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A B S T R A C T

The implications of place attachment and loss in generational coal mining communities are currently under-
examined in energy transition discourse in Australia. By examining public submissions regarding a coal mining
development in Lithgow, New South Wales, this paper identifies a relationship between coal mining and gen-
erational identity in this community. Acknowledging this relationship adds a useful perspective to energy
transition discourse by highlighting the way in which hidden dimensions of loss can act to reinforce local support
of extractive industry. We combine recent scholarship on the emotionality of the minescape (Ey & Sherval, 2016;
Ey et al., 2017) with work on the ways in which place attachment can translate to feelings of loss in response to
material change (Adger et al., 2013; Barnett et al., 2016; Tschakert et al., 2017) to suggest that factors of time
and place can make community-level actors within the energy landscape either receptive, or resistant, to change.
Applying this understanding to decarbonisation strategies can inform a more effective, and more just, energy
transition in Australia.

1. Introduction

The takeaway message from the International Energy Agency's
(2016) report on energy sector trends is that global coal consumption is
decreasing for a range of reasons, including deliberate phase-out po-
licies across Europe, decreased importation by former coal consumption
leaders India and China, and the increased use of solar, wind and gas
energy production (IEA, 2016). As society grapples with this shift to-
wards a radically redefined and reconfigured energy sector on the
global scale, we want to examine the implications of this shift at the
community level, with a particular focus on generational coal mining
communities (GCMCs). GCMCs here refer to communities in which coal
mining has played a central role in the economic, cultural, social and
physical development of a township or region over many generations.
GCMCs provide a unique vantage point from which to examine the
implications of the changing meaning of coal as Australia shifts, over
time, from fossil-fuel production and consumption to new, renewable
sources of energy. Coal exports have defined Australia's international
trade relations for decades (Bayari, 2016), with Baer (2016) suggesting
that it is this embedded association between coal and stability that has
led to Australia's comparatively listless investment – both political and
economic – in shifting away from coal production and use. This paper
argues that the same inertia driving macro-political coal-dependency
manifests at the local scale through social and cultural norms, which

introduce a distinct set of considerations with respect to energy tran-
sitions in Australia. This paper will explore the implications of this lo-
calised coal legacy for GCMCs in the current stage of Australia's energy
transition.

In doing so, we address a particular paradigm in current energy
transition discourse in which analysis is clustered around either the
urban, developed context of production and consumption (for examples
see Droege, 2011; McGuirk, Bulkeley and Dowling, 2014; McGuirk
et al., 2015; Frantzeskaki et al., 2017), or the vulnerable, often Global
South, context of communities experiencing the inequitable distribution
of climate change impacts (for examples see Barnett and Campbell,
2010; Schlosberg and Collins, 2014; Adger et al., 2013; Barnett et al.,
2016; Tschakert et al., 2017). We do not suggest that engaging with
GCMCs in Australia, who are on a global level socially, economically
and politically privileged, either competes or detracts from existing
scholarship on climate change and its attendant transitions. Rather, we
wish to add another dimension to our understanding of the current
energy landscape. This is helpful because, as Miller et al. (2013, p.135)
note, the narrow focus of much of the energy transition literature on
technological and economic issues has resulted in a “stunted energy
debate” that excludes primary socio-cultural questions of why and how
we produce and consume energy. Addressing such questions requires
engaging with the material processes of fossil fuel production and use,
as well as the social, political and economic institutions that influence
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these processes. For Miller and Richter (2014), such social and tech-
nological factors are so entwined that reconfiguring one necessarily
requires significant change in the other, even impacting core values and
identity. Thus disputes relating to energy futures are rooted in issues
that extend beyond technical specificities. As Adger et al. (2013, p.112)
note, a central driver of energy transitions is the global threat of climate
change, the impacts of which are “only deemed negative within a given
cultural frame of reference”. In other words, global processes can only
be given meaning through localised experience, experience that is
shaped by where, and to whom, it happens.

We explore the importance of such context in the energyscape by
drawing on public submissions to the New South Wales (NSW) Planning
Assessment Commission (PAC) regarding the Springvale Extension
Development Proposal (SEDP), a development application to extend an
existing coal mine near Lithgow, NSW. The SEDP was submitted to the
NSW Department of Planning and Environment in 2014, when public
opposition to the project on environmental grounds triggered an ex-
tended process of community engagement which included written
public submissions to the PAC on the development. An examination of
these submissions suggests that place attachment and an emotional
connection between coal and local identity actively influenced how
regional residents framed and understood the SEDP and its opposition.
Such aspects of extractive industry are currently unacknowledged in the
energy landscape. This is problematic because a more nuanced and
diverse consideration of the community-level impacts of the changing
meaning of coal offers a twofold benefit for the broader energy tran-
sition discourse in Australia.

First, it can be used to inform more effective and efficient strategies
of transition. Framings of energy justice are innately political, con-
structed, and contested (Eames and Hunt, 2016), with many energy
transition initiatives attributing blame in the process of identifying
solutions (Fuller and McCauley, 2016; Ayling and Gunningham, 2017).
The effectiveness of such an approach is increasingly questioned com-
pared to strategies that represent the energy landscape, and the actors
within it, as existing within a complex system (Jenkins et al., 2016;
Sovacool et al., 2017). This whole systems approach encourages
nuanced understanding of the spatial and temporal implications of all
motivating factors of production and consumption (Bickerstaff et al.,
2016; Fuller and McCauley, 2016). The effectiveness of such a strategy
lies in the ability to address not only the threats associated with coal's
continuation, but also those associated with its cessation. Previous re-
search on fossil-fuel industrial transitions suggest that policies that
acknowledge the “embodied, emotional and experiential” (Hall et al.,
2013, p.416) impacts of transition reach a wider audience, gain more
traction and tend to be more effective than those that do not (see Evans
and Phelan, 2016; Johnstone and Hielscher, 2017).

Second, actively acknowledging the lived experience of GCMCs, and
the central role of coal in their connection to place and identity can
minimise place-specific threats associated with processes of transition,
contributing to more just decarbonisation strategies and policies. The
existing energy justice literature has tended to focus on the distribu-
tional (un)fairness of generation and waste technologies, limiting a
more integrated understanding of how and why such injustices are
perpetuated and exacerbated across time and space (McLaren et al.,
2016). As a concept, justice is both pluralistic and simultaneous, with
any claim for justice understood only in its own empirical and nor-
mative context (Walker, 2014). Examining “the social, political-eco-
nomic and material processes driving the experience of energy injustice
and vulnerability” (Bickerstaff et al., 2016, p.2) associated with GCMCs
enables distinct and valuable insights. Through this lens, we can iden-
tify the ways in which place attachment enables ‘big picture’ injustice in
that it entrenches fossil fuel production and thus exacerbates the in-
equitable distribution of climate change impacts. However, this lens
also allows an understanding that this entrenchment is a product, in its
own way, of a specific community vulnerability. Attending to this
vulnerability in transition strategies can thus contribute to more just

outcomes at both the community and the global scale.
In order to understand how the effectiveness and justice of energy

transition discourse can be informed by GCMC analysis, we must first
examine the tensions and issues surrounding shifting meanings of and
associations with coal in Australia.

2. Changing meaning of coal

The cyclical nature of coal extraction on ‘host’ communities is cur-
rently evident in NSW, with falling market prices, over four thousand
layoffs since 2013, and many mines closing or going into care-and-
maintenance mode (Connor, 2016). Politically, successful dec-
arbonisation means increasing job losses for those in the coal mining
sector, and this relationship between positive climate change action and
decreased employment security for some requires, Rosemburg (2010)
argues, increased recognition in just transition discourse. This is sup-
ported more recently by Evans and Phelan's (2016) argument that the
‘jobs versus environment’ narrative which tends to characterise dec-
arbonisation discourse simultaneously undermines energy transition
initiatives, exacerbates community-level concerns over stability, and
reinforces the hegemony of the fossil fuel industry. In this context, coal
mining employees - particularly unskilled labourers - equate dec-
arbonisation not only with job loss but also eventual industry loss.

As the material role of coal in energy production is shifting, so too
are its associated socio-cultural meanings. Coal mining has a long and
central history in Australia's development, particularly in NSW where it
enabled the development of many regions and communities during the
twentieth century. In outlining the historical context of coal in
Australia, Baer (2016) highlights that coal was, until very recently,
normalised as positive in popular social, cultural and economic dis-
course. The anti-coal movement is a recent development, and we are
only just now seeing the first waver of political support from the close
nexus existing between the coal industry and Australian governments
(Baer, 2016). The Australian government continues to characterise it-
self in global economic terms as a dominant natural resource exporter,
while NSW is experiencing a proliferation of new mining developments
(Connor, 2016). However, the increasingly contested nature of these
developments on social and environmental grounds demonstrates an
increasing destabilisation of coal's dominance.

The ecological impacts of coal production and consumption are
increasingly salient in both the public consciousness and the political
sphere, due to both the high profile environmental impacts of coal
mines and the contribution of coal burning to climate change. This
change is propelled by scientific consensus on the need for fossil-fuel
reduction and eventual cessation, a cause championed by a spectrum of
environmental advocacy groups on ethical grounds (Mittler, 2014).
Ayling and Gunningham (2017:140) examine the ‘deep green’ strategy
“to stigmatize [the fossil fuel industry] and treat it as a moral pariah”
that comprises a small, yet high profile, fraction of energy transition
approaches. While coal production is increasingly contested in coal rich
production zones in NSW (Connor, 2016), the success of such dec-
arbonisation initiatives has been impeded by entrenched socio-political
regimes that perpetuate the influence of the coal industry (Bacon and
Nash, 2012; McKnight and Hobbs, 2013; Rosewarne, 2016; Marshall,
2016). For example, the increasingly contested meaning of coal has
seen “psycho-social defence mechanisms” emerge from industry lobby
groups, particularly in the form of ‘clean coal’ discourse (Marshall,
2016, p.289). In shifting away from the macro-level political and eco-
nomic discourse, we wish to examine how such tensions manifest at the
community level in places where coal has socio-cultural value. This is
particularly salient in light of Adger et al.’s (2013, p.112) critique that
the failure of contemporary policy approaches to acknowledge, and
value, community-specific”material and lived aspects of culture, iden-
tity, community cohesion and sense of place” impedes productive cli-
mate change action. It is this aspect of the energy landscape that we
explore here, to suggest that the emotional and cultural coal legacies in
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