by Santos’ CSG exploration, said “I think gas, if used correctly, has a future,” 
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(Farmer 2 2018). In general terms, the debate around CSG proposals is framed in terms of the possibility 
of ameliorating the long-standing economic vulnerability that Narrabri as a rural town has weathered. 

 

Opportunities 

 
Communities are increasingly demanding more power and involvement in decision-making and thus 
expect to receive a share in the benefits of local industries. The increasing pressure on companies to 
provide benefits to local communities for resource development and extraction operations is known as 
the ‘social license to operate’ (SLO). A social license, as Lacey & Lamont describe, is “an informal social 
contract existing between industry and the community in which it operates,” (2013, p.832). SLO is 
always contested: companies have to win over communities and there will always be those who oppose 
the SLO of a company, on environmental grounds for instance (Smits 2016).  
 
For some, Santos’ efforts to win a local SLO had strengthened the community, by supporting local 
sporting clubs, such as the Blue Boars rugby club or the golf club, or with commuting workers supporting 
the local economy (Business Owner 1 2018). Conversely, the financial investments Santos has provided 
created a community dependent on these handouts, according to one farmer: 

 
“They're [Santos] quite keen to hand out candy money. By candy money I mean petty cash, but they 
splash it around the town - every dog fight - and when it comes to, once they have their approval, they 
wind back their support. So that has created some challenges in that our previously self-sufficient 
community sports groups are now reliant on handouts,” (Farmer 1 2018). 

 
As part of the companies’ SLO they are required to hire a percentage of the local workforce. Yet, one 
farmer claims mining and CSG companies know how to get around their commitment to hiring local 
workers and criticises the lack of regulatory processes in place to check this, “once they bring a worker 
here, he can get a post office box and say he’s a local,” (Farmer 1 2018). Farmers noted that most 
employment opportunities in the mines are given to workers who commute in from outside town, as 
Narrabri “doesn’t have the workforce that are skilled enough to work large numbers in the construction 
site phase of the gas industry,” (Farmer 2 2018).  
 
The workers who commute into town rarely spend time there, generating little to no economic revenue, 
preferring to spend their cash elsewhere, as noted by one farmer.  One environmental advocate said, 

“they [gas companies] don't care about Australian workers…  Yet the stories they say! ‘We've got to get 
more gas so people don't lose their jobs’. Like hell. They couldn’t care less”. Another farmer said in many 
cases, mining companies appeared to be creating employment, but some of these numbers have been 
stretched, “If they have one job and that job is filled by five people in a year, they say that's five jobs,” 
(Farmer 1 2018). While there are no available statistics available to verify this claim, it is evident that, for 
some people, there is deep mistrust about Santos’ claims and its presence in the community. 

 
In this sense, there are concerns the purported employment benefits of CSG will not flow to the local 
community. This is reinforced by claims of the high turnover rate of miners at Whitehaven’s Maules 
Creek Mine, where a farmer said unless employees are financially motivated, they will not last due to 
poor working conditions. “Each week they’re starting 10 to 20 people out of Maules Creek because they 
can’t get that stable workplace because it’s unsafe,” (Farmer 1 2018). Her view is the mining company 
allows workplace and safety risks to take place, to build a case for the use of such technology as 
autonomous trucks, which would of course lower the employment rate at the mine. 
 
Technological advancement in the mines will clearly displace labourers and the communities that rely on 
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extractive employment (Freudenburg 1992, p.316). Interestingly, unemployment in the Narrabri region 
has increased from 5.5 per cent in 2011 to 5.7 per cent in 2016 despite the long resources boom in the 
region (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Further to this, as noted, ABS statistics also show that the 
primary employment fields are agriculture, forestry and fishing (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  

 
Retaining young people is an issue that many rural and regional areas in Australia have faced and 
Narrabri is no exception (Coffey et al. 2017, p.669-70). Business owner 1 was especially concerned about 
this issue, arguing the town was not listening to the future employment needs of its young people: 
“agriculture now doesn't employ the largest amount of people here anymore, because… [young people 
are] mining,” (2018).  
 
Despite ABS statistics indicating that more than ten times more Narrabri residents are employed by 
agriculture than by mining, the visibility of the mining industry in the local streets and in local debates, 
greatly magnifies its apparent significance. There is also a common belief that the mining industry offers 
better wages without the requirement of skill or training, yet the jobs are often casualised and, over 
time, the industry moves elsewhere, leaving behind an exhausted landscape (Freudenburg 1992, pp. 
308, 323).  

 
In contrast, as stated earlier, it has been suggested that an uptake of renewable energy would create 
considerable sustained employment for the Narrabri Shire when compared to gas (Teske et al. 2018, 
p.26). However, one business owner (2018) considered these claims were “a load of crap”. 

 

Environmental concerns 
 

Land and water are vital resources for Narrabri, which explains why the debate between agriculture and 
CSG is so contentious. Those who oppose CSG are concerned that CSG in Narrabri will jeopardise 
agriculture and threaten the environmental integrity of the shire. Other concerns include changes to 
regional identity and farmers being unfairly forced off their land to make way for CSG exploration 
projects. 

 

Water 
 
Water is essential to the operations of the agriculture and mining industries, yet tight regulations to 
monitor this most important commodity are abundant in the former but lacking in the latter. One 
farmer said the lack of regulation surrounding water use for extractive industries was dangerous and 
environmentally negligent. She said the Namoi alluvial system has 500 monitoring sites used by 
agriculture which assess when too much water is being taken for the system to naturally recharge. In 
comparison, the Maules Creek Mine had 17 monitoring bores when it opened in 2014, of which eight 
were taken out and never replaced. The farmer said, “do we have the right monitoring network in place 
to manage and predict long-term impacts from mining and coal seam gas? No, we don't,” (Farmer 1 
2018). 

 
CSG extraction relies on vast quantities of water to extract the gas, yet in a community where water is 
already scarce, using it for mass commercial use will increase its scarcity, driving water prices higher, 
leaving some farmers unable to compete with industry giants. This will also create a negative hierarchy 
where only the most elite and wealthy can compete. “Here, water is one of the most highly regarded 
resources, we have plenty of land, we are limited by water. So that’s in general terms where the tension 
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lies between the two industries [CSG and water],” (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
Many of those against CSG argue that the risk of contaminating water is too great to risk supporting 
these projects. This is an issue that has created ongoing tensions between community members, 
pushing the community into even greater vulnerability, as is evident in the case study below. 
Conversely, one of the business owners said those saying the water was being contaminated were 
overreacting, “The water that's coming off the coal seam here is one-third as salty as Bondi Beach, that's 
it. It's saline, that's it. It's not poison, it's saline water” (Business owner 1 2018). However, he accepted 
that salty water cannot be used on the land. 

 
Another farmer noted that the concerns about water impacts fall on deaf ears because, “they don't care 
what happens but it's only when they turn on their tap and their water was polluted and that might take 
20 years, then they'd care,” (Farmer 2 2018). This highlights O’Neill’s (1997, 549) argument that 
environmental crises are exacerbated by privatization that puts a price on ecology. This is seen in the 
privatization of water in the Narrabri region, which challenges the notions of ownership and identity for 
the community. One farmer noted: “we don't charge for the use of the sun or wind but we charge for 
the use of rainfall. So when you talk about once the rain falls on your land it becomes owned by the 
Crown,” (Farmer 1 2018). 

 

One Farmer’s Bore Water (a cautionary tale) 

 
The argument over whether CSG contaminates underground water sources is highlighted in the case of 
one farming family, who stated their bore water was contaminated by a gas field near to their farm. 
“They’ve screwed the water in our bore … it has a high bacteria content, a lot higher than anybody 
else,” (Farmer 2 2018). His wife said, “I believe a crime was committed against the environment, which 
resulted in the death of our precious bore water”. 

 

Various tests have shown that the farmer’s bore water is indeed contaminated and cannot be used for 
human consumption, even after boiling (Farmer 2 2018). As a result, the farmer has not used his bore 
water since 2013.  
 
The impact had been “devastating”. Unable to drink the brown, metallic tasting bore water, they 
switched to their limited supply of rainwater. As a result, “there is a constant worry that we will run out 
of water, washing days are limited to one day per week and washing hands over a bucket so water can 
be saved to flush the toilet.” 

 
Testing revealed a presence of stygofauna (phreatobites) in two of the farmers’ bores, which was a 
“new and unexpected discovery”, according to an expert report, as this species originated from beyond 
the existing acquifer. The report states that the much deeper CSG bore had most probably enabled this 
particular bacteria to contaminate the aquifer that the farmer relied on. “It is obvious our aquifer was 
penetrated and the bacteria allowed to flow in,” (Farmer 3 2018). 

 
According to the farmer, Santos had denied the contamination was produced by their gas wells (Farmer 
3 2018). The farmer said, “these sort of unresolved matters can cause big divisions in a community 
especially when there are persons spreading stories about matters that they know nothing about.” In 
the short time we were in the town, we heard counter-accusations from CSG supporters that bore 
water on farms near gas wells had been contaminated by stock slurry not by CSG.  
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The concerns about water supplies are inevitably technical and complex, but maligning those who voice 
concerns greatly amplifies their social effects, stoking tensions within the community about CSG and its 
impacts. 

 
Alliances 

 

Extractive industries, such as mining, once were largely unquestioned in Australia, as an economic and 
social asset, and as a basis for industrial and economic development. In recent decades, though, mining 
in general has come into question due to its health and environmental impacts, and fossil fuels 
especially so due to their particular additional impacts on climate (Freudenburg 1992, p.306).  
 
In this context, the promise of employment becomes critical. In fact, were it not for the promise of jobs 
by Santos, one local farmer does not believe CSG would receive any local support: “I think society has 
changed, we don’t want an industry that’s potentially causing a more rapid impact on the climate,” 
(Farmer 1 2018).  
 
With the growing concerns about mining and fossil fuels, unlikely alliances have emerged between 
farmers and environmentalists in the region to jointly oppose the industry’s growth. This is an ‘unlikely’ 
relationship, considering farmers have historically been closely aligned with the conservative National 
Party in Australia, and have often had conflicts with environmentalists (Sherval et al. 2018). Yet with the 
mining boom in Australia, the future of farming in places such as Narrabri and in the wider Liverpool 
Plains has been directly pitted against a fast-expanding and very powerful mining sector.  
 
Some members of the two groups, farmers and environmentalists, have bonded over their shared 
concern about CSG as a destructive land-use practice. As noted, environmental concerns related to CSG 
exploration and extraction refer largely to potential damage to water supplies and to cropping lands as 
well as to the treatment and disposal of mineral salts produced throughout the extraction process 
(Greer et al. 2011, p.4). Coexistence between mining and agriculture has seemingly proved impossible.  
 
One farmer said many farmland owners originally wanted to coexist with mining companies but were 
instead forced to sell (Farmer 1 2018). Another farmer said, “I am not against mining, and that includes 
CSG, provided it is done with respect to the environment with respect to the laws of the land in respect 
to the people in the area where you're operating,” (Farmer 2 2018). Anecdotal evidence indicates that 
some farmers had been approached to sell their properties to Santos where there had been impacts; 
one farmer cited the example of Whitehaven buying 78 farms surrounding its Maules Creek mine in 
order to acquire associated water rights, leaving the farms fallow (Farmer 1 2018). Other farmers told 
how people accepted gas rigs on their land in the hope that extra income would enable them to stay on 
that land.  

 
Climate change and renewables 

 
The town is focused on the immediate economic and environmental impacts of CSG and coal mining; 
based on conversations with key stakeholders it is clear the potential long-term hazardous 
consequences tend to be forgotten. One alarming trend that emerged through these conversations was 
the negative connotations people had with the term ‘environmentalism’, despite their hopes about the 
role that renewable energy could play in the future. 

 

While all residents we spoke to had a deep concern to protect the environment their concern is isolated 
to conserving the Narrabri region rather than planning for changes in the wider Australian and global 
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environment. This is demonstrated in the case of climate change, where one local farmer said, on the 
one hand, she was critical of the government’s action on the issue, but on the other hand claimed not to 
identify with the term ‘climate change’ in its current form: “Scott Morrison took a lump of coal into 
Parliament, we are so far away from a government that even recognises climate change. I don't 
necessarily subscribe to climate change, but I do subscribe to climate variability,” (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
Such distinctions are at odds with the region’s growing vulnerability to changes in land use, water 
availability, energy security and employment associated with extreme environmental and climate 
change predicted for the future. One participant laughed, “because we're parochial we don't give a stuff 
what happens to Gunnedah and Moree as long as we survive. Unless what happens to them impact us,” 
(Long-term resident 2018). 

 
The reluctance to engage with climate change is also reflected in negative ‘greenie’ connotations of 
environmentalism, climate change and global warming. One example of this was when one of the 
Business owners said Narrabri “cops a bashing” whenever the Greens get votes in parliament, claiming 
their policies undermine farming, stating “nobody seems to think who gets hurt by this,” (Business 
owner 1 2018). 

 

Surprisingly, though, every stakeholder was supportive of the uptake of renewable energy as a way to 
power their houses, and many of the houses and businesses in Narrabri had rooftop solar panels. 
Stakeholders all viewed renewable energy as something that could and would be achieved on a 
commercial scale in the future. A business owner, who said he had spent  considerable amounts of 
money installing solar panels on his own home, highlighted this perspective, saying, “We see renewables 
as the way to go eventually, of course Australia is crazy if it doesn't go [towards] renewables,” (Business 
owner 1 2018). 
 
The local farmer reiterated this point, saying, “The biggest challenge with solar and renewables is 
storage,” (Farmer 1 2018) and that this wouldn’t be fixed for up to 30 years from now. She did, however, 
note that farmers are very quick to move towards new technologies, including renewable energy, if they 

are more cost and time efficient, “this industry here … is really about sustainable development,” 
(Farmer 1 2018). 

 

Social consequences 
 

Prior to the arrival of the mining industry, interviewees stated that Narrabri was united with a stronger 
sense of social trust – for some the perfect rural Australian community to call home. While it is 
important to acknowledge the Eurocentrism of this idyllic view, Santos’ campaign to win over the local 
community can be seen as having undermined social trust and degraded the social capital of the 
Narrabri community. This is seen in the fragmentation of long-standing friendships and a sense of 
mistrust among a once peaceful community (Farmer 1 2018). Several stakeholders report that the sense 
of antagonism has only grown since Santos’ arrival in the town, creating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality, or 
as one farmer put it, the “haves and the have nots,”(Farmer 2 2018).  

 

Social hierarchy 
 

Conflict over CSG within formal and informal networks was often seen as damaging the sense of 
community – the membership, shared emotional connection, influence and fulfilment are degraded and 
fractured, ultimately making the community less effective (Perkins, Hughey and Speer, 2002, p37). One 
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farmer noted that the community has changed since Santos’ arrival and subsequent conflict, noting: 

 
“The beauty of Narrabri is that people are very community-minded, it's a very safe community… 
It’s a town where you pretty much know everyone, you know most of the people down the main 

street and so the main changes really have been as a result of mining and coal seam gas…. We’ve 
lost that social capacity within a community,” (Farmer 1 2018). 

 

When a company becomes embedded within the community in order to pursue its interests, those who 
oppose its activities feel unable to voice their concerns for fear of persecution, creating a distinct divide 
between those who feel safe voicing their opinions and those who do not.  
 
Moffat et al.’s (2015, p.483) research confirms that in towns where mining companies have tried to buy 
social license, the townspeople often feel marginalised as their interests are incompatible with the local 
government and the company - furthering the divide between ‘us’ and ‘them’. This became clearly 
evident in discussions with one farmer, who said Santos was excluding community members who 
opposed their project, and was presenting different information to different groups, for instance to 
shareholders as against local people, sowing distrust (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
The social divide of ‘us’ and ‘them’ was vividly illustrated by one business person who said, “you know 
if you’re going to survive in the bush, you better not be a liar, and that’s why the anti-gas/mining 

people have … moved out of Narrabri mostly and even the locals have shut up,” (Business owner 1 
2018). One long-time resident described the ongoing division between those for and against companies 
like Santos operating the area as: 

 
“A bit like a Palestinian talking to [an Israeli] Jew … So much emotion tied up in it. Normally with 
these sort of things you would say education [is the solution]. But there's a lot of rationality gone 
out the window. There are people who believe certain things and nothing is going to change their 
[perspective],” (Long-term Resident 2018). 

 
Within the local social hierarchy there is a strong sense of trust and mistrust on both sides. One example 
of this is the Santos’ influence in the local paper. The company regularly takes-out full-page 
advertisements (Farmer 1 and Environmental Advocacy Group Members, 2018) in the local paper, 
leading one local to say: “The Narrabri Courier? No it's really actually the Santos Times” (Environmental 
Advocacy Group Members, 2018). This illustrates the perception of a manipulative side to the company 
and furthers the fears and mistrust that community members feel.  
 
Support for community organisations is likewise seen as manipulative. One environmental advocate 
(2018) said: 
 

“They’ve [Santos] won people over [through sponsorships like grants to schools and sports clubs]. 
They haven’t at all the other towns. Narrabri is the only one that went for it hook, line and sinker.”  

 
An advocate said their group could not meet in the local public school to give a talk about the 
environmental concerns around CSG as it was “against the rules”, but Santos were allowed to speak to 
the school children about the benefits of their proposed project. One environmental advocate (2018) 
said a student came home and told her mum, “we had a scientist come to school today telling us, she 
said ‘Mum, you don't have to worry about coal seam gas, it's really safe.’ Scientist? It was a Santos 
employee”.  
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Santos has the upper hand when it comes to sharing information about the proposed gas project, 
furthering the community divide, and in some cases the sense of powerlessness. The sense of mistrust 
has even pushed some community members to feel they were no longer welcome in the town they once 
called home. Certainly some people had left precisely because of the tensions, and, as noted, this was 
celebrated by some CSG advocates. At the same time there are cross-allegations, for example that a 
shopkeeper with a pro-Santos sign in their window was threatened.  
 
One long-term resident voiced a deep concern about the damage to the community life, and the social 
impacts this was having especially in a very close-knit town where everyone knows each other:  
 

“So the divide? It’s pretty hard to describe. The majority of Narrabri probably reckons there's 
none, people in the pros and the cons, I think there’s a very very very big divide actually... They’ve 
been bought...So it’s hard to measure the divide. It's there and it's pretty nasty in a portion of the 
public. A lot of people just don’t know though.” (Long-term Resident 2018). 

 
This perspective was shared by one of the environmental advocates, who stressed the extent to which 
the divide undermined participation:  
 

While the sense of social divide is evident in the community, the town is split into two extremes, 
and those that do not want to participate in the debate, for whatever reason (Environmental 
Advocate 2018). 

 
We were given many stories of the division in the community, brought about by arguments over the gas 
proposal in particular, and the pain that it caused local people, but it is not appropriate to detail them in 
this format. 

 

Urban-rural divides 
 

Narrabri’s energy debate illuminates a power imbalance between marginalized and often precarious 
regional towns where extractive industries are proposed, and the large corporations which seek to 
open-up these operations, and the metropolitan governments which support them. Certainly, the 
geographic isolation and economic vulnerability of Narrabri was a key concern for stakeholders on both 
sides of the CSG debate.  
 
Stakeholders feared metropolitan ‘outsider’ decision-makers did not understand the rural context 
enough to make decisions on the towns’ behalf, and did not care enough about rural towns to make a 
sustained commitment to easing the transition into any possible future for the town. This is furthered by 
Sherval (2018, p.101) who notes that current legislation is “seemingly ineffectual” and “does not 
appropriately cover what rural towns need”. 
 
This concern for local autonomy and community ownership was strongly reflected in the responses to 
the survey and was also a very strong theme for the stakeholder interviews.  

 

Rural psychology 

 
A deep mistrust of metropolitan decision-makers and a fiercely proud if not parochial town culture 
informs Narrabri’s desire to exercise self-determination in deciding which energy futures to pursue. Just 
as an acceptance of the inevitability of solar energy as a future energy source cuts across all 
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demographics interviewed, so too did a cynicism towards the capacity and willingness of city-based 
politicians to represent a regional town’s needs. One interviewee expressed the divide in terms of an 
irreconcilable difference in psychology between urban and rural communities: 
 

“There is this sandstone curtain. The Western people’s psychology…  it's almost like the Berlin Wall: 
‘if you're from the other side of the sandstone curtain you can't possibly understand me” (Long-
term Resident 2018). 

 
Interviewees expressed the sense of disengagement from politicians common among many Australians 
fatigued by recent leadership debacles, believing that politicians pulled stunts to win votes in marginal 
seats or support from wealthy companies - then treasurer Scott Morrison bringing a lump of coal into 
parliamentary question time was invoked as a prime example (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
That Narrabri is a safe Nationals seat was described as both a blessing and a curse - stability at the 
expense of the ability to leverage for change (Business Leader 2018). Furthering this, Askland (2016, p.8) 
notes that many policies that are adopted in metropolitan areas can have severe consequences for rural 
towns without sufficient testing or consultation. For in Australia, with the distances involved, and the 
vey sharp income and status inequalities, the towns are out of sight, out of mind, from metropolitan 
policy development, leaving them to fend for themselves. 

 

Exploiting and misunderstanding rural towns 

 
Narrabri’s parochial community attitudes - a description openly volunteered by a long-term resident 
(2018) - seemed to be the one factor that galvanised interviewees in their criticisms of the CSG debate in 
the town. One farmer criticised what he saw as the unbridled economic and social influence that 
companies like Santos and Whitehaven had been able to exercise on the town and region, using their 
wealth to sponsor struggling clubs and groups in order to buy social license to operate (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
One environmental advocate said, “these people have too much power over our politicians”. Farmer 1 
did not see the government as a source of help, criticising politicians for tending to “belittle” rural farm 
workers (Farmer 2 2018). Another farmer was similarly dismayed at the dismissive attitudes of mining 
companies towards regional towns, and pointed to one of the printers in her office during the interview 
that had been non-stop, and said: 

 
“This is the introductory part of [Whitehaven’s] Vickery coal mine [report], that’s probably one of six 
[booklets] that I have to read in 42 days. That's ridiculous. We’re in the middle of a drought, we don't 

have any water, and we've now got the Vickery extension which people are being asked… not just 
comment on but for us to get independent experts to review this information and come back to the 
community in an informed way. And 42 days is nothing short of ridiculous” (Farmer 1 2018). 

 

Yet this farmer laughed at the suggestion that the government was taking sufficient action to remedy 
the situation, describing rural towns like Narrabri as the David to Santos’ Goliath. Most revealing 
perhaps, they stated the government allows this “burden [to be] placed on the community” adding 
“frankly, we’re a bit sick of it.” (Farmer 1 2018).  
 
In general, a degree of fatalism pervaded the attitudes of residents opposed to CSG, believing that the 
financial dominance and legal resources of the mining companies, and the state governments’ desire to 
gain revenue from extractive industries, meant that residents were severely limited in their ability to 
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challenge the CSG proposals. 

 
In light of this sense of resignation among some, another commonality between residents became clear. 
Regardless of the interviewee’s level of support for CSG, all participants expressed an anxiety about 
rural communities bearing the brunt of the decisions on energy policy and land use made by 
metropolitan decision makers. One of the business owners who supported CSG described the activists 
who chained themselves to gates or tractors to stop work in the coal mines (whom he also implicitly 
characterised as out-of-towners) as “clowns” and “thick heads” who think they are hurting the mining 
company's’ bottom line through their protests, when really: 

 
“You're not hurting the mines. Do you understand? You're breaking little people. And the cities 
don't hear this.  Do you understand? When they're on the TV, [people think] "Good, they're 
stopping the big miners." No, they've just gone to their other operation, [moved] their workers over 
there, and [will] keep going until you get tired and nick off,” (Business owner 1 2018). 

 
These points were raised with the environmental advocate, who stressed the movement-building 
aspects of the protests, and the involvement of local farmers, adding, “It's not all outsiders. It's a lot, a 
lot of locals protesting as well”.  

 

Researchers’ experiences as ‘out-of-towners’ 

 
Local cynicism was not limited to politicians and mining corporations. The out-of-town university 
students conducting this study also experienced a level of wariness from many interviewees. However, 
all interviewees were very polite and generous with their time and resources, participating in the 
research out of a desire to ensure their side of the debate was represented and to engage in a dialogue 
about a town that has immense personal, sentimental significance for all involved.  
 
There was a sense that while the interviewee's personal investment in the town - and, therefore, 
vulnerability as a result of changes in its social and economic structure - was transparent, the 
researchers’ agenda, as metropolitan university students, remained unclear. Despite assurances that all 
views would be represented without bias (as much as possible), interviewees often assumed that the 
student researchers would be biased towards a metropolitan view on the issues.  

 
There was at times a justifiable wariness with these young urban outsiders, whose concerns were 
disconnected from the harsh realities of life in Narrabri, unable to accurately represent the needs and 
issues facing the town. Indeed, the Narrabri CSG debate has been covered by a number of media 
organisation and research projects. Many townspeople, in both the interviews and the polling, seemed 
to feel a sense of fatigue at having to retell their stories yet again, and felt that those in the media and 
research projects just want to use their responses to affirm a particular agenda, not engage with the 
struggles and complexities of rural life. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The debate around energy futures in Narrabri is wracked with extreme uncertainty and anxiety. We 
originally presumed (indeed reflecting urban contexts) that the debate would be a fierce competition 
between conservative mining interests pitted against left-wing renewables advocates. Our time spent in 
Narrabri, to the contrary, confirmed that residents see the debate as a competition over land use and 
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employment opportunities provided by established agricultural industries on the one hand and newly 
arrived mining interests on the other. As one business person said, the most important question in the 
energy debate is not, in fact, which energy source to pursue, it is the question of “who gets hurt by 
this?” (Business owner 1 2018). 

 
CSG wells in Narrabri have been promised to provide much-needed injection of employment for the 
region, but many local people have concerns over the potential to irreparably damage vital agricultural 
land and water resources. Social tensions have emerged as the town has been split into those in favour 
and those opposed to Santos, creating two antagonistic poles that have fractured friendships and 
strained businesses. Ironically, many townspeople have also begun to disconnect from the debate 
entirely, fatigued by the constant bickering, therefore leaving decisions to others. While climate change 
was either rejected or dismissed as a concern for most interviewees, all expressed deep concerns about 
pollution from fossil fuel extraction and burning, and the survival of agriculture in the context of 
drought. 

 
The question of who gets hurt, or is likely to get hurt, as suggested by the business person, speaks to the 
heart of this research. Concerns about environmental damage and climate change aside, the debate 
over energy futures in Narrabri is fundamentally about people’s livelihoods, a debate about family 
history and about children’s futures. The responsibility for us as researchers, therefore, and for the larger 
community of social and political analysts considering the issue of energy production in Narrabri, is to 
keep these questions in the forefront of our minds. Who is getting hurt, or likely to be hurt? And 
conversely, who is reaping a reward? 
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Chapter Four 
 
Discussion groups - 
impacts and possibilities 
 
 
The changing landscape of rural Australia produces challenges for social and environmental 
sustainability. Local communities experience both fracturing and unity, where relationships and 
partnerships are tested by the ever-increasing control of powerful companies who (claim to) carry with 
them the prospect of economic growth and social development. The Narrabri case study highlights the 
resulting relationships between farmers, government, industry and community - and the subsequent 
interactions between them. Through discussion groups three key themes emerged: vulnerability and 
hope in the region, social trust and mistrust, and the problem of social hierarchy within a divided 
community. These themes illustrate that the community has been fractured by the issues of coal, CSG 
and renewable energy. As ‘out-of-towner’ researchers, we were able to see how the divide has shaped 
the community, experiencing it second-hand. Yet, amongst this fracturing, certain new alliances have 
been formed, strengthening formal and informal relationships in the community, and offering 
possibilities for the future. The Chapter discusses these themes focusing on four focus groups – involving 
Year 12 students in Narrabri, farmers in Boggabri, local councillors in Narrabri, and environmental and 
social activists in Coonabarabran.  

 
 

Methodology 
 

Discussion groups were held in the towns of Narrabri, Boggabri and Coonabarabran to analyse the social 
life of energy and climate change in the Narrabri region. These areas were chosen due to their proximity 
to mining and possible CSG sites. A total of six discussion groups where held; three were held in 
Narrabri, two in Boggabri and one in Coonabarabran. The participants of the groups included Narrabri 
High School students from Year 11 and 12, Boggabri farmers and residents, Narrabri council members, 
and local environmental and social activists from Coonabarabran. The discussion groups offered many 
important sights, as a ‘means of collecting data in one go from several people (who usually share 
common experiences) and which concentrates on their shared meanings’ (Payne & Payne 2004, p.103). 

 
The discussion groups did not follow a formal structure, allowing a more organic flow of conversation, 
however, the emerging concepts were used to guide discussion. Other themes that also influenced 
discussion groups included the issue of ‘local values’, where a strong relationship to the land and 
community is vital for the survival of these smaller towns; ‘sustainability’, which is becoming particularly 
important especially in the context of climate change (Threadgold et al 2018, p. 9); and ‘economic 
growth’, and the debate about which industry will provide long-term jobs and opportunities (Hossain et 
al 2013, p. 36). These concepts helped guide the discussion groups and helped form the following 
questions that were used to open the discussion: 

 
● How do you see yourself fitting into the future of the Narrabri Shire? 
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● What are the preferred futures of the Narrabri Shire, in regard to the energy industry, for groups 
of local residents? 

● What are the impacts of CSG and renewables projects on the town? 
 

When directing a discussion group, it may be difficult to ensure the conversation remains confidential, 
therefore, the researchers must make each participant aware of this before the focus group begins 
(Liamputtong 2011, p.25). Researchers also offered anonymity, sought to ensure objectivity across 
diverse or conflicting views, and a high level of respect and sensitivity at all times. 

 

Youth: Yr 12 Students In Narrabri 
 

Local high school students gave an insight into their role in the town and what they needed from it. This 
group was particularly interesting, since almost everyone we talked with, regardless of their stance on 
the CSG debate, shared the concern of opportunities for the younger generation to stay in town. It was 
clear that for this cohort of students unless something changes, young people will continue to leave for 
an imagined brighter future in metropolitan areas. 

 

Vulnerability and Hope 
 

Throughout NSW and QLD there are many towns with historic roots in agriculture that are affected by 
coal and CSG and it is claimed in the CSIRO study that Narrabri potentially stands to gain economic 
benefits from these industries (Coffey et al. 2018 p.666). However, this prospect does not appear 
important for students at Narrabri High School. When asked “do you see yourself staying in Narrabri?”, 

students quickly responded “no… there’s no future here” (Narrabri High School Discussion Group 2018). 
 

The students explained that while some of them currently have jobs, if they want to pursue tertiary 
education and get a higher paying job they will have to relocate (Narrabri High School Discussion Group 
2018). Without access to higher education, future opportunities are limited.  
 
Students did not recognise environmental concerns or climate change as having immediate impacts: “it’s 
probably going to kick in when we are dead,” (Narrabri High School Discussion Group 2018). Despite the 
global temperature rising at worrying rates, students maintained the current drought was due to the 
“dry arid area” they live in, brushing-off the hot day as “just the weather,” (Narrabri High School 
Discussion Group 2018).  
 
One student expressed vulnerability due to the current climate in Narrabri, acknowledging that coal 
would run out and therefore alternatives, such as renewables, should be included as an option for the 
region (Narrabri High School Discussion Group 2018). 

 
Social Trust and Mistrust 

 
While discussing existing energy industries including coal mining, CSG and renewables, the students 
describe that “there is a lot of fighting because some people are for it and some are against it,” (Narrabri 
High School Discussion Group 2018). During the discussion group, despite not having much prior 
knowledge of the topics to be addressed, students sat in two distinct groups, broadly divided between 
mining and farming. On the left side of the room were students in support of coal mining, explaining 

(flippantly) that “when they do the blasts… all the dust come[s] up, it looks pretty cool,” (Narrabri High 
School Discussion Group 2018). On the right side of the room sat students in support of renewable 
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energy. Explaining her experiences driving in Vienna, a student recollected seeing “hundreds of 
thousands of wind turbines”, and suggested that “maybe if we did something like that, it will be a bit 
better,” (Narrabri High School Students Discussion Group 2018). 

 
During the discussion group, a number of the students explained that their families came to Narrabri so 
their parents could work in the local mines. While these new students have adjusted well and felt 
welcomed into the community, this kind of social trust does not happen as easily for all new residents. 
Solely living in an area “doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re active community members,” (Narrabri 
High School Discussion Group 2018). A variety of experiences were represented amongst the students 
and evidence of both social trust and mistrust was apparent. 

 
Social Hierarchy 
 
The students suggested there were opportunities to express their opinions locally, but there is a long 
way to go until they are properly heard and understood. This emerged in the discussion groups, when 
students explained that they feel as though they would have to make the effort to approach the council 
instead of the council approaching them to get their voices heard. A student described her family’s 
experience of submitting a request to the council and not receiving any response for months.  
 
Disillusion towards the council continued as a student explained: “it feels like you’re shouting into a 

void… it doesn’t feel like anything gets done because everyone’s bickering about their own agendas” 
(Narrabri High School Discussion Group 2018). Another student said: “I found that they won’t do 

anything unless it benefits them… it seems like their priorities are real wacked” (Narrabri High School 
Discussion Group 2018). 

 

While significant dismay is evident amongst students, they also explained that they have not personally 
tried to address any social issues and they could be working harder to voice their opinions (Narrabri High 
School Discussion Group 2018). A student suggested that Narrabri is becoming a mining-centred 
community and that decisions were being made based on mining outcomes. Another student suggested 
that one day “we’re not going to have mines anymore, so it’s quite fragile to have [decisions] based on a 
certain thing that could change in the future” (Narrabri High School Discussion Group 2018).  

 
Farmers 
 
Narrabri is historically driven by the agricultural industry. However, since the introduction of cotton, 
then mining and now CSG, the way the land is used has significantly changed. When speaking to the 
farmers in Boggabri, it was clear that mining and CSG has caused immense emotional distress, as well as 
physical destruction of the land that they rely on. 

 
Vulnerability and Hope 
 
Contestation over land use between farmers, government, community and industry results in 
vulnerability within rural communities (Sherval et al 2017, p.12). Water was a key issue: as the region 
faces climate change and drought, the loss of water due to the mines had only increased the 
community’s sense of vulnerability. One Boggabri farmer commented that it felt like “they forget these 
towns existed to start with because of agriculture and that water is crucial” (Boggabri Farmers 
Discussion Group 2018).  
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One farmer noted that companies had manipulated water prices, “buying the land, taking all the water 

and then selling the land back on the market as dry land… turning irrigated country into dry land 
country” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). She further commented that because these farms 
relied on irrigation for watering crops, people who had bought them had to “go up to the open market 
to buy water and use back onto the farm at a ridiculous price” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 
2018). A Boggabri businessman reiterated these comments, saying that because “water is being used by 

the mines… agriculture is having to pay more money to get any water” (Boggabri Discussion Group 
2018).  
 

As one farmer put it, the loss of water had begun to “really scare us… [and] we really got to look after 
the good water, because there’s not much of it left” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). As 
noted earlier, for local Indigenous communities the loss of water flow in the rivers was a key concern. At 
the community ceremony that we attended, which was held beside the dried-out Barwon river in Wee 
Waa, Indigenous elders recounted how they had grown up beside the river, fishing and swimming in it. 
Here the importance of water for Indigenous culture was emphasized, and the loss of water was seen as 
having a profoundly negative impact, undermining the connection to Country (Wee Waa Meeting 2018). 

 
During the discussion group with Boggabri farmers, individuals commented on the changing political 
environment and its effect on the town. One farmer noted that “it just seems there are many hands in 

mining at the top and… [there is] still a very big push for fossil fuels and we should probably really work 
in a different direction quicker than we are”. Another stated they felt “like politics is not encouraging of 
renewables at all!” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group).  
 
Boggabri residents reflected on the limited action from the NSW Government in creating more 
renewable energy infrastructure - with one commenting “you can’t eat coal” (Boggabri Discussion Group 
2018). The impact of this inaction led to a questioning of “who’s going to help us politically?” (Boggabri 
Farmers Discussion Group). The impact of  the struggle on the community had left many farmers 
worried if “there is even gonna be farming left in this area? Like is there going to be water left? I’m 

worried about the future… we’re in strife,” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). 
 

Social Trust and Mistrust 
 
Several of the people in this group felt that the mining companies had a “terrible history” of lies, half-
truths and broken promises (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). Promises that the coal mines 
would revitalize townships and bring people to the area had been broken – instead, as farmers sold their 
land and houses were demolished, whole families were leaving (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). Fear 
and mistrust with the government was pervasive, with farmers noting that democracy wasn’t working 
“because it’s corrupt, and the system is corrupt” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018).  

 
The loss of farming families from the area, because of drought or mining, has had a negative impact on 

the unity of rural communities. One Boggabri business person commented “businesses…are really 
struggling and people think we are reliant on mining, but they are really feeling it with the loss of 
agriculture”, another stating that the “economic impact of losing those farms has had a huge impact on 
Narrabri and even worse in Boggabri,” (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). One side-effect of the 
fracturing of the community has been the development of alliances between farmers and local 
Indigenous communities to protect land and environmental resources through cultural protection (Wee 
Waa Meeting 2018). 
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Social Hierarchy 
 

The growth of coal mining within rural communities has also exacerbated conflicts between rural 
communities and towns. The social fabric of the region has become affected as perceptions of farming, 
as “conducive to social order, permanence and cultivation of nation values”, begins to contrast with the 
view of mining as “temporary, speculative, exploitative and include to engender disordered landscapes 
and rootless lives” (Carrington & Hogg 2011, p. 2). This antagonism towards mining, not against the 
miners themselves (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018), shows how the existence of coal mining has 
“radically changed lifestyle, character and inhabitants of communities” (Hossain et al 2013, p. 32). This 
sentiment was reiterated by a school teacher from Wee Waa, who stated that she preferred the Wee 
Waa community over Narrabri since mining began in the Narrabri area (Wee Waa Meeting 2018). She 
characterised the difference in these towns, with the presence of mining as being ‘unfriendly’.  
 
This was also reiterated when one Boggabri farmer stated “we’ve seen the social divide it’s creating in 
our towns, even in schools” and another farmer noting that “we don’t even talk about it, it gets so bad” 
(Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). As noted earlier in this Report, the companies’ campaigns to 
influence communities has deepened the divides. This has for example, created conflicts on Parent and 
Citizen Committees in schools as when the “school needs something they want to go to the mines for 
money to do it. And there are other parents from the school who want nothing from the mines, it’s 
really created a divide” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group). One farmer even noted that it felt “almost 
like bribery” and that they were being inundated by “propaganda stuff all the time” (Boggabri Farmers 
Discussion Group). For example, at the Boggabri Showgrounds, advertisements by Whitehaven caused 
contention among some farmers who consequently were caught up in a dispute over it. 

 
This divide extends beyond Narrabri to the rest of the region. Varying levels of opposition and support 
for CSG in the Narrabri Shire have fostered a sense of hostility and community conflict. A Boggabri 
farmer commented, “they’re not feeling the [environmental] effects in Gunnedah, they’re just reaping 
the rewards” (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). These recollections highlight the disparities 
between these neighbouring towns, which can then be expressed at the level of everyday social 
interaction. This was highlighted in the case of one town refusing to play rugby with Narrabri due to 
Narrabri Rugby Club’s Santos sponsorship (Boggabri Farmers Discussion Group 2018). 
 

 

Local Government 
 

The Narrabri Shire authority is the powerhouse of the region, in terms of representing local 
priorities, including in terms of what industries are favoured. While discussions with other groups 
reveal that the town is fractured, the council maintains that it is not all doom and gloom. From 
their perspective, new industries, such as CSG, provide an opportunity for the economic and 
social growth they believe is vital to sustain the town.  

 
Vulnerability and Hope 
 
Local councillors insisted “the shire really has it all” in terms of agricultural and energy industries 
(Council Discussion Group 2018). They described the benefits of extractive industries, which, “employ a 

huge amount of people… and offer a lot of business in the area either directly or indirectly with income, 
good jobs and bringing money that wasn’t here ten years ago” (Council Discussion Group 2018). As 
noted, this again demonstrates the very high visibility of mining, far in excess of its actual impact in 
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terms of employment (as spelt out in the local census).  
 

However, as we have stated elsewhere in the report, support for one form of energy generation does 
not exclude support for another: “when we talk about coal, we talk about gas, we talk about solar, we 
talk about wind, we can talk about all of those resource that we have within our shire”. Narrabri Council 
does see hope in renewables, explaining that there are “three major solar farms on the horizon” 
(Council Discussion Group 2018). Councillors described an increased number of calls from various solar 
retailers about installing panels in Narrabri, saying that as a result, “Narrabri is one of the top shires as 
far as household solar”, closely followed by Moree, an adjoining shire (Council Discussion Group 2018).  
 
As well as renewable energy, the Narrabri Councillors expressed a strong sense of hope that they would 
be able to retain their young people, who they view as being able to sustain the town. In order to 
achieve this, The council were attempting to facilitate a Country University, to offer a range of courses 
designed to encourage youth to study locally. (Council Discussion Group 2018). This is a seemingly 
positive step for Narrabri, as it is very clear that young people are considered to be a “hope for the 
future,” (Sukarieh & Tannock 2014 p.8). Cultivation of jobs and local money is certainly more important 
than support for fossil fuel energy, when it clashes with environmental concerns.  
 
At the end of 2019 it was reported that Council had withdrawn support for an expansion of the local 
Whitehaven mine. A report written for it declared “The figures used to calculate these [job estimate] 
figures appear flawed and the purported economic benefits to the community… seem unlikely to 
materialise”. One councillor was reported to have said that the grants the company offered to the town 
“wouldn't even fix the pot holes they create in the road” (Murphy 2019).  

 
Social Trust and Mistrust 

 
The Narrabri Shire local government are proud of their town. This was apparent from the very start of 
the discussion group, as one councillor stated, “I am very passionate about Narrabri and what happens 
here” (Council Discussion Group 2018). The council had a united vision for the future that included 
“growth and expansion” to attract employment and encourage business (Council Discussion Group 
2018). It is a common practice for local councils and leaders to “represent a growth machine orientation, 
working vigorously to attract increased employment, business and real estate development” 
(Freudenburg 1992, p.329). This has been seen in Narrabri when new opportunities, such as CSG and 
renewable energy developments, have been proposed. 
 
However, the councillors remained aware of the human costs associated with proposed coal and gas 
developments. It is the role of local and state government to, “build trust with its citizens in their 
capacity to manage, monitor and regulate the industry” (Lacey & Lamont 2013, p.838). Conversations 
with the councillors revealed they were very aware of the problems with the coal seam gas industry in 
parts of Queensland but, on the whole, they seemed convinced regulation of the industry was better in 
NSW, and that they could benefit from knowledge of the Queensland experience and not be affected by 
the boom/bust phenomenon. 
 
It is also notable that councillors acknowledged the extent of community division. While the council 
emphasised that they could not speak on behalf of residents, they discussed the way such a debate 
“tears a community apart” (Council Discussion Group 2018). As councillors explained solemnly, “it’s 
pitting friends against friends, siblings against siblings,” which, in a small rural community, “has really 
taken a toll” (Council Discussion Group 2018). Councillors did however express the view that the division 
was declining, and not as severe as it once was. 
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Rebuilding of community trust, one councillor believed, was already underway. Despite the apparent 
division amongst residents, they thought the worst was behind them, the same councillor stating, 
“people I had issues with, or they had issues with me, well that’s all sort of done and dusted now, so 
time and experience has alleviated a lot of those issues within the community,” (Council Discussion 
Group 2018). For particular members of the council and others in the community, who support the CSG 
development, it is about a change in mindset, of accepting what they see as a changed reality. One 
councillor is encouraging people to, “look at the positives,” of the industry and simply “work towards 
better practice” (Council Discussion Group 2018).  
 
A Boggabri resident and local businessman had a similar pragmatic viewpoint, explaining that certain 
members of the community do not oppose coal or CSG, but rather are concerned with the way it is 
introduced, arguing: “okay they are going to have coal, but it’s about the attitude. And for us, it is about 
the social license” (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). Reflecting this, the Narrabri local council sees itself 
as bringing people in the community together, in the same way they have done for themselves, as 
despite their differing viewpoints they have sought to enable “a very robust council,” (Council Discussion 
Group 2018).  
 
Against this, council advocates for CSG suggested the industry could overcome the problems of a 
drought-stricken agricultural sector. A councillor, who is also a local business owner in Narrabri, argued: 
“there are businesses in our community who really are suffering because of the drought and really 
aren’t having that drought-proofing that the extractive industries have suggested would come” (Council 
Discussion Group 2018). 

 
Social Hierarchy 

 
Many regions in North West NSW have been identified as ideal locations for various coal and gas 
projects, and for renewables development (Beath 2012 p.263). Decisions on whether these 
developments go ahead are made at the corporate and State of Federal Government level.  As one 

councillor stated, “the council doesn’t play a role in those extractive industries… it’s all state 
government based and federal government based,” (Council Discussion Group 2018). Formally, the 
council has a passive or reactive role, as decisions on coal and gas are made elsewhere, despite the 
projects happening in their region.  However, the council does seek to have a role in the State-level 
approvals process. When asked about the process involved in proposing new energy infrastructure, 

councillors stated that after receiving a proposal they “make a submission on major projects… looking at 
the specific issues” (Council Discussion Group 2018). While discussing the EIS that the gas company 
Santos produced for each project submission, a councillor explains that “they aren’t 100 percent 
transparent but they are much more transparent than previous proponents of projects” (Council 
Discussion Group 2018). This suggests that the council are becoming more involved. 
 
In this context, as fact, as Saaty (2008) states, available knowledge and expertise can be crucial. 
Reflecting this, the Narrabri council submissions “have been guided by the Chief Scientist’s 
recommendations”. This process allows the council to present informed feedback to the State 
Government and to the companies.  
 
It is important to note that the Council has a responsibility to represent community ideas and opinions. 
Submissions on all projects are reported to public meetings during which members of the public can 
speak from the public gallery. The Council follows the same protocols as every other Council in NSW in 
terms of allowing the public to attend and speak at Council Meetings (Council Discussion Group 2018, 
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feedback from Council 2020) 
 
 

Environmental and Social Activists 
 

Discussion groups were held with people who identify as environmental and social activists. Activist and 
community groups have been highly influential during a period when “rural and regional spaces have 
become increasingly contested domains” whereby the “relationships between local communities, 
governments, industry, and non-governmental actors,” have been transformed (Askew & Askland 2016, 
p.1). 

 
Vulnerability and Hope 

 
For the Narrabri Shire, the process of change has had an impact not only on the physical landscape but 
also on the sense of community. Horton et al. note that for regions where agriculture is at the heart of 
the social and economic structure, adverse changes to the environment, as a result of new industries, 
such as CSG, or even climate change, have a “significant effect on community characteristics including 
socioeconomic hardship, social capital and mental health,” (2010, p.3).  

 
Activists who had been undertaking door-to-door surveying had been shocked at the levels of socio-
economic disadvantage and neglect in Narrabri. One participant described common scenes of “rubbish 
all through the front yard or dogs that are not well looked after” (Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion 
Group 2018). Another participant stated that parts of Narrabri were, “quite deep in poverty” 
(Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). Others have pointed to this as a relatively recent 
phenomenon, leading to the “erosion of the features that make Narrabri a unique place” (Sherval et al. 
2017, p. 110). Indeed, a Boggabri resident describes the way the social impacts are felt first, noting that 
when the gas industry got going, “the social things really start to hit right at the beginning” (Boggabri 
Discussion Group 2018) leaving the community feeling vulnerable.  
 
Environmental and community activists recognized the community’s need “to try and do something with 
the economy” due to the current rural crisis. However, they also stressed that the “lack of knowledge 
and understanding” was allowing fears to be manipulated in favour of the CSG and mining 
(Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). Participants spoke of the way that, “historically fossil fuel 
developments in Australia… just got put through because nobody knew what was happening” (Narrabri 
Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). One local resident also noted, when speaking about their small 
town of Boggabri, that, “as a community, we were very naïve” about the capacity of the fossil fuel 
industries to “intimidate and bully” local people (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). 

 
Sherval et al. argue that in this context a “new form of rural citizenship” is being formed, where the 
“mobilisation of communities is becoming the norm” when faced with these challenges (2017 p.113). It 
is through this new form of rural citizenship that Narrabri, despite the uncertainty, has been able to feel 
a sense of hope. The environmental and social activists discussed the “process of transition” (Narrabri 
Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018) that the Narrabri Shire is undergoing, where changes in mindset 
regarding the environment have allowed for activist movements to delay the progress of the extractive 
industries. While surveying local people they were often presented with fatalistic comments, such as, 
“oh I really don’t think you are going to be able to stop it”, yet they were able to respond by saying “we 
already have. We have stopped this gas field for seven years” (Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion Group 
2018).  
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A local Boggabri resident also mentioned how the community have, “held Santos at bay,” explaining that 
“we would have a massive gas field if we hadn’t” (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). Engaging with 
environmental activists has meant that members of the Narrabri community have been able to “take the 
leadership of activities” becoming actively involved turning a “defensive community into an assertive 
one” (Hutton 2014, p.28). One Boggabri resident spoke about the importance of participating in “non-

violent protests… to remain calm and know how to actually facilitate our opposition” (Boggabri 
Discussion Group 2018).  
 
Various actions carried out by environmental and social activists demonstrate this, with discussion group 
members proudly explaining the measures they have taken to assert their viewpoint, including locking 
on to gates, painting banners, highway protests and actions. It is evident that with members of the 
community working together in these ways, that localized forms of “participatory democracy [are] 
becoming part of the culture of resistance,” (Hutton 2014, p.28), reflecting a concern and involvement in 
local environments and the community. 

 
Social Trust and Mistrust 

 
Activists argue that for the Narrabri Shire to take further steps in the direction of a sustainable future, 
the community must not only be involved but must be at the heart of the movement, allowing for trust 
to grow and change to take place. However, it is evident that when a community faces hardship, the 
level of trust can decline, resulting in fracturing (Putnam 2000, p.21). Indeed, as in many parts of 
Australia, such mistrust dates back in history to colonisation. This can have impacts on movement 
capacity: environmental and social activists for instance discussed the way the treatment of Aboriginal 
people has meant they may be hesitant to join with landowners who they do not trust.  
 
As one activist recounted, a local Aboriginal Land Council in a nearby town had said, “these people 
haven't let us on our land ever, why should we help them?” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). 
There were similar views expressed in other discussions with activists: as one put it, the historical legacy 
of “violent invasion” means “there’s a lot of work to be done” in terms of rebuilding trust (Narrabri 
Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). Reflecting this, they note, Aboriginal people in many cases feel 
“socially excluded,” and therefore tend to “withdraw” from the community and activist campaigns 
(Alston 2014, p. 99).   
 
Yet with CSG there are strong continuities with the colonizing process, as one environmental activist 
stated: “because of its extent, even more than coal, CSG has all the appearances of another invasion, 
when we haven’t come to terms with the one 200 years ago” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). 
The sense of exclusion extends across a wide range of people in the Narrabri Shire: a local resident of 
Boggabri expresses the feeling that the large majority of the community “are continually being lied to” 
and that “this duplicity really destroys people’s lives” (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018).   

 
To combat this, activists put strong emphasis on strengthening people’s place-based connections using 
“place-based education” to foster a sense of belonging and attachment to the environment and also to 
teach intelligent ways to “create havoc” against proposed coal and gas, in the most effective manner 
(Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). Reflecting this, Sherval et al. (2017) reiterate the 
importance of “attachment to place” noting the way it “anchors one emotionally, psychologically and 
ontologically in place,” (p. 105) allowing people to feel greater motivation to make a positive change 
with their community (Lui & Besser 2003, p.351). Indigenous Australians, in particular, feel an immense 
connection to the land, and while, as discussed, they may have remained marginalized from activist 
campaigns, various groups have become much more active. The expansion of gas fields will almost 
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certainly change the place and the ways that people can relate to place. 
 
A participant spoke of the way the “common enemy”, CSG, has banded groups of people together, some 
of whom might not otherwise unite, reconnecting them with their environment and where they live 
(Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). As one participant stated, the CSG industry “involves 
Aboriginal people and it also involves town people and poor white people. The whole gamut is affected” 
(Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). It is for this reason that social trust is so important. As 
Putnam (2000) describes in his analysis of social capital, if a greater number of community members 
experience social trust, this “facilitates coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (p.21). 

 
Social Hierarchy 

 
The time spent researching the social life of energy and climate change in Narrabri revealed deep 
divisions among the community. Since the introduction of the cotton industry, and more recently with 
the arrival of coal and gas developments, Narrabri has experienced deep social segregation. As one 
discussion group participant stated, “it’s really a divided and frightened town. They are frightened to 
express their opinions” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). In the context of fear, the extractive 
industries advance their case by offering “economic advantages (and high wages)” (Freudenburg 1992, 
p.307), to boost the appeal of their projects and win community support. Local residents can feel 
dominated by this process: as Hutton explains, “coal and CSG companies are among the biggest and 
most powerful multinational corporations on the planet, and they have the ear of both government and 
opposition” (2012, p.16). Seeking to oppose their projects can be intimidating and daunting.  
 
In this context a deep social divide has emerged. This divide, as one environmental and social activist 
described, has created an “us and them” dynamic, noting that, “what the industry have done, [is they 
have] come in [and] divided the community,” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). As a result, the 
community experience a sense of powerlessness. As Threadgold et al. outline, there are “strong feelings 
that they, as local residents, have little control over what is happening, and their livelihood and lifestyle 
are being threatened,” (2018, p.398). Not only is there friction amongst the permanent residents of 
Narrabri, but also with the FIFO workers staying in and around the town. A discussion group participant 
explained the way the FIFO workers are “not a solid community”, rather a “transient” one (Narrabri 
Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018), which may add to the antagonism among the local residents. 
People frequently blamed FIFO workers for leading to rent increases for homes, and thus increasing 
difficulties for people with low incomes. 
 
Activists self-consciously seek to overcome this divide by directly addressing the problems the region 
faces.  Participants recognise the vulnerable state of the shire and strive to unite those with a “thirst for 
environmental and social justice”, and thereby offer alternatives to extractivist projects (Sherval et al. 
2017, p. 102). Local activists are confident they will “win this fight”, but at the same time seek 
alternatives through “alliances that will allow us to address the chronic inequality… and those issues that 
underlie this region” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). The process they outline is open-ended, 
that builds upon mutual recognition of a common challenge to create new agendas for the region.  
 
The relationship between environmentalists, landholders and Indigenous people is especially dynamic.  
As one activist explains, “what’s interesting politically about what’s happening with CSG is that it is 
bringing these people together, the divisions are still there, but it is bringing people together” 
(Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). Such alliances have given various environmental and social 
activists the confidence to begin questioning plans for CSG, and in doing so are discovering that “their 
processes are so opaque”. Participants described how powerful players “keep putting up obstacles in 
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front of us to get over” (Narrabri Bowling Club Discussion Group 2018). However, with the assistance of 
environmental and social activists, these members of the community were increasingly able to navigate 
the complex web of information presented by the large and powerful corporations, as once people are 

“involved and engaged … everything can get a lot better for them” (Boggabri Discussion Group 2018). 

 

Conclusion 
 
The various discussion groups we held in the Narrabri Shire cast a light on the social life of energy, 
revealing the repercussions of significant change for the community. There is no doubt that the debate 
surrounding CSG has brought fear and uncertainty into the lives of some local residents, and increased a 
sense of division. The Narrabri Shire has traditionally been based around the agricultural industry, 
therefore, the potential for new coal and gas industries to interject has been met with increasing 
concern, particularly amongst local farmers. The turmoil these farming families are experiencing was 
made abundantly clear during discussion groups, where emotions were brought to the surface, 
illuminating the human costs of energy and climate change that are at times forgotten by powerful 
leaders. 

 
Indeed, conducting research in Narrabri revealed the emphasis placed on economic and social growth by 
local government and extractive industries. The Shire council holds a vision for the future that hopes to 
see the region prosper. They have a focus on producing sustained employment opportunities, which 
they believe can be provided by extractive industries, for the town, but in particular, for the youth. 
Speaking to the local high school students in Narrabri, however, showed that there is a disconnect 
between the youth and the council, and the idea that mining or CSG-related work would keep them in 
the town, as many students expressed feelings of powerlessness and a lack of control, much like other 
local residents. Their pathway was to leave as soon as they could, regardless of any employment 
prospects in coal or gas.  

 
Many people we spoke to believe Narrabri was already at a transitional point, away from coal and 
extractive industries, with people, such as environmental and social activists, expressing a sense of hope 
for the future of the town. As one local activist stated, “I guess I'm always an optimist and we will be 
changing” (Coonabarabran Discussion Group 2018). Nevertheless, the path towards the future remains 
unpaved and as this research has shown, if any progress is to be made, community voices must be at the 
heart of the discussion. 



46  

  



47  

Final thoughts and recommendations 
 
Throughout the time researchers spent in the Narrabri Shire, they found that the debate in the area had 
less to do with a conflict between CSG and renewables, than about the impacts of CSG and coal mining 
on land use in the region, and about whether fossil fuels provided long-term employment and 
prosperity or not. This has, resulted in the emergence of “unlikely alliances” (Askland 2016 p.8) between 
what might have been thought-of as conservative farmers with Indigenous peoples and traditionally 
‘left’ environmentalists. The collective efforts of this ‘unlikely alliance against a common antagonist 
(Askland 2016 p.8) has, at least partly, set the scene for energy debates in the region. 
 
There is a general consensus across individual and organisations that the Santos proposal and wider 
plans to further extend coal mining into Liverpool Plains define a key turning point in the history of the 
region. The shift is widely characterized as a shift from the self-ascribed identity as ‘food bowl’, to a new 
ascribed identity as a ‘mining region’.  Looking to the nearby Hunter region, several point to the wide-
scale destructive effects of fossil fuel extraction on the land there, and point to an alternative future for 
the Narrabri region centred on farming, renewables and tourism.  
 
The report finds a surprising consensus in favour of this alternative future, especially where it comes 
with stronger local ownership and community participation. As the survey and conversations 
highlighted, many of those who support proposed coal and CSG projects would prefer a region that is 
not centred on large-scale CSG and coal, or indeed renewables. People in Narrabri and its surrounds 
wanted a locally-owned and community-run economy centred on farming, food, tourism, local services 
and renewables. As we stated earlier, this local vision delivers regional autonomy, community 
participation, local employment and environmental sustainability. It should be taken seriously by 
policymakers.  This is an important insight, consistent with a very strong focus across those surveyed 
and interviewed on securing a future for the Narrabri region in the face of drought and disruption to the 
farming sector, which remains the main source of employment for local people.  
 
In this respect the debate about coal and CSG is a proxy debate about the future of farming. The 2018 
census showed that agriculture employs almost five times more people than mining. Residents 
frequently articulated their concern about the future of farming, and stressed the need for much 
stronger government support and action for employment in the sector.  
 
Reflecting this, we encountered much anxiety about the region’s future, especially from older-
generation residents, centring on a concern about young people leaving the area. Yet that anxiety is not 
borne-out by in the census – Narrabri has virtually the same age profile as the rest of NSW. If young 
people are leaving, it appears that many of them, and others, come back.  
 
Yet the anxiety is politically crucial. Without it, mining and CSG companies would have a much harder 
time winning-over local assent. Their claims to offer a new future for the region would have nothing of 
the power they appear to exert currently. Instead, local people may be less ready to embrace the claims 
and promises of these large corporate players, and be more ready to directly oppose the model for 
regional development that they promote.  

 
In this respect, Narrabri’s vulnerability is Santos’ and Whitehaven’s opportunity. Some believe these 
industries can ‘drought-proof’ the region, but no one claims this offers a lasting solution, and many 
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point to the impacts on farming, and especially on precious water stocks. CSG is a finite resource that 
offers short-term economic benefits to a relatively small number of locals, but poses long-term risks to 
water, soil and climate.  
 
Presenting CSG as a foregone conclusion, as some have sought to do in order to overcome community 
division, can have a perverse effect. Such a position mobilises the inclination to exit from the debate as a 
means of establishing the legitimacy to ‘move on’, and to focus on what can be agreed. The construction 
of an ostensibly pragmatic consensus effectively sidelines opposition and suppresses debate in a 
context where local people may be weary from a long, hard-fought and upsetting local dispute.  
 
However, this kind of stance can be counter-productive as it tends to entrench the problems it purports 
to supersede. Those who continue to publicly campaign against CSG come to be characterised as at best 
obstinate, or as a threat to be ostracized. Presenting continued opposition as an affront to community 
unity can further exacerbate community division. As we have highlighted, there is much that is agreed-
to locally, including a strong consensus on the need for local renewables and related industries, linked 
with farming, tourism and local services. Together these can offer the basis for a long term regional 
development model for Narrabri, without the risks of fossil fuel extraction.  
 
The research comes down to highlighting three sets of policy questions.  
 

First  
In the short term, who benefits from CSG and coal? Is it cities and companies, or locals? As with all 
large-scale corporate-led projects, benefit-sharing appears cursory. Mining and gas projects proposed 
for the region will exacerbate regional dependence on decisions made in boardrooms (and cabinet 
rooms) far from the locality. Arguably, the strong desire for small-scale locally-owned and controlled 
businesses, along with a healthy scepticism of outsiders claiming to know what’s best, offers a sound 
mandate and foundation for a stronger regionally-orientated economy.  
 

Second  

To what extent are the gas and coal companies willing or capable of minimizing or repairing any 
longer term ecological or social damage they cause, especially if the damage is only detected many 
years after the companies have moved out of the area or ceased to exist?  The risk and potential costs 
are much greater to Narrabri than to the company. Can Narrabri maintain economic security if CSG and 
coal undermine the viability of agricultural land and the company moves out after they extract what 
they need? 

 

Third  
What alternative prospects are there for the development of the region? Across the region there is a 
strong Indigenous culture, increasingly active in reshaping concepts of local development. The region 
has a strong basis in agriculture, tourism and regional services. It also has potential as a renewable 
energy hub over the next decade, as Australia moves away from reliance on coal and gas for electricity. 
An alternative regional development model of this sort can build on the great strengths of the region, 
rather than threaten to undermine them.  
 
As we have found, the debate about coal and CSG in Narrabri is fundamentally a debate about regional 
development and employment. The debate is of course dominated by large and self-interested 
corporate players. Yet, for a decade or more it has been countered with some success by newly 
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organised constituencies, community alliances and initiatives. That counter-force has enlivened local 
democracy and created new ways of imagining forms of local development that have the potential to 
serve everyone. There is clearly a sound basis, across those alliances, beyond coal and gas, to explore 
the many options and opportunities for the region.  
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