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Abstract

Australia is currently in the midst of a major resources boom. Resultant growing demands for

labour in regional and remote areas have accelerated the recruitment of non-resident workers,

mostly contractors, who work extended block rosters of 12-hour shifts and are accommo-

dated in work camps, often adjacent to established mining towns. Serious social impacts of

these practices, including violence and crime, have generally escaped industry, government and

academic scrutiny. This paper highlights some of these impacts on affected regional communi-

ties and workers and argues that post-industrial mining regimes serve to mask and privatize

these harms and risks, shifting them on to workers, families and communities.
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Introduction

In this article we identify some core features of new post-industrial mining regimes with
a view to examining some of their possible criminological impacts and implications.
The paper is exploratory and conceptual in nature, seeking to link these developments
rather eclectically with four particular theoretical strands in criminology: first, the social
ecology tradition associated with the Chicago School of sociology which studied the ways
in which rapid socio-demographic change affected the structure and dynamics of human
communities (Park and Burgess, 1967 [1925]; Bulmer, 1984); secondly, theorizing around
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gender, masculinity and crime (Naffine, 1997); thirdly, theorizing around corporate harm
and responsibility, a legacy of the Sutherland tradition within criminology; and, finally,
the criminology of risk and neo-liberalism.We begin with a snapshot of the currentmining
boom in Australia. We then turn to a consideration of key characteristics of new mining
regimes, and in particular their reliance on new production processes organized around
non-resident labour, before providing a broad socio-demographic profile of affected
mining communities and considering criminological impacts. Dramatic changes in the
social organization of the everyday life of communities and individuals raise some
serious questions, which in turn pose major challenges for public policy and regulation
of corporate harms and responsibilities.

A snapshot of the mining boom

Since the 1960s, Australia has developed into one of the world’s leading mining
nations, although the expansionary trend has been attended by a familiar boom/bust
cycle of fluctuating global commodity prices, conditions and profitability. In the late
1980s energy and mineral resources accounted for over one-third of the nation’s total
exports of goods and services (ABS, 1990). For the subsequent two decades Australia’s
volume of exported resource products grew at an annual rate of around 5 per cent per year
(Grant et al., 2005) and total annual production more than doubled in the 20 years to
2007–08 (ABS, 2010). The resources sector is now the largest contributor to Australia’s
export trade, with a total value of $118.4 billion in 2008–09, a tripling since 2004–05.
The industry’s contributions to total goods exported from Australia increased over the
same four-year period from 32 per cent to 51 per cent (ABS, 2010). The sector, currently
growing at 15 per cent per annum, has capital expenditure of $133 billion associated with
new resource projects at advanced stages of development, with one treasury estimate in
early 2011 suggesting the boom will last until at least 2025 (Lampard et al., 2010). Global
demand, especially from rapidly growing Asian economies, together with improved
methods of extraction, processing and transportation has fuelled this boom.

Current economic returns for the mining corporations and their shareholders are
staggering. Two of the giants announced record profits in early 2011: $10.5 billion for
the half year for BHP Billiton and an annual profit of $14.3 billion for Rio Tinto. The
boom has also produced high incomes for resource sector workers, necessary to attract
local and overseas labour in a tight market. Federal government policies – in areas like
taxation, workplace legislation and immigration – have bowed to the imperative of
resource sector expansion, although there continue to be further, impatient industry
demands to ‘cut red tape’, expand immigration, curtail union power, and so on. The
rush to be rich, to cash in on Australia’s mineral and energy wealth, is leaving many
questions about the broader effects of the resource boom unasked and unanswered in
the public domain.

Murray and Peetz observed of coal mining in Australia: ‘The history of the industry
is tough, at times violent, and always dangerous’ (2010: 8). The statement is no less
applicable to other resource sectors, as, for example, the impact of asbestos mining
demonstrates (Australian Parliament House of Representatives, Standing Committee
on Aboriginal Affairs, 1984; Gunningham, 1989; Hills, 1989; Peacock, 2009). The
forms of danger vary over time and according to context and they are undergoing
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significant change at the present time. We argue the risks under new mining regimes
may be shifting from the workplace to communities, families and individuals. During
this dynamic period of rapid growth, globalization and shifting community expectations,
the industry is restructuring with far-reaching implications, not only for the national
economy, but for regional development, local communities, and mine workers and
their families. The next section summarizes the key characteristics of post-industrial
mining regimes.

Post-industrial mining regimes

The organization of production and employment in the mining industry has been recast
over the last two decades. We use the term ‘post-industrial’ to capture this period of
change and attendant ramifications for the structures of economy, work, family, commu-
nity and governance, involving transition from relative stability and predictability in these
domains of life to increasing uncertainty, insecurity and risk.1 In a short time the mining
sector has gone from being one of the most highly unionized and regulated in Australia to
one now heavily reliant on sub-contractors, precarious employment practices and
industry self-regulation (Murray and Peetz, 2010). Post-industrial mining regimes maxi-
mize resource extraction through continuous production processes organized around
block roster shifts relying increasingly on non-resident, contract labour accommodated
in work camps. It was very different not that long ago.

During the boom of the 1960s and early 1970s, some 25 new mining settlements were
built in various regions of Australia (Houghton, 1993) to accommodate workers and
their families. Governments issued mining leases subject to conditions that companies
build or substantially finance local community infrastructure, including housing, streets,
transport, schools, hospitals and recreation facilities. By 2005 a survey of 100 mines by
the Western Australian Chamber of Minerals and Energy (WACME) reported that only
53 per cent of mining personnel were residential. A combination of social, political and
economic factors saw non-residential workforces become progressively more popular
with mining companies and workers. Roxby Downs, built in the late 1980s, was the last
mining town established in Australia (Storey, 2001). By 1991 more than 40 mining oper-
ations employing a total of about 5,000 workers used predominantly non-residential
workforces, known as fly-in, fly-outs or drive-in, drive-outs (FIFOs/DIDOs) (Gillies
et al., 2001; Storey and Shrimpton, 1991). Initially the practice was mostly confined to
gold mining in Western Australia (Houghton, 1993). By 2000, many types of mining
operations (including iron ore and nickel projects in Western Australia and coal in
Queensland) had adopted non-resident workforce arrangements (Storey, 2001). In 1991
Queensland removed the requirement for companies to provide homes for workers
when developing new mines (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, online, 2006).
In 2006 the most common places of residence of workers in the 12 biggest growth
mining towns in the country were Perth and Brisbane (ABS, 2008).

Widespread changes to working arrangements also include the move by mining
companies to use contractors for not only construction and maintenance but also
mining operations. Western Australian data for 2009 indicate that contractors comprised
56 per cent (around 40,000) of mining personnel. Contractors have represented the major-
ity of this sector’s workers since 2001–02 (Western Australian Department of Mines and

Carrington et al. 3
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Petroleum (WADMP), 2009). In Queensland the percentage of contractors rose from
6 per cent in 1996 to almost 50 per cent in 2005 (Murray and Peetz, 2010: 18). The
steep rise in the use of contractors in the resources sector was in part spurred by new
workplace relations laws introduced by the Howard government (Murray and Peetz,
2010: 22).

The overall advantages to industry and government of non-resident workforces
have been well documented (see e.g. Gillies et al., 1991; Kinhill Engineers, 1991; Storey,
2001, 2008; Storey and Shrimpton, 1989). Isolation and short project life were cited by
companies surveyed in 1991 as the rationale for adopting the practice (Gillies et al., 1991).
Other incentives included avoiding costs associated with construction and maintenance of
purpose-built towns, service provisioning and industrial disputes. Difficulties of sourcing
labour, worker preferences and increased flexibility in working arrangements, minimizing
pre- and post-production expenses for projects of finite duration and the drive for
efficiencies in service provision have also been cited as contributing factors (BHP
Billiton, 2009; Jackson, 1987).

Alongside these radical structural shifts in employment practices, the organization of
work itself – the seven-day, 35-hour working week won by coal miners in a historic 1970
victory (Murray and Peetz, 2010: 13) – has been transformed with multiple-week block
rosters of 12-hour shifts to support continuous production processes. An increasingly
non-resident workforce leave their homes to work these extended rosters (e.g. 14 days
on, 7 days off or 9 days on, 5 days off). They are accommodated in work camps or other
single persons’ quarters – caravan parks or motels – during work cycles. The overall
numbers involved are not clear from industry and government sources. During 2010,
an industry-estimated 38,340 non-resident workers were on concurrent work cycles in
the Pilbara (Heuris Partners Ltd, 2010) and, the number for the Bowen Basin was
14,613 on 30 June 2010 (OESR, 2011). If parallel leave cycles are included, the number
of non-resident workers for these two regions would bemuch higher, probably by as much
as 50 per cent or more again.

More flexible work arrangements are part of a larger global trend in the pattern of
employment in a post-industrial world (Louis et al., 2006: 456). Research about increas-
ingly precarious employment conditions suggests that these can adversely impact on
worker health and well-being, occupational health and safety, union membership, job
satisfaction, gender equity, and skills development (Louis et al., 2006: 466–467). In crude
terms, the mining industry has been at the forefront of a trend to encourage trading of
rights, security and conditions for high wages. A longer-term, more holistic view of
the role of work in relation to well-being, personal identity, family and community is
giving way to a narrower, shorter-term focus on immediate economic benefits. In other
words, precarious work practices may have a range of diffuse, often adverse social
consequences for individuals and communities, even if work is generously rewarded in
economic terms.

The socio-demographic and criminological impacts

Most mining sites and locations associated with the extraction, processing and movement
of resources are in regional and remote areas of Australia. The impact of rapidly evolving
mining industry regimes on the social ecology and gender dynamics of regional mining

4 Australian & New Zealand Journal of Criminology 0(0)



XML Template (2011) [19.8.2011–2:41pm] [1–20]
//server/3b2/Journals/application/sage/ANJ419068/application/sage/ANJ/ANJ 419068.3d (ANJ) [INVALID Stage]

communities is substantial (ABS, 2008; Murray and Peetz, 2010: 23–25). The ABS, based
on the latest census data (2006), identified 12 towns in Australia strongly impacted
by resource development. Only one (Roxby Downs in South Australia) was located out-
side the Pilbara in north Western Australia and Queensland’s Bowen Basin. All the towns
had experienced rapid population growth, due mainly to an increase in ‘visitors’, the
census category which comes closest to capturing non-resident workers. It is an inade-
quatemeasure because it is a static countmeaning that only non-resident workers on work
cycles are counted. Those on leave cycles are recorded at their place of usual residence.
Nor does the measure account for fluctuations in resource sector workers involved in
construction projects and maintenance. Furthermore, the quality of census data quality
in these regions in 2006 was noted for undercounting and non-response, especially in work
camps (ABS, 2008).

But even with these caveats in mind the 2006 Census data are indicative of the large-
scale changes affecting mining communities, showing steep rises in the proportion of
‘visitors’ in the local population compared with five years before. Australia-wide, visitors
represented 6 per cent of the population in 2006 but in the mining towns the proportion of
visitors ranged from nearly double that rate to 37 per cent of the local population in
Dampier in the Pilbara. Moreover, it should be noted that these data predate the rapid
expansion of the industry in the last few years. They highlight trends which, as the ABS
points out, carry major implications for the allocation of resources and efforts to calculate
the actual service populations in high-growth mining localities. These trends have only
intensified since 2006. What is clear is that the rapid swelling of local populations in small
resident communities potentially imposes enormous pressures on existing local services,
infrastructure, amenity and the social fabric. As more than a century of sociological
and criminological research and theorizing confirms, it is the relative scale and pace of
socio-demographic change that can produce social disorganization and dislocation in
communities.

An additional dimension is the further rapid masculinization of the local population in
communities that were already disproportionately male. All towns had considerably
more males than females but those in which proportions of Census night visitors were
greatest also had the greatest gender imbalance. For example, in Dampier and Tieri there
were almost two men recorded for every woman; in Middlemount, over 1.8; in
Blackwater, more than 1.7; and in Moranbah almost 1.6 (ABS, 2008). As previously
noted, undercounting and non-response means that the extent of gender imbalance is
underestimated in these statistics.

All towns had a youthful population, strong labour markets, low unemployment (less
than half the national average) andmuch higher than average rates of residential mobility.
Mining was the major source of employment and growing in importance which
explains the very high incomes by national standards. On the one hand, median weekly
incomes for full-time workers ranged from 1.5 times to almost double the national median
income in 2006. On the other hand, good economic times drive up local living costs.
In some towns, housing costs have reached exorbitant levels. For example, rental
costs for one-bedroom dwellings in some Pilbara towns were between $550 and $1,000
per week in 2010, and for a three-bedroom home between $1,400 and $1,800. To purchase
a four bedroom home cost between $1million and $1.5 million (Pilbara Development
Commission, 2010). Housing costs in the capital cities pale by comparison.

Carrington et al. 5
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Thus the distribution of benefits and burdens of the mining boom are highly uneven at
the local as well as at regional and national levels. Many of these towns are unaffordable
for those who do not work in the resources industry or benefit directly from it.
Accordingly, many service providers cannot afford to live in these places even though
the demand for their services is increasing. Some abandon their professions to join the
mining industry (Murray and Peetz, 2010: 23–25), a situation somewhat redolent of the
anxieties and social upheavals that attended the gold rushes in the 1850s, when, as colour-
fully described byManning Clark: ‘a great excitement unhinged the minds of all classes of
the community’ (Clark, 1978: 5). In particular, there are adverse social impacts for local
Indigenous communities who are excluded from the industry (Langton, 2010; Guerin and
Guerin, 2009). Problems also afflict those who enjoy the economic benefits. A sudden rise
in disposable income can lead to higher rates of alcohol and drug abuse, gambling
and other forms of conspicuous consumption and indebtedness (Doukas et al., 2008;
Mayes, 2008).

There is also a huge impact on the local social fabric from these work regimes. The
increasing reliance on non-resident workforces has meant an ever-decreasing permanent
resident workforce (Haslam McKenzie et al., 2008) which undermines sustainable
community development (Gallegos, 2005). ‘Fly-over’ effects cause loss of local benefits
and may, on occasions, stifle regional development (Haslam McKenzie, 2010; Storey,
2001), even threatening the continuing sustainability of some towns (Lozeva and
Martinova, 2008; Mayes, 2008; Storey, 2001; Venables et al., 2004). This also fosters
resentments and tensions, as between residents (‘insiders’) and the FIFOs (‘outsiders’)
(Carrington et al. 2010). Residents see themselves as having a long-term commitment to
the community and as bearing all the social costs of resource developments without a
commensurate sharing in the benefits. Conversely, FIFOs have nomeaningful attachment
to the community, they impose large additional burdens on local services and quality of
life and yet they walk away with most of the benefits (Carrington et al., 2010; Murray and
Peetz, 2010: 25–26).

In addition to the sheer number of transient workers with no meaningful commitment
to place, the block roster system – 12-hour shifts, usually with alternating day and night
rosters – has hugely disruptive effects on families, communities and associational lives of
residents. Where economic drivers subjugate all else, where a sense of local community
based on dense patterns of acquaintanceship, participation in local sporting and other
activities and high levels of implicit trust is seriously eroded, communities become much
less attractive places to live (Hogg and Carrington, 2006; Putman, 2000). Indeed,
some mining towns have experienced an inversion of ‘drive-in/drive-out’ as families
leave in search of a viable community in which to live and former resident workers join
the non-resident workforce, commuting for work cycles only (Murray and Peetz, 2010:
32). The concomitant loss of businesses and government services and facilities contribute
to factors that threaten the sustainability, even existence, of some towns (Lozeva and
Martinova, 2008; Mayes, 2008; Storey, 2001; Venables et al., 2004). This is disturbing
given that more rural communities affected by resource development will most
likely undergo substantial socio-demographic redefinition through increasing reliance
on non-resident workers in future years.

Most non-resident workers live in single-persons’ quarters located adjacent to the
towns. These are typically demountable dwellings or ‘dongas’, uniformly arranged in
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compounds with a common mess, laundry and entertainment facilities. They vary greatly
in conditions as there is a paucity of planning regulations regarding such temporary
dwellings. Some provide air-conditioned quarters and offer recreational facilities
while others are hastily and sometimes illegally erected structures, surrounded by
barbed wire, and resembling a modern day ‘gulag’ (Carrington et al., 2010). One
member of the Queensland Parliament, Jo-Ann Miller, described some mining camps
she had visited as ‘absolutely disgraceful’ and expressed concern that they did not
contribute to the community ‘in any shape or form’ (Miller, 8 March 2011 Queensland
Parliament).

There are, of course, positive experiences for non-resident workers, including growth
of personal independence and freedom, bonding and mateship, and strengthening of
coping skills (Watts, 2004). For single men away from home for the first time, these
experiences could be affirming. Alternatively, the experience may draw them into rituals
of pub brawling as a way of negotiating their masculine status in the local hierarchy of
masculinities (Carrington et al., 2010). Although the long-distance commuting lifestyle
undoubtedly suits some workers and their families, others find it difficult to adapt
(Kaczmarek and Sibbel, 2008; Pirotta, 2009). Identified downsides have included
loneliness and isolation, feelings of guilt due to abandonment of parental and partner
responsibilities, family dysfunction, sense of grief and loss, depression, domestic violence,
and possible substance abuse (Taylor and Simmonds, 2009; Watts, 2004). These work
patterns and living arrangements further promote a masculinized, ‘frontier’ culture
(Carrington et al., 2010; Gibson, 1994; Iacuone, 2005; Jefferson and Preston, 2008;
Sharma and Rees, 2007). Importantly, the shift to non-residential labour has disadvan-
taged the entry of women into the sector, reversing the hard-won inroads women had
made into the traditional sexual division of mining labour (Murray and Peetz, 2010: 24).

While the local economic, housing and environmental impact of mining on adjacent
communities has been researched (Cheshire, 2010; HaslamMcKenzie et al., 2008; Lockie
et al., 2009; Murray and Peetz, 2010; Petkova et al., 2009) and there has been an excellent
study on women and coal mining (Murray and Peetz, 2010) building on the classic study
undertaken by Claire Williams (1981), the criminological impacts of resource sector
expansion remains a critical research gap. Only a handful of Environmental Impact
Statements (EISs) for resource developments or researchers have made reference to the
crime impacts of mining. Lockie et al. (2009) noted that crimes against the person in
Nebo and the surrounding shire in the Bowen Basin, a site of significant new mining
activity reliant on temporary workers housed in camps, increased significantly, rising
from 300 per 100,000 in 1999 to 2,483 per 100,000 in 2003 (Lockie et al., 2009: 336).
The authors concluded that ‘increases in criminal and anti-social behaviour’ represented
an ‘acute social impact’ of the rapid development phase and associated increase in
temporary workforce. They attributed this increase to the ‘declining density of acquain-
tanceship and informal surveillance associated with population growth’ as well as ‘the
progressive masculinization of the permanent resident population’ (Lockie et al., 2009:
338). We have located three EISs only which acknowledge the risks that resource
developments are likely to adversely impact on alcohol abuse, domestic violence and
other crimes (such as assault and illegal drug use), organized prostitution, motor vehicle
accidents and other accidental injury (BHP Billiton, 2009; Sunderland, 2008; Synovate
et al., 2009).

Carrington et al. 7
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Our examination of secondary data revealed that some ‘hotspots’ for recorded rates of
violence included mining towns. For instance, breaches of domestic violence protection
orders in 2008–09 for a dominant large mining region of Queensland were 1.63 times the
rate applicable for the state capital (Queensland Police Service, 2010). Rates of recorded
offences against the person in the South Australian mining town of RoxbyDowns were, in
2006, 1.36 and 1.39 times greater than, respectively, the state and regional averages (BHP
Billiton, 2009). In one Western Australian mining community the rate of violence was
2.3 times the state average and had risen almost threefold since the beginning of the
resources boom (Armstrong Community Safety and Crime Prevention Plan, 2009).
In another study site in Queensland, the rate of offences against the person had grown
from 534 per 100,000 in 2001 to 2,315 per 100,000 in 2003 – a rate more than twice the state
average (OESR, 2004).

Our field research in regions impacted by mining in Queensland andWestern Australia
has also pointed to work camps accommodating non-resident workers having serious
impacts upon patterns of violence in host communities. The impact upon mostly unre-
ported male-on-male, alcohol-fuelled assaults was especially noticeable (Carrington et al.,
2010: 410). This is hardly surprising. After all, we know from a host of social science
and historical research that social processes and conditions which concentrate large
numbers of young men in relatively isolated conditions and free from close supervision
invariably produce high levels of interpersonal violence and disorder (Australian Institute
of Criminology, 2009; Tilly, 2003: 1). Add hard physical labour, a lack of structured
recreation, and access to copious quantities of alcohol and the problems multiply.
In fact, some parallels may be drawn between work camps in the resource rich regions
of Australia with thousands of young males ‘living in dongas cooped up like chooks in a
pen’ (Miller, 8 March 2011 Queensland Parliament) and recent problems at Australia’s
Christmas Island Detention Centre. With respect to rioting in the latter,
Western Australian Premier, Colin Barnett (ABC 7.30, 16 March 2011) observed: ‘ . . . if
you put large numbers of mainly single males and often young single males in an
environment, ah, that is a recipe for the problems we’re seeing in Christmas Island at
the moment’.

High levels of alcohol consumption are associated with particular industries,
occupations and population groups including mining (Alberta Alcohol and Drug
Abuse Commission, 2006; Barton, 2002; Butler, 2006; Drugs and Crime Prevention
Committee, 2004; Hagen et al., 1992; Health West, 1999; Iacuone, 2005; Midford et al.,
1997; Roxby Downs Community Board, 2005). A workplace culture that condones
alcohol abuse can influence new recruits through the process of ‘organizational osmosis’
(Gibson and Papa, 2000), the seemingly effortless adoption of ideas, values and experi-
ences. Moreover, international evidence points to workplaces associated with high
stress, job insecurity, long hours and isolation, or a combination of these factors as
catalysts for such cultures (Pocock, 2001). The conditions in some work camps where
drinking in the ‘wet mess’ is about the only form of available recreation and where ‘cour-
tesy’ buses transport workers to external licensed premises after 12-hour work shifts,
fit the typology of a workplace culture that incubates alcohol abuse. At worst this is
organized drunkenness (Carrington, et al., 2010).

Excessive consumption of alcohol is a recognized accelerant to anti-social and vio-
lent behaviour (Bull, 2007). Women who have a partner in the mining industry are
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more likely to experience social psychological abuse (Nancarrow et al., 2009). Berry et al.
(2007) found that many workers in the mining sector also drink heavily during leave cycles
when away from the worksite and workplace controls. This may be associated with social
dislocation caused by work rosters that are insensitive to conventional family and com-
munity routines. They warned that workforce arrangements involving 12-hour shifts and
block rosters may transfer some of the risk of alcohol-related injury or death from the
workplace to the wider community.

The obstacles to reporting domestic violence tend to be greater in smaller rural com-
munities (Hogg and Carrington, 2006; Neame and Heenan, 2004), but male-on-male
assaults among men in camps where self-policing by camp operators is the norm
are likely to be even more heavily under-reported. Official crime statistics may therefore
provide a limited guide to the reality of violence and criminal activities when ‘camp
workers generally do not report or press charges (for example in relation to assaults)’
(Sunderland, 2008: 16–18), there being a clear disincentive to report where acknowledged
involvement may lead to dismissal or expulsion from camp accommodation.

The rapid and large-scale changes currently affecting the social ecology of mining
communities disrupt existing social bonds and networks leading to a loss of community
identity and personal security, and a weakening of informal social control (Carrington
et al., 2010). Consequently, work camps can have a profound impact upon patterns of
violence, leading in some cases to chronic levels of male-on-male violence (Carrington
et al., 2010). There is no research on the long-term criminological impacts of post-indus-
trial mining regimes on communities, workers and individuals, or on the adequacy of
existing institutional arrangements to deal with them.

Social ecological theorizing around crime in the early days of the Chicago School
focused on the rapid unplanned influx of immigrant populations into US cities, creating
an intense competition for space. In later British variants greater emphasis was placed
on government and the role of policy (especially public housing policy) in the allocation
of population and shaping the socio-demographic make-up and dynamics of commu-
nities (Baldwin and Bottoms, 1976; Bottoms, 1994). Contemporary mining towns and
settlements and the changes they are undergoing give much of the appearance of being
unplanned. The rapid increases in population, the recourse to temporary and sometimes
makeshift living arrangements (with some men living in modified shipping containers in
residential backyards, or in industrial warehouses, cars or campervans) and local
impacts (like skyrocketing housing costs) all point to the rather chaotic, ad hoc, impro-
vised and volatile character of these changes. These features project images reminiscent
of certain mining booms of the past – particularly gold rushes – when thousands of
individuals flocked to fields hoping to strike it rich and rowdy settlements sprung up
spontaneously on the backs of the population influx, the sudden wealth and the
fast spending. The mining industry may derive a certain advantage from association
with such images, but in reality contemporary mining has nothing in common with
them. These are corporate undertakings, carefully planned with strict labour regimes.
They involve the organized movement of workers in and out according to corporate
labour needs, rosters, and so on. Many of the adverse consequences and potential risks
are known or knowable and the choice is made to ignore or downplay them and shift
the burden and locus of responsibility elsewhere, onto individuals, communities and
governments.

Carrington et al. 9
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The regulation of corporate harms and responsibilities
in the mining industry

In the 1990s the Australian mining industry became integrated into the global economy,
serving not only as a leading exporter of minerals and energy products to the tiger
economies of Asia but also undertaking major exploration and investment initiatives
overseas. The period was one of radical restructuring as companies adjusted to the
demands for increased efficiency, lower unit costs and more stable shareholder returns
fostered by growing global competitiveness and the endemically cyclical character of
world demand for commodities. The Asian economic crisis of the late 1990s underlined
both the competitive pressures and the financial risks peculiar to the industry. At the same
time other, novel, forms and sources of risk, both global and local, were emerging: most
notably those associated with environmental protection and native title claims. This was
the setting in which mining companies retrenched staff, began outsourcing their labour
needs, embraced the fly-in, fly-out workforce and initiated the radical restructuring of
production processes in pursuit of productivity gains. This period also saw significant
shifts in the regulatory environment of mining. There were moves to de-regulate the
labour market (and thus erode trade union power) and establish self-regulatory and coop-
erative mechanisms (such as codes of practice, voluntary compliance, strategic frame-
works for achieving desired outcomes in relation to, for example, health and safety) in
place of allegedly inefficient reliance on top-downwards enforcement.

Consistent with these developments most large mining companies operating in
Australia acknowledge their corporate social responsibility to effectively manage social
and human capital, as well as economic and environmental impacts on key stakeholders
(CSRM, 2007; Minerals Council of Australia, 2005). These policies are often couched in
terms aimed at mitigating business risk and creating business opportunities (Innes, 2009),
rather than long-term social sustainability (with respect to mining, see research projects
summarized by Richards and Aitken, 2004; also, Brereton and Forbes, 2004; Brereton
et al., 2008; Burdge and Vanclay, 1996). But self-regulation in relation to social impacts
has severe limitations. There has been no investigation of the short- and long-term crim-
inological impacts, and many other social impacts remain uninvestigated. Just as the oil
industry boom in Britain in the 1970s elevated ‘the priority of production requirements’
over the health and safety of its workforce (Carson, 1980: 261), the current rush to exploit
resources while commodity prices are high is arguably occurring at the expense of more
considered and planned harvesting of precious resources that takes account of the broader
and longer-term impacts.

The EIS process that has existed since the 1970s ostensibly encompasses social and
cultural issues and impacts in relation to host communities but this aspect has been
criticized as not receiving the same level of initial investigation and subsequent monitoring
and remediation as applies to economic and other environmental matters (Brereton and
Pattenden, 2007; Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining, 2007; Franks et al., 2009;
Queensland Department of Infrastructure and Planning (QDIP), 2008b). In addition, the
cumulative social impact ofmultiple project developments involving numerous companies
operating in the same region is currently outside the EIS assessment process and guide-
lines. Industry reliance on self-regulation (Innes, 2009) has recognized failures though
many may not come to light. In 2007 the then Western Australian Resources Minister
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‘called on mining companies to clean up their act’ after revealing that 82 per cent of
exploration sites inspected in that state, involving 33 different companies, were found
to have breached mining regulations (Ministerial Media Statement, 13 November
2007). One resources company was fined $20,000 by the Minister for the ‘unauthorised
construction of a 59-person exploration camp’ (Ministerial Media Statement, 13
November 2007). Apparently such fines are not disincentives as this was its second fine
in two years for similar violations. Even as companies and government point to the
improving occupational health and safety record of the industry, there remains minimal
public information about corporate breaches of this kind. The penalties – ranging from
$10,000 to $100,000 – would in any case amount to a trifling tax on illegal activities for
companies that count their profits in anything from the tens of millions to the billions.

In 2010 the Queensland Government departed from the regime of self-regulation by
introducing formal processes for the preparation of Social Impact Management Plans for
projects in the mining sector. While this approach represents a significant step towards
developing strategies for ‘mitigation, management, monitoring and review’ of social
impacts on new or expanded resource developments (QDIP, 2010: para. 3), the guidelines
fall short of requiring examination of the criminological impacts. The social impact
process is thus circumscribed to a very narrow band of factors. It has been suggested
that the regulatory regime for assessing the social impact of resource development projects
has relied excessively on self-regulation with resource companies paying no more than
‘lip service’ to social responsibility (Stutsel, 2006: 4).

Attempts have been made to address impacts upon the social well-being of communi-
ties affected by resource development. For instance, community consultation has increas-
ingly become part of the accepted methodology for the preparation of EIS documents and
has been endorsed by the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA), recognizing the need for
the industry to commit to the concept of a ‘social licence to operate’ (MCA, 2005). At best
such a licence would represent an unwritten social contract with host communities,
lacking enforceability when it counts. At worst, it appears as little more than a public
relations exercise aimed at diffusing criticism.

Identified long-term, cumulative and serious social and human impacts (see e.g.
Carrington et al., 2010; Haslam McKenzie, 2010; Lockie et al., 2009; Petkova et al.,
2009; Rolfe et al., 2007) appear to receive inadequate consideration when planning for
resource projects. Recognition and/or recommendations for amelioration of potential or
realized negative effects have been narrow, overlooking the depletion of social and human
capital within communities directly affected by resource projects. The implications of core
elements of new mining regimes – reliance on non-resident labour, dense work schedules
and accommodation of the predominantly male workers in work camps – are rarely
considered by industry or regulatory bodies, perhaps because of the speed with which
they have seemingly become normalized features of contemporary mining regimes.

Regulating the harms that flow from corporate activity pose difficult challenges for
government and regulatory agencies (Tombs and Whyte, 2010), especially under current
conditions. First, corporate harms tend to be diffused in time and space and thus often
remain unidentified, under-reported and under-recognized. This is likely to be particularly
so under new mining regimes because of the extent to which they privatize and shift risks
and costs to principal contractors, individuals and communities.With resource developers
distanced from mining communities, with traditional employment relationships giving
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way to contract labour and collective representation of worker and community interests
sidelined, and with high labour turnover and low job security in the industry, the temporal
and social frame for monitoring and assessing harm and risk is inevitably attenuated.
Block rosters, 12-hour shifts and FIFO/DIDO workforces ensuring continuous
operations are intrinsically hostile to stable family relationships and routines, and
viable communities, as well as female participation in the industry. Clearly these are
not matters of pressing concern to the industry and their likely collateral harms – perhaps
in broken relationships, interpersonal violence, substance abuse and other self-destructive
behaviours and so on – are distanced from view and effectively extruded from prevailing
conceptions of corporate responsibility. The industry may point to welcome improve-
ments in safety and certain conditions in the workplace but this leaves as outstanding
certain issues of the safety and the long-term health and well-being of workers outside the
workplace and of the welfare of families and local communities. Under current conditions,
fatigued DIDO workers are more likely to be killed or injured on the roads as they
commute long distances either end of demanding work cycles rather than in the work-
place. These are not harms and risks for which companies are likely to acknowledge any
responsibility, especially as the workers may not even be employees, but they are predict-
able impacts of the intensified labour process, for which there is already some worrying
evidence (Murray and Peetz, 2010: 36, 192–193, 218–221; Queensland Courts, Office of the
State Coroner, 2011).

Secondly, large corporations are able to use their power to lobby governments in
relation to regulatory regimes or measures so as ‘to insulate themselves from critical
legal scrutiny’ (Tombs and Whyte, 2010: 154). The lobby power of the resources sector
in Australia can hardly be underestimated – as illustrated by the full page daily advertise-
ments targeting the Labor government’s proposed Resource Super Profits Tax during the
2010 federal election campaign. Governments (both national and state) are subject to
constant underlying corporate threats to shift investment if regulatory and tax environ-
ments are not to their liking, something that was also fully on display in the debate over
the super profits tax. Thirdly, regulatory instruments take many shapes and can be a way
of symbolically assuaging popular concern whilst doing little to tackle problems if that
involves impinging on corporate interests and prerogatives (Carson, 1974; Tombs and
Whyte, 2010). Fourthly, much of the regulatory activity relating to mining is (for obvious
historical reasons) focused on occupational health and safety. Mine safety has improved
significantly over the last 20 years (Cliff and Johnstone, 2010: 14), but, as we sug-
gested above, many of the harms associated with current resource extraction have shifted
from the mine site to individuals, families and communities and these largely escape
regulatory attention.

Conclusion

The present mining boom is producing huge economic benefits and is widely regarded as
safeguarding Australia’s prosperity into the future. This is the key to its unstoppable
expansion. What receives far too little attention is the distribution both of the benefits
and also of the costs of the boom (Richardson, 2009). These costs include the creation of a
‘two speed’ economy, the impost on other export industries of a high dollar and the many
social impacts we have been discussing above. Even in the face of pressure to act
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(Houghton, 1993; Watts, 2004), governments appear reluctant to modulate the costs and
redistribute some of the benefits if it means inhibiting the industry’s growth and standing
in the global economy.

This may reflect the fact that governments (along with individuals, households and
other entities), no less than mining companies, are bound into what Barry Hindess has
called a shifting problematic of ‘economic security’ (Hindess, 1998). In this, neo-liberal
(or economic rationalist) problematic all actors (from individuals to schools to hospitals
to communities) are required to approximate to the form of an enterprise governed by
the imperative of economic efficiency to which their other non-economic functions are
subjugated. This is the market principle in some (often artificial) form, penetrating more
and more of the areas of life that we traditionally think of as non-economic. In pursuit of
national economic efficiency and competitive participation in the international economy,
governments have also been led to abandon older notions of national welfare and well-
being, and their incidents of macro-economic management and protective social policies,
in favour of constraining citizens, and other parts of society, to function more efficiently
as market actors; that is, more completely freed from other collective, non-economic
responsibilities and commitments that encumber economic efficiency. Post-industrial
mining regimes take neo-liberal logic to an extreme, one perhaps encapsulated in the
figure of the fly-in/fly-out worker – contracted, non-unionized, with bulging pay packet,
compressed work roster, fragile job security and truncated family and community life.
Even some within the industry question whether these regimes are sustainable in the long
term, but most others pay little attention to the long term. Efforts to leaven the adverse
effects have been limited and hesitant, if still noteworthy.

There is Western Australia’s ‘Royalties for Regions’ programme,2 negotiated by the
WANationals, who held the balance of power after the 2008 state election. After calls over
several decades for a more coherent set of policies aimed at maximizing the national
benefit from the exploitation of Australia’s vast stock of mineral wealth (Richmond,
1983), the Rudd Labor Government’s proposal for a Resources Super Profits Tax
(RSPT) was obviously driven by just such a desire. Its political mishandling, the fierce
industry resistance and voter scepticism demonstrate the difficulty of the task and also
perhaps how elusive the concept of the ‘national interest’ has become in the present global
era. Its substantially scaled down replacement, the Mineral Resources Rent Tax, remains
mired in uncertainty. The outcome of negotiations with leading sections of the mining
industry, it inspires little confidence that the heads of agreement upon which the new
measure is based was drafted by BHP Billiton (Maiden, 2011). In its efforts to form a
government in the hung parliament after the 2011 election Labor also entered into a $9.9
billion Regional Australia package with rural independents (Karvelas, 2010). In the
Commonwealth bureaucracy Dr Ken Henry, Secretary to the Treasury until early 2011,
has rather tirelessly argued the case for planning regional cities as one way of addressing
looming population growth (The Land, online, 2010). These initiatives and proposals
show a concern for regional development, but they sit uncomfortably with mining regimes
that prefer non-resident labour and betray little interest in the role of mining operations in
sustaining viable local communities in regional Australia.

One of the many costs may be a rise in violence and other social harms in communities
affected by the mining and energy sector. These are seriously under-recognized issues and
there remains a paucity of empirical data and conceptual understanding of the
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criminological impact of post-industrial mining regimes and a lack of policy or regulatory
approaches to contend with the problems.
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Notes

1. Analysts have characterized and theorized these shifts with differing emphases (referring vari-
ously to globalization, latemodernity, ‘liquidmodernity’, the ‘advent of supercapitalism’, the ‘risk
society’, and so on) (see e.g. Beck, 1992; Giddens, 2002; Reich, 2008; Young, 2007: Chapter 1).

2. Through Western Australia’s Royalties for Regions Act 2009, the equivalent of 25% of the
state’s mining and onshore petroleum royalties are being returned to the State’s regional areas
each year as an additional investment in projects, infrastructure and community services.
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