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Submission to the inquiry into Sustainability of energy 
supply and resources in NSW 

Dear Committee, 

I write to you with great personal interest in the future of rural communities in NSW and a 
just transition to a future of 100% renewable energy. This submission will rely heavily on my 
postgraduate research.  

Introduction 

I completed a Master of Philosophy in leisure and tourism at the University of Newcastle 
from 2015-2017. My research focused on conflict over land use in the Upper Hunter Valley. I 
spoke to members of the government, equine community, wine and tourism community, 
resident community and mining community. The purpose of my research was to understand 
how each of these groups understand and attribute meaning to the landscape and examine 
that as a basis for land use conflict. On a personal level, I am a long-term resident of the 
Hunter region and also have long held interest in the area’s wellbeing. With this in mind, I 
speak most strongly to point four of the Inquiry terms of reference: “Effects on regional 
communities, water security, the environment and public health”. This submission is 
compartmentalised into different areas of knowledge that contribute to the inquiry. The 
first section speaks to change happening in rural regions across Australia, the second 
addressing the context of the Upper Hunter Valley where my research was focused and the 
third section concludes the submission and provides some recommendations for future 
planning that also attempt to mitigate conflict over land use in the Upper Hunter Valley.  I 
have attempted to capture the personal connections I  formed with members of each 
stakeholder groups and in particular, the deep emotional custodianship that we all share for  
our  region which is currently in the later stages of a mining cycle that incorporates 
economic boom followed by downturn.  

Multifunctional Rural Transition 

Rural areas around Australia have been experiencing rapid and sometimes dramatic change 
as the societal expectations of the functions these regions are to perform has increased. 
This change has been social, economic and environmental, impacting on all points of the 
triple bottom line. Much of this change has related to the balance of production, 
consumption and protection values that are reflected in how the land is used. The work of 
Emeritus Professor John Holmes (Holmes, 2006) has been instrumental to furthering 
academic understanding of this phenomenon. Holmes describes seven different zones or 
‘modes of occupance’ that detail how change has typically manifested. The diagram below 
depicts this process: 



 

(From Holmes, 2006) 

The diagrams below name and describe each zone and explain how they develop. 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

(All tables above sourced from Holmes, 2006) 

To summarise the above information, the change that occurs in each rural area will be 
determined by both a range of pressure factors/drivers and the potential that exists in each 
region. Comparing each of these zones to each other, the diagram below illustrates the 
balance of production, consumption and protection values adopted in each zone. 

 

(From Holmes, 2006) 



As energy production and mining typically occur in rural landscapes it appears highly 
relevant to understand comprehensively the change and pressure factors that a relatively 
new industry (open cut mining) and social construct have imposed on a shared landscape 
and its stakeholders.  

The Case of the Hunter Valley 

The Upper Hunter Valley in particular can be classified as a prime example of Holmes’s Peri-
Metropolitan zone.  

 

In simple terms, the Upper Hunter Valley is a hotly contested landscape based on the range 
of economic potentials that could be supported by the landscape in its particular location. 
This goes some way to explaining how energy production (coal fired power stations and 
mining) in the Upper Hunter Valley became inextricably linked with the economic and social 
fabrics of the region.  

My research strongly suggested that in the Upper Hunter Valley, production values reflected 
in land use increased rather than decreased leaving less capacity for the introduced 
consumption and protection values to be reflected in the land use (Francis-Coan, 
Buchmann, & Lai, 2017).  Interestingly, production values more traditionally apply to 
agricultural production. Anecdotes shared with me during my research and indeed previous 
research describe the dwindling agricultural production being replaced by mineral resource 
production, largely in the form of coal mining.  

My research identified a number of different constructions of the Upper Hunter Valley: 

A working landscape that supports working families  

The Upper Hunter Valley was constructed by members of the mining community as a 
working landscape that supports working families. A number of themes helped to further 



describe this construction including; a landscape providing financial benefit, a 
resourcescape, skills and technical expertise, working families and continuity of the working 
landscape that requires established legitimacy.  

This construction speaks to the shared history and experience of the mining community in 
the Hunter Valley which begins post European colonisation (invasion) of NSW but connects 
in some ways socially to the mining culture of the time in Britain from where some of the 
early miners came. 

A Rural Idyll 

This same landscape was perceived as a Rural Idyll firstly by the viticulture and tourism 
community. This particular Rural Idyll encompassed; a place that produces quality wine and 
tourism experiences, environmental conditions that produce unique wine, a sense of 
community, and a landscape that presents challenges and opportunity and continuity of the 
rural idyll.  

The Upper Hunter Valley was also perceived as a Rural Idyll by members of the equine 
community. This Rural Idyll was shaped by; prestige derived from the rural idyll, a landscape 
that supports interconnectivity between people, a vulnerable landscape, a landscape 
shaped by human influence and contribution and a changing landscape that requires human 
adaptation.  

These constructions speak firstly of the economic value attributed to the rural aesthetics of 
the Upper Hunter Valley, again with links to British/Irish perspectives. Further to this it 
speaks of environmental conditions that are mitigated where possible by humans for the 
purpose of rural commercial activity. This can also include mitigating the impacts of 
competing developments such as open cut coal mines. Finally, this construction notes the 
resulting sense of place and unique properties of the region gained through this process of 
mitigation and what the region is able to produce, in this case quality wine and horses.  

A Landscape of Provision 

Members of the NSW Government constructed the Upper Hunter Valley as a landscape of 
provision. This was articulated as a landscape responsive to future needs, a landscape that 
provides economic benefits, a source of energy and a managed landscape.  

The landscape of provision particularly described economic revenue derived from mineral 
extraction (for export) and provision of large portions of the energy used by NSW. While 
other forms of production were recognised, it was apparent that coal extraction was 
perceived as the primary form of production.  

A living landscape 

The resident community of the Upper Hunter Valley perceived the area as a living 
landscape. This meant; a place of personal significance, natural landscape, a threatened 
landscape and a heterogeneous community that includes Indigenous people. 



This construction considered the most diverse range of lifeforms present in the area 
including the variety of human and non-human stakeholders. Key threats perceived to this 
life mentioned by participants included expansion of open-cut mining and climate change. 
While all constructions attributed significance to the landscape, the living landscape 
appeared to be the most personal.   

The above findings demonstrate just how differently a shared landscape can be constructed. 
Further to this, these constructions were linked to how the stakeholder groups perceived 
‘appropriate land use’ in the region. Engaging with the landscapes in accordance with these 
different constructions allowed members of stakeholder groups to express their identities as 
members of these groups.  

In the Hunter Valley open cut mining has acted as a catalyst for dramatic change across the 
triple bottom line. This particular form of mining has expedited social, environmental and 
economic change which has exacerbated tensions in the region. 

Impacts of this change on the local community include what is now widely termed as 
Solastalgia (Albrecht et al., 2007). Quite literally this speaks of the psychological distress 
experienced in response to dramatic changes to one’s surrounding landscape. I would 
suggest that any future planning consider this impact and the emerging research on the 
distress experienced in anticipation of future change to one’s surroundings.  

Social impacts due to the expansion of open cut coal mining in the Hunter Valley and other 
rural Australian regions are well documented in Sharon Munro’s Rich Land Wasteland: How 
Coal is Killing Australia (Munro, 2012).  

There have been class-related impacts as mining and energy production context changed in 
the Hunter Valley (Holmes & Hartig, 2007). As coal mining moved from underground pits in 
the Cessnock/Maitland area to open cut pits around Singleton and Muswellbrook, 
significant gaps in employment opportunity and retraining left some locals in vulnerable 
economic positions. Significantly, the unpreparedness of local institutions to support the 
local community through these changes to enable employment in the industry 
transformation was also identified. For example, increased student and institutional interest 
to provide for training in hospitality appeared to be directly linked to perceived reduced 
opportunity in the mining sector in the Cessnock/Kurri area (Holmes & Hartig, 2007) to offer 
new employment. In this case, Kurri TAFE was given as an institution that was training 
people in hospitality skills but the skills acquired through this training were deemed 
inadequate to employ graduates in the hospitality hotspot of Pokolbin less than 10-15km 
away. This demonstrates the need for different stakeholders to collaborate in the face of 
changing environment, economy and employment.  

Land use in the region has been subject to heated public debate through media, legal action 
and direct protest action. My research strongly suggests that this conflict arises out of 
perceived threats to the potential for stakeholders to engage with the Upper Hunter Valley 
as guided by their constructions of the landscape. The initial concern that lead to my 
research was that this public conflict is damaging and counter-productive to the wellbeing 



of the region as a tourist destination or any of the other potential capacities and constructs 
of the region.  

Through my conversations with stakeholders, a number of points became clear. 

 The NSW Government intends for the Upper Hunter Valley to remain significant in 
energy production for NSW, albeit coal fired energy appeared to be prioritised – 
which specific stakeholders groups are opposed to 

 There is wide scope for renewable energy projects such as wind farms, solar farms 
and pumped hydro to support a transition to renewable energy production in the 
Upper Hunter Valley, in particular using rehabilitated open cut coal mine sites for 
these projects as demonstrated in this Climate Institute report. News of NSW 
Government discussion further supports this idea.  

 The range of stakeholders in the Upper Hunter Valley are all acutely aware of the 
need to transition away from coal mining in the region and more broadly, fossil-fuel 
energy. Public positions taken by AGL and Glencore reflect the discussion I’ve heard 
at a number of different events including an Upper Hunter economic breakfast held 
by the Hunter Research Foundation where I presented my research. These 
statements by AGL and Glencore while supportive of a transition to renewable 
energy, will not alone address the concerns of other stakeholders and ensure 
Australia reaches a variety of targets for carbon emission reduction. Furthermore 
these statements are inconsistent with various forecasts of reduced demand for 
Australian coal exports.   

 Stakeholders in the Upper Hunter Valley are placing hope and faith in tourism and 
innovation to support employment and progress the local economy as the inevitable 
transition from coal mining occurs. Much of this discussion related to the forecasts 
provided by the Hunter Research Foundation which note downturn in mining 
employment and rising unemployment in the Upper Hunter Valley.  

 It is apparent that concerns in the area relate primarily to destruction of and changes 
in the Upper Hunter Valley landscape not necessarily energy production itself, which 
indicates potential for renewable energy projects to be supported by all stakeholder 
groups.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Energy production cannot be separated from social and environmental impacts as reflected 
in the triple bottom line. There are lengthy and plentiful examples of the negative impacts 
when energy production and mineral extraction have not been effectively considered in this 
way.  

While the financial contribution of the mining sector to the NSW economy is recognised, the 
available reports demonstrate the more substantial contribution to employment in the 
region made by other stakeholders. This compels lawmakers in NSW to consider the 

http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/verve/_resources/cleanenergyjobssnapshot_upperhunter.pdf
https://www.theage.com.au/environment/climate-change/silicon-valley-of-solar-nsw-to-set-interim-carbon-reduction-targets-20190908-p52p6d.html
https://www.theage.com.au/environment/climate-change/silicon-valley-of-solar-nsw-to-set-interim-carbon-reduction-targets-20190908-p52p6d.html
https://www.agl.com.au/solar-renewables/renewables
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-20/glencore-moves-to-cap-global-coal-output-post-investor-pressure/10831154
https://reneweconomy.com.au/australias-biggest-customers-are-abandoning-coal-fired-power-projects-22256/
https://reneweconomy.com.au/australias-biggest-customers-are-abandoning-coal-fired-power-projects-22256/
http://www.hrf.com.au/uploads/publications/UH-Economic-Indicators-Dec-2018.pdf


negative impact of open cut mining in the Upper Hunter Valley on these other stakeholders 
and factor these costs into an energy or planning related decisions and policy.  

 

(Source: Hunter Economic Profile 2015) 

Other data provides a similar and perhaps more detailed account of employment in the 
Upper Hunter LGA: 



 

 

(Source: https://www.economyprofile.com.au/upperhunter/industries). 

Current and previous consultation and decision-making practices in relation to land use in 
the Upper Hunter Valley are perceived by community as heavily weighted in favour of the 
mining industry. This has further served to heighten concern within the resident community 
and non-mining stakeholders.  

Future assessments and planning may be faced with adverse community response if 
decision makers fail to balance the potential for success of all stakeholders. Conversely, 
planning and processes that account for different stakeholder perspectives may enjoy 
widespread support across the region and be more successful.  

 Monitor the combination of Production, Consumption and Protection values reflected 

in the use of the Upper Hunter Valley landscape and in planning decisions.   

 Incorporate Multifunctionalism into Strategic Land Use Planning and Policy. This 

means specifically accounting for the trajectories of change described above.   

 Respond to Stakeholder Concerns Regarding how Changes in Land Use and current 

energy policy settings may Affect Their Ideal Representation of Rural Landscapes. 

  

https://www.economyprofile.com.au/upperhunter/industries


For any further clarification or elaboration on these comments please do not hesitate to 
contact me on  or via email,  
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