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The Coal Rush and Beyond: 
Making climate change 
tangible for local communities 
1. Summary of the impact 
 
The Coal Rush and Beyond project investigated three planned mining sites in Australia, 
Germany and India to understand why new coal mines continue to be established despite 
the deep contestation and conflicts regarding climate change.  
 
This six-year project was able to make the abstract issue of climate change more tangible 
for local residents and the general public, and was able to take a step closer to informing 
government policy. 
 
2. The Problem 
 
Although it has been internationally established that the burning of coal for electricity is the 
principal cause of climate change, the coal mining industry continues to grow globally. As 
a response to this, the Coal Rush and Beyond project wanted to ask two key questions: 
Why do new coal mines find support, and what does it take to stop coal mining, on the 
ground? 
 
The project focused on three planned mining sites located in Australia, Germany and India 
respectively. One key problem the team identified was the continuing ideological struggle 
for coal, waged by dominant players against the renewable sector. In all three countries 
the public discourse was dominated by powerful alliances of mining corporates and 
sections of the government, along with sections of the business lobby and mining unions, 
to support the construction of these coal mines.  
 
For post-industrial Germany, the main argument in favour was underpinning energy 
security. Despite its reputation of being the front-runner in the shift away from fossil fuels 
and coal, Germany has the largest brown coal mine industry in the world. Ongoing heavy 
reliance on coal for electricity has led to continued planning of new mining sites.  
 
A different argument dominated in India, an industrialising country in which close to 40% of 
the population still has no access to electricity. Unsurprisingly, the main argument in 
support of the new mine was as a part of the response to national energy poverty. 
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Australia being one of the biggest coal exporters in the world took on an extractivist 
stance. The country still relies on coal for 80%-90% of domestic electric power generation. 
Most importantly, Australia is also heavily reliant economically on fossil fuel exports, and 
the loss of jobs and economic impact was a key argument in favour of the mining industry. 
 
One of the main reasons why the mining industry continues to find support is that climate 
change remains distant from everyday life. Climate change on a global level is inherently 
an abstract matter, and especially in the western world, the effects of climate change are 
not yet directly having an impact on the general public. Moreover, with technological 
advancements and the ability to lead a fairly ‘air-conditioned life’, it is unlikely that the high-
income first world will feel the full impacts of climate change for many years to come. 
According to one of Coal Rush and Beyond team’s lead researchers, Associate Professor 
James Goodman, this is a major barrier to wider public mobilisation for more effective 
climate action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Until the general public is directly 
impacted by the injustices of climate change it will remain difficult to create an effective 
social movement. It is very hard to act on something that is anticipated but not yet felt. 
Thus, the key challenge was to materialise climate change in people’s everyday lives. 
 
Since the extraction and subsequent burning of fossil fuels are the main culprits 
contributing to climate change, the team recognised an opportunity to materialise the issue 
in this way.  
 
3. The Beneficiaries 
 
In the Australian context the very immediate beneficiaries of the project include rural and 
remote communities, indigenous communities as well as those individuals and 
communities directly surrounding the planned sites. These are strongly affected by the 
symptoms of the extraction process, which include water pollution, dust, noise, loss of 
land, lack of compensation for their land, loss of livelihood, and the health effects of coal 
burning.  
 
In addition, this project also brought the issue closer to communities around the globe and 
analysed alliances between local communities and larger NGOs, including environmental 
groups, in their efforts to stop the construction of the new mines. 
 
4. Approach to Impact 

 
Funded by the Australian Research Council (ARC Discovery Projects), 2014-2016, the 
chief investigators for this project involved a team of five researchers; Associate Professor 
James Goodman (UTS), Associate Professor Tom Morton (UTS), Associate Professor 
Devleena Ghosh (UTS), Associate Professor Stuart Rosewarne (University of Sydney) and 
Professor Linda Connor (University of Sydney). This interdisciplinary work within the social 
sciences drew together applied knowledge and skills from various areas and universities, 
including, politics, journalism, anthropology and sociology. 
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The team targeted the local communities affected by three potential new mining sites in 
Australia, Germany and India, and launched this project to engage the people on the 
ground with this issue to investigate how the abstract idea of climate change can become 
more tangible.  
 
As global debates on climate and emissions policy have failed to bring climate change 
closer to everyday reality, the research team found that the extraction, burning and 
transportation of coal is material and tangible, and something that the general public can 
relate to. By focusing on the extraction process, the issue became less about climate and 
emissions and was centred on the everyday effects visible in the surrounding community 
which include noise, health threats, water safety and availability, as well as the loss of 
agricultural land and livelihood. 
 
The project aimed to address the energy crisis from the social sciences and took a cross-
disciplinary approach by combining ethnography with political economy and investigative 
journalism to highlight patterns that contribute to the resistance to the opening of new 
mines. This enabled the team to get an insight into everyday lived experiences by 
investigating what happens in the communities and the attitudes of the affected 
individuals.  
 
The findings were then communicated appropriately to the demographics strategically 
identified at different levels – the general public could hear and be heard through 
journalism, while policy journals targeted key decision makers, and conference 
presentations and publications helped to inform the academic research arena. As a result, 
community members and other local and national players felt that they could make a 
difference through collaborating with the research team, rather than simply being the 
subject of academic work. This more reciprocal community engagement reflected the 
practical research approach, and the project’s desired impact. 
 
The Australian research participants included local community members, including local 
farmers, non-government advocates and local policy-makers, who were often interviewed 
in their homes (often without being audio-recorded). In addition, researchers attended 
community events, such as agricultural shows and sporting events, as well as consultative 
meetings and protests against the proposed mines.  
 
These forms of participation were designed to gain a better understanding of the 
underlying themes at community level, and the team reported these in the media as well 
as through academic channels. The team made a conscious effort to speak to people who 
promote the establishment of new coal mines as well as those opposing them. Beyond 
this, the team analysed State and national policy debates were analysed to gain a better 
understanding of why these mines get approved and go ahead despite the fierce 
opposition.  
 
As anticipated, it became evident that the key concerns of the local public were not 
centred on the climate issue, but rather on the symptoms of extraction. In India, a key 
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concern was the loss of land and livelihood, the displacement of communities and the 
insufficient compensation they would receive. In Germany, the pubic debate about coal 
mining was directly linked to the government’s ostensible commitment to securing a 
national ‘energy transformation’ to renewables, away from fossil fuels. The Australian 
context was dominated by the tense debates between environmentalists and the mining 
industry, chiefly about the issue of Australia’s heavy economic dependence on the 
extraction of fossil fuels. 
 
5. What has changed as a result of this work? 

 
5.1. The Outcomes  

 
The research team was able to publish their findings in three arenas, namely the academic 
sphere, the political sphere and in the general media. 
 
With two books, over ten book chapters and various journal articles, the research findings 
were widely shared with the academic community involved in climate justice. One of the 
most significant outputs was editing and producing a special issue of the high-impact 
journal Energy Policy, Vol. 99 (December 2016). This had a critical impact around the 
world, and the research team made a deliberate effort to reach policy outlets rather than 
just academic venues. In addition to publishing, the various researchers also presented 
their findings and sparked conversation at over 20 conferences and events.  
 
Finally, the team also launched a three-part series on the ABC Radio’s Science Show 
named “Beyond the Coal Rush” which helped widen the public debate in Australia beyond 
the affected communities and materialise the issue of coal mining and climate change for 
the general public. The series of three hour-long documentaries were broadcast over three 
weeks in August-September 2016 in Australia, and a shortened one-hour version was also 
broadcast by the German national broadcaster, Deutschlandfunk.  
 

5.2. The impact 
 
The Beyond the Coal Rush project’s ultimate goal is to contribute to halting greenhouse 
gas emissions from coal extraction and burning, and thereby to help stop climate change. 
This is an impact that is impossible to measure at this stage, as this process is likely 
extend well beyond our lifespan. In addition, change in this domain is longitudinal, and 
multiple strategies need to come together for this impact to be achieved. 
 
However, the initiative was able to achieve the main social and cultural goals it set itself – 
to engage the public and make the longer-term outcomes of fossil fuel extraction a more 
immediate concern, by demonstrating that it is a problem that affects real people and real 
communities. The project was able to make the issue more tangible for the general public 
by giving them a deeper perspective and help wider publics see how fossil fuel extraction 
affects their own wellbeing, land and communities. As such, the team was able to make 
fossil fuel extraction a conversation at the most local, immediate level, right up to 
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international contexts, to inform the ongoing transnational conflict surrounding climate 
change.  
 
By sharing their findings and engaging the local communities in conversation and 
workshops, the team was able to have an impact strongly related to democracy and 
participation as it has empowered individuals from all social layers to unite and find 
different means of taking a stance against fossil fuel extraction. This is evident in the 
increased interest and widened discussions surrounding this urgent issue, as well as the 
formation of unusual alliances in their collaborations, as part of the wider process of taking 
direct action against the proposed mines. In Australia for instance, indigenous 
communities came together with agriculturalists and environmentalists to tackle the issue, 
indicating wider social engagement and impact. 
  
In addition, this project has undoubtedly had a significant public policy impact, especially in 
regards to NGOs. The team was able to push the conversation beyond the academic 
sphere and was able to reach policymakers in the hopes of shaping policy development. 
On a national level, the project has been able to support NGOs by providing much-needed 
research and analysis of the national and international level context. 
 
The impact is a work-in-progress, with one of the mines permanently shelved, a second 
facing delays, and a third only part-opened (respectively in Germany, Australia and India). 
 
6. What helped you accomplish this work? 
 

6.1. Personal enabling factors - Associated research by the research team 
 

The team of chief investigators have a solid track record in researching matters related to 
the project and have brought together a wealth of expertise, especially in the domains of 
environmental sciences, economics, studies in human society and interdisciplinary work. 
 
The UTS team, headed by Associate Professor James Goodman, has long been 
conducting research into social change and global politics with a special focus on global 
justice and climate justice. In addition, a key enabling factor was the involvement of A/Prof 
Tom Morton, a leading academic in investigative journalism at UTS.  
 
UTS expertise was complemented by the University of Sydney scholars who contributed 
through their anthropological and ethnographic research on climate change and renewable 
energy as well as their experience in environmental, ecological economics and critical 
political economy. 
 
http://coalrush.net/about/  
 
  

http://coalrush.net/about/
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6.2 External enabling factors 
 
Key to the success of the project was the ARC funding of $540,000 in addition to the 
support from the respective universities of the investigators, in terms of time allocation. 
 
In addition to the five chief investigators, the project has two international partner 
investigators who have provided guidance throughout, as well as three in-country 
researchers who have helped with the ethnographic work.  
 
UTS and the University of Sydney were particularly supportive of this cross-institutional 
project, enabling the collaboration of these distinguished academics. 
 
7. Challenges 
 
One key challenge that spans across all academic research projects is the fact that 
funding and university support are predominantly available for purely academic work, 
rather than allotting time and resources for the researchers to use their findings for wider 
public outreach. 
 
As such, academic research such as this is still predominantly expected to produce 
academic outputs, such as publications and conferences, rather than actively pursuing a 
policy or social agenda that could have a deeper impact and lead to tangible change. 
 
Within these constraints, though, the ARC now requires its research projects to have a 
definable impact, and recognises non-academic outputs to achieve this. This is reflected in 
the fact that one of the key outputs of this project was a series of radio documentaries 
(albeit in addition to anticipated academic outputs).  
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