Chapter 15

Mining and (Sustainable) Local
Communities: Transforming Ravensthorpe,
Western Australia

Robyn Mayes

Abstract This chapter examines local community experiences, understandings
and changes attending the presence of mining activity, in particular as occurred in
the Shire of Ravensthorpe in the South West of Western Australia (WA). It does so
by drawing on an extensive ethnographic study spanning the development, opening,
and closure of BHP Billiton’s Ravensthorpe Nickel Operation (RNO). Given that
the negative consequences of mining activity are most evident and complex at the
local level, it is crucial that we understand and address how communities (and the
individuals and families who are both part of and are shaped by communities)
experience the impacts of mining. Though difficult to measure, social and cultural
dimensions of mining at the local scale, as this chapter demonstrates, are central to
our understanding of mining as a curse or cure.

Introduction

Mining refers to heterogeneous activities, for example in terms of the mined
resource and its particular production characteristics, the stage of the mine life
cycle, the specificities of a given workforce, and individual mining company
attributes and community engagement strategies. Local communities are also
variously shaped by demography, size, geography, history, community identity
and values and, in relation to mining, the level of resource dependence, historical
relationships to mining, pace of development, governance structures and institu-
tions, and the organisation of mining labour. In addition, ‘community’ is a complex
and deeply subjective concept and experience (Joseph 2002; Mayes et al. in press).
The degree of heterogeneity this heralds makes discussion of the relationships
between mining activity and local communities both difficult and complex. This
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is particularly so in relation to the contested benefits and negative consequences,
which often go hand in hand and are experienced differentially not only across but
also within communities (Mayes 2008; Petkova et al. 2009). Notably, negative
impacts are particularly evident and complex at the local level and concentrated in
particular social groups (Petkova et al. 2009; Hajkowicz et al. 2011). Similarly,
power imbalances are most pronounced at the level of local community engage-
ment with what are often multinational mining corporations enjoying substantial
state support (Mayes et al. 2013). While the degree of economic and social
upheaval experienced varies from mining community to mining community, local
communities carry significant mining-related burdens (Petkova et al. 2009; Mayes
et al. 2013; McDonald et al. 2012).

This chapter examines this burden as experienced in the Shire of Ravensthorpe
in the South West of Western Australia (WA). In doing so it contributes to our
understanding of the resource curse thesis as fundamentally inadequate in its focus
on and privileging of economics over social, political and cultural dimensions of
mining (Pick et al. 2008; see Chap. 1) In particular, this chapter foregrounds the role
of scale and the politics of ‘measurement’ in the evaluation of social and cultural
dimensions of mining. In order to do so, it draws on a substantial ethnography of the
Shire of Ravensthorpe spanning the development, opening and closure of BHP
Billiton’s Ravensthorpe Nickel Operation (RNO) and encompassing over 120 inter-
views with a diverse range of community members including pre- and post-mine
residents, and members of local government and local community groups. Corpo-
rate media including RNO community newsletters are also utilised along with
published work from this data.

First, the chapter examines recent, comparative, socio-economic analyses of the
impacts of mining and the politics and complexities of the evaluation of community
impacts. It then introduces the Shire of Ravensthorpe and RNO as exemplifying the
‘boom and bust’ cycle characterising the minerals industry. Thereafter the chapter
examines three key dimensions of this local experience of mining activity: the
transformative capacities of mining and its benefits and costs; community-mining
company relations; and issues of sustainability, not least in the context of mine
closure. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the centrality of the local-scale
experience of mining to evaluations of mining as a curse or cure.

Measuring (and Masking) the Socio-economic Impacts
of Mining

The impact of mining on Australian communities has recently been examined
through the use of readily-available, quantifiable, socio-economic ‘quality of life
indicators’. For example, Hajkowicz et al. (2011: 30) examined 71 Australian local
government areas which contain mining activities to determine “the relationship
between quality of life indicators and the gross value of minerals production from
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Australian regions”. The study used the following indicators: household income,
housing affordability, access to communication services, educational attainment,
life expectancy, and unemployment. Similarly, Lawrie et al. (2011: 139) focussed
on the WA resource-dependent ‘boom towns’ of Kalgoorlie-Boulder, Port Hedland
and Karratha—Dampier to examine the relationship between socio-economic well-
being and resource dependence. Their study used indicators such as income, cost of
living, housing affordability, welfare receipts, unemployment, population mobility,
recorded crime, and participation in a volunteer group.

Hajkowicz et al. (2011: 37) find that “mining is positively associated with
income, housing affordability, communication access, educational attainment,
and employment at Australian regional scales”. On the basis of these regional
level findings the authors (2011: 37) conclude that there is no “evidence of a
‘resource curse’ in Australia’s mining regions at the whole of local government
scale”. At the same time, the authors stress that they have merely established a
statistical link between mining and these indicators and that other factors may be
causing these associations. Similarly, identified inequalities in income distribution
is noted as indicative of complexities and disadvantage “beneath [the] statistical
aggregates” (Hajkowicz et al. 2011: 36). Lawrie et al.’s (2011: 159) findings
confirm the heterogeneity of mining communities and that “the socio-economic
trajectories of boomtowns are highly nuanced”; while these trajectories are “not
always negative,” resource dependent boom towns are not without problems par-
ticularly in times of rapid growth (Lawrie et al. 2011: 159). This work challenges
the ‘social disruption thesis’ which posits major social and psychological disloca-
tion and community breakdown, including a rise in crime, as an inevitable outcome
of rapid growth in mining boom towns. Using recorded crime and volunteering
statistics respectively as measures of social disruption and of social engagement in
the three selected boom towns, Lawrie et al. (2011) argue that claims of severe
social disruption should be treated with caution. While these studies suggest that
mining towns are not necessarily severely dysfunctional (see also Petkova
et al. 2009) they confirm the importance of nuanced and local-scale understandings
of the conditions and consequences of mining activity. Such local understandings
are important not least in that benefits at the regional scale appear to be “masking
highly localised inequalities and disadvantages” (Hajkowicz et al. 2011: 30).

Despite the unruly heterogeneity and complexity of local-scale experiences and
impacts of mining, it is precisely through attention to this scale that rich under-
standings of the everyday effects are possible. Without such ongoing analysis, our
understanding of mining as a resource curse and/or cure is at best incomplete.
Attention to the local scale is not only about determining highly localised inequal-
ities; it is also about more fully understanding the way that socio-economic changes
intersect with and inform day-to-day well-being and quality of life. As this makes
clear, qualitative research from the local community perspective is necessarily a
core component of nuanced local-scale analyses. In particular, local perspectives
and voices, though not readily measurable, are valuable as ‘questioning’ and
‘evaluating’ assessments of local changes (Cheyney et al. 2002). Coming to grips
with local impacts and experiences in this way is far from straightforward. In trying
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to grapple with the range and distribution of community impacts, one long-term
Shire of Ravensthorpe resident who had experienced firsthand the four, quite
distinct, phases of exploration, construction, operation and closure of RNO, criti-
cally reflected:

One of the baseline studies that we talked about for some time and that we wanted to do was
to try and capture people’s impressions of how it was affecting them personally over the
planning stage and then construction stage and then getting into the operation but we could
never come to an agreement about how this should happen or how we should do it. It was
too hard. It was easy to test vegetation and the soil and the water and, you know, all the
other things, but getting into personal things like that was difficult so we never really
decided how to do that.

This reflection highlights both the complexity of local experiences of mining and
the difficulties encountered in trying to gain a collective sense of the social
economy of mining activity. In particular, it signals how assessment of personal
and community effects does not lend itself to measurement and testing and thus
becomes ‘too hard’. Rural communities are not only diverse but also differentially
experienced according to social differences around, for example, gender, ethnicity
and class (Panelli 2001). Meanings attached to changes taking place in the Shire of
Ravensthorpe and elsewhere from mining activity, and their direct and indirect
impacts along with local responses, are specific to particular groups, situations and
times. Importantly, these meanings are contested and signify uneven power rela-
tions around, for example, the validity and importance of ‘measurement’ and what
‘can’ and ‘should’ be measured—and thus what ‘matters’. This is of course also an
issue in regard to seemingly objective socio-economic indicators. For example,
socio-economic indicators other than those commonly used may show different
outcomes (Lawrie et al. 2011). Similarly, Ivanova et al. (2007: 211 emphasis
added), in attempting to determine “how the social and economic impacts should
be assessed and negotiated with local and regional communities”, show how
various commonly used tools such as social and economic impact assessments
are biased toward the identification of either negative or positive impacts.

It is in this fundamentally political context that the chapter introduces the
Ravensthorpe experience before examining three key aspects of the local impact
of mining activity, namely, the ways in which mining is understood and experi-
enced as transformative, the broad contours of corporate community engagement,
and the conceptualisation of sustainable communities.

Boom and Bust in Ravensthorpe

Following a lengthy evaluation process begun in 1997, RNO was approved for
construction in 2004 and officially opened in May 2008. During this time ownership
of the nickel mine changed from Comet Resources to BHP and then, through
corporate merger, to BHP Billiton. Consisting of an open-cut mine and hydromet-
allurgical process plant, RNO was Australia’s largest nickel-laterite project
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requiring an operating staff of 650. Ultimately the ore produced at RNO was further
refined at BHP Billiton’s Queensland Yabulu plant. Combined, RNO and Yabulu
constituted the largest single investment in BHP Billiton’s history (Department of
Industry and Resources 2008). In response to BHP Billiton’s efforts to establish a
residential workforce, 300 employees and their families had moved to the region by
May 2008 (RNO 2008), the majority of whom relocated to the Shire of
Ravensthorpe, in particular to the small coastal community of Hopetoun. Indeed,
the incoming workforce more than doubled the pre-mine Hopetoun population
(Landcorp n.d.). The rest of the workforce was employed on fly-in/fly-out (FIFO),
and bus-in/bus-out (BIBO) rosters.

The development of this mine heralded substantial, externally-driven, forced
changes in the Shire of Ravensthorpe. Throughout its lifespan BHP Billiton’s RNO
was a pervasive aspect of everyday life in the shire and a watershed in local
community life (Mayes 2008). Much local energy went into coming to terms with
the presence of RNO and many local ‘pre-mine’ residents commented on this. For
example:

Probably going back 12 months ago a lot of the locals were quite negative about the impact
[of RNO] but I think people are sort of getting used to it. I think people have accepted the
changes and ... there’s nothing you can do. It’s happening.

As others pointed out, “It’s going to be here for 25 years; you might as well
face it”.

Though a 25-year estimated lifespan was repeatedly asserted by BHP Billiton, in
January 2009, just 8 months after the official opening, BHP Billiton, literally
overnight, commenced RNO’s immediate closure, and also the closure of the
Yabulu processing plant with a loss of some 1,800 jobs (BHP Billiton 2009). The
demand for nickel began to fall in the second half of 2007 and the nickel price,
renowned for its marked volatility over the last four decades, fell dramatically from
a high in 2004 of US$45,000/t, and a peak in May 2007 of US$52,000/t, to just US
$10,000/t by the end of 2008 (International Nickel Study Group 2013). BHP
Billiton announced the closure as “largely the result of the diminished prospects
for profitability” (BHP Billiton 2009). This closure, as was the case with the arrival
of the mine, had a profound impact on local communities (Pini et al. 2010;
McDonald et al. 2012).

The Shire of Ravensthorpe encompasses four, distinct, place-based communities
each of which were affected differently by RNO: Ravensthorpe (seat of local
government and service centre to the surrounding agricultural industry); Hopetoun
(small coastal retirement community and home to the majority of residential
mineworkers); Jerdacuttup (farming community with its own school and hall, and
location of the mine site); and Munglinup (farming community, part of both the
Shire of Ravensthorpe and the neighbouring Shire of Esperance).' Importantly,

"' While this chapter presents the Shire of Ravensthorpe as consisting of four discrete and unified
place-based communities, it is important to keep in mind that many local communities may
simultaneously exist in one location. The idea of community as neatly contained by place is
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communities are not static; rather they are continually in the making, shaped by
ongoing social and political contexts (see Panelli and Welch 2005), such as the
arrival and departure of a large-scale mining operation.

Transforming the Shire of Ravensthorpe

The social, economic and environmental effects of mining, irrespective of positive
or negative interpretation, are most often described as transformative processes
(Bridge 2004). This is certainly true of government and industry perspectives on the
social and economic effects of RNO. The WA Department of Industry and
Resources, for example, in June 2008 (p. 2) announced that:

The transformation of Western Australia’s Shire of Ravensthorpe from sleepy farming
district to prosperous mining hub is complete following the opening of BHP Billiton US
$2.1 billion Ravensthorpe Nickel project near Hopetoun in May.

This transformation is presented as inherently positive. The development of the
mine is also about ‘regional’ development (Department of Industry and Resources
2008: 2): “The successful opening of this project is as much about the development
of regional Western Australian communities as it is about the State’s buoyant
resources industry.” Similarly, BHP Billiton promoted the project as creating “a
unique opportunity to advance regional development” (BHP Billiton 2004). A
company publication celebrating the opening of the mine commended the Shire’s
ability to adapt to social change on a scale greater than that experienced anywhere
else in WA in 2007-2008 (BHP Billiton 2008: 29). Readers are also assured that as
a result of BHP Billiton’s presence “we will continue to see this region transform in
the coming years” (BHP Billiton 2008: 29). Evaluations of mining’s impact on
local communities in Australia also tend to accept and represent mining activity as
synonymous with (positive) local development (for example, Owen and Kemp
2012) and understand the ‘problem’ or ‘challenge’ as one of enhancing benefits
for local communities and mining companies, and managing negative conse-
quences in the interests of reducing business risk (for example, Ivanova et al. 2007).

Often, these transformations refer quite narrowly to population change, employ-
ment opportunities and new infrastructure. Once RNO received the green light, the
consequent “massive capital and population influx” saw the Shire of Ravensthorpe
become one of the “fastest growing local government areas in Australia” (Depart-
ment of Industry and Resources 2008: 2). During construction and operation phases
mining dominated the local economy. Operational requirements such as the need
for improved roads on which to transport ore together with the decision to establish
aresidential workforce ensured substantial infrastructure development. This ‘multi-

more an analytical device than a reality (Massey 2005). For further discussion of the way that
mining industry corporate social responsibility practices tend to construct and privilege place-
based communities see Mayes et al. (in press).
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user’ infrastructure was funded by the federal government (A$9.4million), state
government (A$18 million) and BHP Billiton (A$9.5 million) (Department of
Industry and Resources 2008) and included an airport, improvements to local and
state roads, and a primary school in Hopetoun (Western Australian Technology and
Industry Council 2004).

This transformation, however, is about far more than infrastructure, population
growth and employment opportunities for some (see Chaps. 5 and 8). While
Ravensthorpe may have been designated by outsiders as a ‘prosperous mining
hub’, local residents contested this new identity. Jerdacuttup residents publically
resisted the way that Jerdacuttup was increasingly seen as synonymous with RNO
and Hopetoun pre-mine interviewees consistently referred to the overwhelming
ubiquitous presence of “orange uniforms” in local public places, the beeping of
mine vehicles, and the way the town felt ‘taken over’ (Mayes 2008) (see Fig. 15.1).2
Indeed, for many interviewed pre-mine residents, the presence of RNO was perva-
sively experienced as a “sense of loss of control and marginalisation” (Mayes
2008: 25). This local sense of marginalisation and powerlessness (also see Cheyney
et al. 2002) has significant implications for individual and community well-being
and quality of life, as is discussed below in the particular context of mine closure.

At the same time, a fundamental reconfiguration of these four communities and
their relationships to each other took place (Mayes 2008). For example, the new
primary school in Hopetoun meant that student numbers in Ravensthorpe declined
affecting funding and the long-term viability of the Ravensthorpe Primary School.
RNO’s decision to provide financial incentives to attract businesses to Hopetoun to
assist in the retention of residential mine staff weakened Ravensthorpe’s standing
as the business centre and changed what local residents saw as Hopetoun’s char-
acter. Further, the comparatively large residential area constructed by BHP Billiton
primarily for mine employees restructured Hopetoun community dynamics.
Hopetoun interviewees described a strong spatial and cultural division between
what they saw as ‘old Hopetoun and new Hopetoun’.> While local inter-place
rivalry and competition, if not animosity, pre-existed the arrival of the mine,
RNO’s presence introduced new tensions and inequalities frequently and vehe-
mently commented on by local interviewees. This had much to do with uneven
distribution of benefits and costs, but was also to do with the way the communities
were rapidly changing according to the needs of (unstable) multinational capital.

The new infrastructure and fundamental transformations of the physical envi-
ronment, however, were designed primarily to facilitate mining and to accommo-
date the needs and desires of new residents. Local benefits were thus secondary.
From the local perspective, transformations also centred on opportunities for
employment in the local area and social vibrancy due to the influx of young families

2 This is a reference to personal protective equipment (PPE) worn by mine employees in Australia
and which includes fluorescent orange safety vests. Similarly, reversing mine vehicles ‘beep’ as a
safety mechanism.

There were, of course, other more evocative descriptions of this division.
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Fig. 15.1 The main street of Hopetoun showing the prevalence of mining vehicles Mayes (2008)

(Mayes 2008). The expectation of increased local employment, as interviewees
repeatedly pointed out, did not substantially eventuate. The use of employment and
income statistics in this instance would be questionable indicators given that the
boost to local employment and income was largely centred on incoming workers
just as local pre-mine residents were largely unable to secure the specialised jobs
attracting higher pay and better conditions. At the same time the cost of housing in
the Shire rose dramatically forcing those on lower incomes to leave. This in turn
could manifest in a reduction in welfare spend in the area (and a rise elsewhere). As
Ravensthorpe interviewees made very clear, the lived experience and community
transformations attending the resource boom are more than (a far from benign)
access to infrastructure and amenities, and indeed pivot on the transformation of
community in both meaning and practice (Mayes 2008; Mayes et al. in press).

Mining-Community Relations

Local communities over the last decade are credited with having a ‘better’ under-
standing of their rights and as “placing more demands on governments and com-
panies to ensure fair benefits from mineral activities” (Buxton 2012: 19). In some
instances communities in Australia have been credited with having “significant
influence on the outcomes of mining proposals”, including decisions to halt partic-
ular projects (Cheyney et al. 2002: 3; Buxton 2012). Not surprisingly, winning local
community support has become a business imperative (see Humphreys 2000).



15 Mining and (Sustainable) Local Communities: Transforming Ravensthorpe, . .. 231

Mining corporations see relationships with local communities as an important
component of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategies (Kapelus
2002: 275). In short, local communities are a key site of corporate legitimation
crucial to a project’s smooth functioning (Mayes et al. 2013). The concept of the
social license to operate is central to this. This concept emphasises social accept-
ability as fundamental to successful business and centres on meeting/managing the
social and environmental expectations of local communities and the wider society.
A social license to operate in the particular context of the resource industries can be
a core component of corporate strategic risk management and a central determinant
of invaluable reputational capital (see, for example, Humphreys 2000). Who con-
fers this license and the means by which it is awarded is difficult to ascertain. The
model assumes that communities and other social groups have the desire and
capacity to effectively articulate, and negotiate, the unwritten conditions of accep-
tance (see, for example, Gunningham et al. 2004).

Importantly, the rise of CSR in the mining industry signals a shift from gener-
alised philanthropy (as a means to ward off or offset criticism) to direct community
engagement in ways directly aligned with core business goals (Humphreys 2000).
The need for such engagement has long been recognised within and outside the
industry, as has the benefits to industry from the “positive contribution which
communities can make in the forms of labour, local knowledge, and assistance in
access” (see, for example, Denoon et al. 1995: iii). In practice, this direct corporate
engagement of/with local communities is far from participatory (Cheyney
et al. 2002; Mayes et al. 2013), and a growing body of work seeks to improve
corporate engagement and community development practices (see, for example,
Owen and Kemp 2012). On another level, however, community engagement in
practice is convincingly critiqued as fundamentally business-centric and concerned
to manage local communities in ways supporting industry goals as opposed to better
understanding the social consequences of mining (Banerjee 2008; Mayes
et al. 2013). As part of this managerial approach mining companies position local
communities as ‘stakeholders,” which not only excludes a range of individuals and
groups (Cheyney et al. 2002) but also belies power imbalances between communi-
ties and corporations (Bridge 2004; Banerjee 2008; Mayes et al. 2013). Such power
relations must be included in examining local experiences of change. These
encompass not only power relations between the local community and the mining
company but also those internal to the local community (Panelli 2001).

The community engagement processes and strategies BHP Billiton implemented
in Ravensthorpe were showcased by BHP Billiton as evidence of best practice, and
of ‘successful’ community engagement (see, for example, RNO 2008). Three
interrelated components constituted the RNO CSR community engagement strat-
egy: namely, two formalised RNO-convened and controlled committees, regular
community newsletters, and cash community development grants dispersed by one
of the formal committees. A close analysis of these three components demonstrated
how they were initiated and modified in response to market pressures, as opposed to
community needs or demands (Mayes et al. in press). Importantly, these strategies
sought to achieve community adaptation to the changes wrought by RNO and to
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develop local communities, particularly Hopetoun, as a stable base for RNO and its
workforce. The emphasis on ‘partnerships’ and ‘win-win outcomes’ evident in
RNO/BHP Billiton discourse and practice, and also more widely in the mining
industry, limited community benefits and concessions to those that also served the
interests of capital; whether something of benefit to the community is supported or
not is directly tied to whether or not this something also benefits the corporation
(see Mayes et al. 2013). Importantly, the local adoption of a ‘partnership’ approach,
itself a pre-condition of engagement, enables corporate appropriation of local
labour, creativity and knowledge in securing a successful mine. For example,
local residents contributed free labour and expertise (for example, serving on
committees) which involved significant personal expense in terms of time, money
and emotional stress (Mayes et al. 2013).

The consequences of privileging business-centric goals and the political posi-
tioning of the local communities as ‘mutual beneficiaries’ and ‘partners’ are made
amply clear in an analysis of RNO’s (lack of) community engagement upon closure
of the mine (Pini et al. 2010; McDonald et al. 2012; Mayes et al. 2013). Local
criticism of BHP Billiton’s handling of the closure in particular focused on the
company’s failure to honour the partner relationship by failing to ‘work together’ to
either avoid or minimize the impact of closing RNO. Further, analysis of CSR
approaches and practices in the Shire of Ravensthorpe suggests that engaging with
mining corporations is of questionable value for local communities, not only in
relation to free labour wasted in advancing corporate goals in the hope of securing
community goals closely aligned with those of the corporation. Cheyney
et al (2002: 21) in their Australian study of community perceptions of corporate
‘participatory processes’, also found a level of “disempowerment through partici-
pation”. While they see this as the result of inadequate processes, this outcome is
arguably systemic and inherent in a process which sees corporations at the centre of
the engagement process.

Sustainable (Mining) Communities

Mining corporations also come to stand at the centre of community sustainability.
The minerals industry, both internationally and in Australia, invokes ‘sustainable
community’ as closely linked to industry-driven (economic) development ICMM
2010). The principal function of the powerful national industry peak organisation,
the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA),4 is to promote the industry’s contribution
to sustainable development in tandem with the notion that “the future of the

* According to its website, the MCA is a national industry body representing 48 companies, which
together account for 85 % of mineral production in Australia and which include the two largest
transnational mining corporations, BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto.



15 Mining and (Sustainable) Local Communities: Transforming Ravensthorpe, . .. 233

Australian minerals industry is inseparable from the global pursuit of sustainable
development” (MCA n.d.), specifically (MCA 2005: 2):

To the [Australian] minerals industry ‘social licence to operate’ is about operating in a
manner that is attuned to community expectations and which acknowledges that businesses
have a shared responsibility with government, and more broadly society, to help facilitate
the development of strong and sustainable communities.

Further, the recently released MCA (2013: 7) report “Analysis of the Changing
Resident Demographic Profile of Australia’s Mining Communities” argues that
“Part of the story in developing sustainable communities includes developing a
strong economic base. For many of the regions investigated in this study, mining
has provided this economic base.” Industry commentary emphasises the business
case arguing that “industry’s adoption of the more sustainable practices will
require, and could even promote, improved returns to capital in mining”
(Humphreys 2001: 107, emphasis added). ‘Sustainable communities’ and ‘mining
communities’ are conflated by way of sustainable mining.

This claimed connection between the (mining) economic base and strong,
sustainable communities is also promoted at mine site level. RNO, for instance,
regularly communicated this to the local community in its tri-annual newsletters, in
claims such as (RNO 2008):

Significant progress has been made in building a strong operation and sustainable commu-
nity. It is important to recognise the job is not yet done and while we are committed to
seeing the job through, it will take the support of everyone involved with the site and
community to achieve the challenging goals we have set ourselves.

The message is clearly that the driving force is in transforming Ravensthorpe
into a sustainable community. In light of the preceding discussion of community
engagement, it is important to note that the story of sustainable mining is one of
partnerships and shared local goals as opposed to one of community rights (Bridge
2004). The above RNO statement not only links sustainability to strong mine
operations but also reduces community agency to the provision of support for
industry goals.

RNO claims that it contributed to community sustainability were met locally
with scepticism; for example, an interviewee closely involved with the RNO
committees dismissed RNO sustainable development plans as airy-fairy. These
plans certainly become empty rhetoric upon the sudden closure of the mine. A
substantial body of research around mine closure has identified a number of serious
economic and social impacts dependent on the specificities of the mining operation
and of the affected community (McDonald et al. 2012). In Ravensthorpe the closure
had a profound effect on the local community of both pre-mine and post-mine
members. Interviews with Ravensthorpe residents conducted 3 weeks after the
closure of RNO with long-term pre-mine community members and also post-
mine community members, demonstrate immense economic, social and emotional
upheaval, including around the connections developed between mineworkers and
their families and the pre-existing community (McDonald et al. 2012). Emotional
impacts were powerfully evident at personal, familial and community levels (Pini



234 R. Mayes

et al. 2010). Following closure, the local (forced) acceptance of RNO, and the not
inconsiderable free local labour mobilised in pursuit of its success and attendant
‘win-win’ outcomes (Mayes et al. 2013) was intensely experienced as having been
for nothing (Pini et al. 2010). This is not to say that Ravensthorpe was wildly
dysfunctional or incapacitated by this massive disruption—though BHP Billiton
excused itself from attending public meetings on the basis of its (locally-contested)
assumptions that these would be dysfunctional (Mayes et al. 2013). Community
members drew on their understanding of themselves as resilient farmers or robust
mineworkers as fortification against the suddenly changed circumstances. What is
important here is that the intense emotions publically and privately articulated in
Ravensthorpe, and the widespread uncertainty about individual and community
futures, at the time of the mine’s closure constitute an important dimension of local
(ised) costs attending mining activity.

Conclusions

Sustained, in-depth qualitative research in the Shire of Ravensthorpe with an
emphasis on local community perspectives demonstrates how the community
adapted to the RNO and how it responded to its sudden closure. What evolved
was a cycle characterised by ongoing restructuring of community identity and sense
of place. Australian rural communities have long been subject to major, though
variously experienced, changes in the size and make-up of their populations,
primary industries, levels of state social and economic support, and shifts in
sociocultural values (Panelli 2001). However, this was forced, rapid change driven
by transnational capital which, despite CSR programs and community engagement
practices, had little sustainable responsibility or commitment beyond responding to
market opportunities and constraints. RNO exemplifies the inherent uncertainty and
contingency in mining operations: the sudden closure occurred in the midst of a
generalised mining boom in Australia where a multinational hugely profitable
company walked away from its biggest single investment and repeated public
promises from BHP Billiton RNO that the mine would have a 25-year life span.

The local transformations are ongoing. After a period of significant uncertainty
if not anxiety in the Shire around such issues as what would become of BHP
Billiton’s relatively large local housing stock, First Quantum minerals purchased
RNO in February 2010. At this point, the demand for nickel dramatically increased
and prices climbed to US$24,000/t (International Nickel Study Group). The reju-
venated operation also requires a 600-strong workforce some of whom are accom-
modated in the 160 Ravensthorpe houses built by BHP Billiton and acquired in the
purchase. The first production of ore under FQM ownership occurred in October
2011. Here too the burden of ‘adaptation’ will be on local communities as opposed
to the mining operation.

It is not the case that the local communities were passive victims, but rather that
they were relatively powerless in the face of a multinational corporation with state
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backing as demonstrated in the way that CSR processes forced communities to
align with industry goals. In Ravensthorpe local communities actively engaged
with RNO to ‘make the best’ of its presence and their activities helped shape the
RNO operation. While there were certainly positive, though unevenly and even
contradictorily experienced, aspects to the transformations of local communities in
the Shire of Ravensthorpe, there was clearly an array of negative outcomes. Such
outcomes tend to date to be either masked or devalued in external assessments of
the social dimensions of mining, for example, through discounting social upheaval
as something that lasts only for a limited time (Lawrie et al. 2011). The local
experience of RNO highlights the limitations of assessments which foreground
(measurable) socio-economic indicators to the exclusion of understanding places
and communities as co-constructed through substantial, ongoing cultural and emo-
tional investments from individuals and collectives (McDonald et al. 2012).

The importance of ‘the local’ as a scale for analysing the consequences of
mining activity is made clear. Given the heterogeneity and complexities of inter-
sections between mining and local communities, detailed local case studies are
necessary for the development of nuanced context-specific understandings and the
development from this of cumulative knowledge sensitive to the multifaceted
contradictory nature of the relationships between mining activity and local com-
munities (Flyvbjerg 2006). The personal, local community experiences examined
here represent the intertwined material, social and economic consequences of
contemporary mining and governmental pro-development policies. Such experi-
ences are a crucial aspect of any comprehensive story of mining, not least so those
directly living the boom may have a voice. Perhaps more importantly this study of
Ravensthorpe demonstrates that the scale at which one ‘measures’ the impact of
mining is central to understanding/experiencing it as either a curse or cure, just as
the emphasis on what can be measured limits understandings of mining as a lived
community experience.
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