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Figure 47: The diamond social licence model mirrors and extends the Thomson and Boutilier (2011) model below the 

‘withdrawal’ boundary as individuals increasingly identify instead with the social movement. 

As a linking theme, increasing levels of trust have been included as a key for all boundaries, 

with the highest level now requiring the ‘identity’ boundary be passed. Survey results 

demonstrate a high level of identification with the social movement, particular for those who 

take on organisational roles, and/or specific identities such as the ‘Knitting Nanas’ or the ‘Girls 

against Gas’(Lock-the-Gate 2015). Once people find their identity strongly linked with the 

industry or movement, investing time, energy and/or money, this becomes a new or deepened 

identity (as has occurred on a regional scale), and individuals will defend the institution (or 

social group) that they are involved with (Tajfel 1974). 

In Lismore, a forty-year history of environmentalism and alternative living directly influences 

cultural values, and while the LGA enjoys a comparatively high quality of life, there is no 

imminent need for change. A history of social action and (successful) environmental activism 

is likely to underpin what appears to be an empowered community (Bible 2007). A third of 

Richmond Valley respondents, and over half of Lismore respondents reported to have taken 

actions to directly oppose the industry, with attendance at protest events likely to further 

increase connectivity and social identification with this group (Tajfel 1974). With personal 
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connections being such an important source of information, there is also the danger that 

information becomes increasingly polarised between those with opposing views as people 

become less likely to alter their positioning (Mackie 1986, Jaspal and Nerlich 2014). 

These findings have implications for governance, for as people move lower in the diamond 

model they will identify more strongly with the social movement, increasing social risk for 

industry to continue with developments. The social movement has already had an influence on 

policy and legislative change at a local level in Lismore (e.g. Luke et al. 2013), State-wide (e.g 

NSW-Government 2013), and nationally (e.g. Australian-Government 2013), with a permanent 

ban on CSG development recently announced in the southern State of Victoria (Hepburn, 

2016). Subtle differences between local government areas emerge as a challenge to planning 

decisions principally conducted at a state level, reinforcing the importance of understanding 

regional variations in context (Evensen and Stedman, 2016).  In mid-2014, the Richmond 

Valley Council reversed its initial pro-industry stance to become one of the last Northern Rivers 

councils to have internally voted against the gas drilling industry (Feliu 2014). With state-wide 

polling indicating that social positioning against the gas industry goes beyond the local level 

(Aird 2015), the diamond social license model could be useful for examining processes of 

social positioning occurring at a range of geographical and social scales. 

9.7 Conclusion 

Drivers of social positioning on industrial developments in rural areas are a complex set of 

relationships between knowledge transfer, social connectivity and values that reflect a region’s 

cultural, economic and geographical context. These drivers in turn will determine whether the 

community-level social license of a development will be granted or rejected. For all survey 

respondents in the Northern Rivers region of NSW, perception of potential (positive and/or 

negative) impacts of the coal seam gas industry depended upon what people valued most 

deeply: the maintenance of their rural livelihoods and the health of the natural environment. 

While these values were primary motivators in their reaction to gas industry developments, 

trust and social connectivity also played an intrinsic role in the perceived legitimacy and 

credibility of developments. 

The pyramid model of social license was useful in understanding processes of increasing levels 

of approval for industry, but failed in some critical areas. This paper attempts to deal with this 

by proposing its extension to a new diamond social license model that reflects processes of 



244 Chapter Nine: Social license for industrial operations 

community positioning beyond the withdrawal stage. The Northern Rivers case study 

demonstrates that a process of identification with the social movement takes place that mirrors 

the social license pyramid. The alignment of values and trust will influence perceived 

legitimacy, credibility and identification with the individuals involved, and will determine the 

level of support for industry, or for the social movement. Social positions are likely to become 

increasingly static as psychological identification grows, leading to an increasing likelihood of 

social license withdrawal and policy reform. 

 

9.8 Reflecting on Chapter 9 

Sub-question 1 was addressed again in this chapter, but this time comparing two places: What 

are drivers of social positioning for contentious land use change (for those who elected to 

support, not support or remain undecided on CSG developments)? Notably, social license 

withdrawal (or denial) was not as strong in the Richmond Valley LGA. There were also 

differences in drivers for non-support, with regional context highlighted as an important 

contributing factor for social positioning on an individual and community level.  

Responding to sub-question 5: In which ways does the social, environmental and economic 

context of a project impact upon community-level social license? , a thorough understanding 

of local context plays a crucial role in how the social license of a development will be enacted 

in a ‘community of place’. The available natural resources are likely to influence the economic 

and social profile of an area. Economic context is important, as people with lower incomes 

may be more likely to seek industrial opportunities for improving their lifestyle. Where socio-

economics are stronger, there is less need for developments. Ultimately, natural values have 

influenced cultural values. Community empowerment and previous experience in 

environmental activism has proved an important factor contributing towards the success of the 

social movement. An important consideration, if social license withdrawal is judged solely on 

the emergence of social resistance. This responds directly to sub-question 6: In what ways can 

the research findings be used to clarify or extend the social license concept? The research 

findings indicate that there is an inverse relationship between support for an industrial 

development, and support for a social movement. This evidence has been utilised to extend 

existing models of social license to include social resistance. 



 

10.  Chapter Ten: Thesis Summary and 
Conclusions 

 

Figure 48: Locating Chapter Ten within the thesis structure 
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10.1 Thesis Summary 

 

Figure 49: A summary outline of the structure of Chapter 10 

10.2 Main themes of the thesis 

Three main themes have been identified, which, in the case of the Northern Rivers, have led to 

social license withdrawal for the unconventional gas industry (depicted in Figure 49): 

• Social dynamics 

• Drivers of social positioning 

• Community engagement in land-use planning and decision-making 

An exploration of these themes has deepened understandings of how social license can be 

enacted in a community, with regional context being a strong driver of social positioning, 

interlinked with community values and culture. It has been demonstrated in previous chapters 
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how transformative engagement approaches, including processes of ‘scaled up’ deliberative 

democracy, can be used to legitimise community views and formalise what is, in this case 

study, a lack of social license for the development of the coal seam gas industry. The research 

has shown how different patterns of behaviour have influenced interactions between 

individuals, groups, institutions, communities and networks relating to the CSG industry, 

community, and the anti-CSG social movement. 

10.2.1 Social dynamics 

An investigation into social responses to the coal seam gas industry in the Northern Rivers 

provided an interesting case study of how a social license has been enacted in a community. 

How individuals came to form groups, how groups connected and how views were shared 

between groups, has been integrated into the story of the community response to CSG 

developments. Events and processes have been described that demonstrates some of the 

connectivity between social scales, including at protest events, meetings and through the 

media. Moyer’s (2001) Movement Action Plan (MAP) model of social movements provided a 

useful frame for describing the developmental phases of the research, as well as some of the 

key roles involved (Chapter Four).  

The views of different individuals at the start of the social movement were examined, including 

how social identity affected the formation of groups, specifically the unification of farmers and 

activists in the anti-CSG cause. Some quite different responses were identified when the 

Northern Rivers interviews were compared with those in the Western Downs region of 

Queensland (Lloyd et al., 2013). A deeper exploration of social dynamics, relating to intra-

group and inter-group behaviour, found that community action groups can be quite diverse in 

their membership; that there are many potential barriers to group effectiveness and connectivity 

between different groups that may have different social identities (Lloyd et al., 2013; Luke et 

al., 2014a).  

There were several points where the social movement could have experienced systemic impacts 

or failures, for example when the Northern Rivers Alliance began, and divergent views led to 

group conflict. In this case, issues were overcome quite quickly, however this may not always 

be the case. Each and every community action group formed must overcome a suite of social 

dynamics in order to achieve a common purpose and become effective in their aims. A visual 

mapping technique was used to demonstrate a way for community groups to identify unifying 

concerns and goals to form a common purpose. Not only was this technique able to demonstrate 
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concerns, goals and values held by group members, but it also demonstrably helped the BSANE 

group, and the Northern Rivers Alliance to overcome some of the barriers to group 

effectiveness (Chapter 4; Luke et al., 2014a).  

Ultimately, connectivity between social action groups and the wider community in the 

Northern Rivers led to broad mobilisation of the populace in various protest activities. The 

research suggests that mobilisation was made easier by pre-existing experience with effective 

social-environmental activism, and high values relating to the biodiversity, aesthetics and 

natural resources existing within the surrounding environment. Increased involvement in 

protest activities reinforced cultural values relating to the natural environment, and the 

perceived lack of environmental sustainability of the CSG industry. It could then be argued 

that the anti-CSG social movement ultimately led to a deepened regional identity relating to 

environmental values and social activism, with raised levels of empowerment and social 

connectivity (Luke et al., 2014b; Luke et al., n.d). The basis of the Northern Rivers case study 

was then used to argue for the extension of the social license pyramid model to a diamond 

model of social license that includes processes occurring beyond social license withdrawal as 

residents identify with the social movement (Luke et al., n.d).  

10.2.2 Social positioning 

Drivers for social positioning on proposed gas industry developments have been an important 

focus in all phases of the research, at several social scales. Motivations to support or reject the 

coal seam gas industry were examined relating to individuals and groups in chapters Four, Five 

and Six. Quantitative and mixed-methods approaches were used to explore social positioning 

at a community level in chapters Seven, Eight and Nine, specifically for Lismore and the 

Richmond Valley Council local government areas. The Lismore survey was developed using 

qualitative information from the previous research phases. This survey, in conjunction with the 

poll, was able to establish important drivers of community-level social positioning that 

ultimately legitimised social license withdrawal for Lismore City Council (Luke et al., 2014b). 

Community-level drivers of industry support, opposition and indecision were explored in 

Chapter Seven, and contextualised in greater depth in Chapter Nine, in relation to regional 

characteristics. 

Social positioning in two local government areas was compared in order to consider the 

geographical, cultural and historical context of the case study regions where social license was 

withdrawn or withheld. The different characteristics of the two local government areas related 
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directly to a different set of concerns for non-supporters of the CSG industry. In comparison to 

Lismore, Landscape features led to a slightly different geographic and climatic context for the 

bordering local government area of Richmond Valley, which was more comparable in 

demographics and socio-economics to many broadacre farming regions (ABS, 2011). 

Demographic, geographical, climatic and cultural factors set the Lismore local government 

area in a slightly different context to many broadacre farming areas of Australia, for example 

in South-East Queensland, where the coal seam gas industry is highly developed (ABS, 2011; 

Williams & Walton, 2013).  

In the Lismore local government area, high natural values relating to rich soils and high rainfall 

led to not only high biodiversity, but also a high diversity of horticultural, secondary and 

creative industries (Luke et al., n.d). A significant proportion of the population were ‘tree 

changers’, with the first wave moving to the region in the 1970s. The tree changers moved to 

the Northern Rivers precisely due to these high natural values, transforming the rural culture 

to one that highly regards environmental sustainability and natural beauty (Luke et al., n.d). 

Previous successful environmental movements led to a population that was empowered, and 

skilled, in environmental activism (Luke et al., n.d). In Lismore, opposition to the coal seam 

gas industry related principally due to concerns around long-term impacts on natural water 

systems and the environment, while impacts on farmland were a much greater focus for survey 

respondents in the Richmond Valley local government area. 

Key emergent themes were a lack of available information that was perceived to be credible 

relating to potential impacts. This was important for non-supporters in Lismore, and for those 

undecided in both local government areas. An apparent mistrust in industry and government 

was especially high in Lismore. Conversely for industry supporters, particularly in the 

Richmond Valley, there were notably higher levels of trust in industry and governments 

apparent in the survey responses. The perceived sustainability of the CSG industry emerged as 

an important theme in the Northern Rivers. The second most important motivator for industry 

support was that CSG was perceived as a clean energy source, however ‘clean energy 

production’ was the second-lowest priority for non-supporters. For non-supporters, one of the 

most important emergent themes was that CSG was perceived to be at odds with sustainable 

energy production. Many comments were made that renewable energy production facilities 

should be installed instead of coal-seam gas (Luke et al., 2014b; Luke et al., n.d).  
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While those who supported CSG industry developments perceived net gains relating to 

employment and a boosted rural economy, those who did not support the industry perceived a 

net loss relating to environmental and cultural values. While industry supporters viewed the 

CSG industry as a way to improve the opportunities and economy of the rural region, those 

opposed to the industry viewed it to not fit in with existing rural livelihoods, being at odds with 

agricultural production, tourism and other local industries. Perceptions of sustainability have 

also proved important, particularly as many claims in the surveys infer that the emissions and 

other potential impacts of the CSG industry are at odds with environmental sustainability, 

perceived likely to contribute to climate change (Luke et al., 2014b). The research suggests 

that in a rural broadacre region with a relatively homogenous economy, there is a greater 

likelihood that a community may see a higher level of perceived benefits. In contrast, an area 

that has a more diverse, heterogeneous economy may be more likely to perceive a higher level 

of impacts (Luke et al., n.d). Examining how social positioning has been enacted at and across 

different social scales, and between different groups in society, enables us to begin unravelling 

the wicked problems surrounding social license for developments, such as the intersecting 

pressures on rural areas that were discussed in Chapter One.  

10.2.3 Community engagement for land-use planning 

Mechanisms for transformative engagement in decision making, as described by Bowen et al., 

(2010) were an important aspect of the research, with the effectiveness of mind-mapping for 

this use tested during a focus group session described in Chapter Six. It was demonstrated how 

community engaged processes such as visual-mapping can be used to gather focus-group views 

for collective strategy building. Such tools can also be useful for overcoming negative group 

dynamics, focusing group purpose and aiding intergroup communication. This type of 

qualitative research activity could be extended for the purpose of understanding social license 

at a community-group level. An effective practical method for determining social positioning 

and enacting deliberative democracy on a community scale was demonstrated in chapters 

Seven and Eight, where the community-engaged development and implementation processes 

of the Lismore poll and surveys were described. The surveys themselves were ultimately an 

engagement process that enabled a safe space for community members to express their 

positioning on the CSG industry, whether it was to express their support for, or opposition to, 

industrial developments. The limitations of the yes/no response were overcome by the addition 

of the exit-poll survey which was able to colour in the black and white lines of social 

positioning drawn by the poll, illuminating the drivers behind the strong community position. 
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How these processes led to policy reform was explained in Chapter Eight, and how 

relationships between regional institutions can inform policy that is in-touch with the needs 

and aspirations of regional communities.  

Taking a wider perspective of the research detailed in the previous chapters, it becomes 

increasingly clear that community views will influence social dynamics, as social dynamics 

will influence community views. At the same time, engagement facilitates connectivity 

between social positioning and policy, and through clarification of social positioning, can 

overcome negative social dynamics. Directly and indirectly, all of these factors with impact 

upon how a company’s social license to operate is enacted in a region.  

10.3 Formalising social license to operate 

From interviews with industry representatives and activists alike, the research clearly shows 

that a more formalised approach to gaining and maintaining a social license to operate, could 

save money for companies wishing to develop, as well as time and stress for communities who 

may find developments at odds with existing values and livelihoods. Metgasco CEO Peter 

Henderson was able to see that there was a diversity of groups across the communities where 

they held petroleum licenses, however he was not able to successfully engage these different 

groups. Consultation meetings were held following many years of exploration, and, being 

invite-only, did little to increase trust levels. Unlike Arrow, Henderson did agree to present at 

broader community information sessions in 2011, but aside from this, much of the consultation 

focussed on one-on-one consultations with landholders, as required by the legislation 

(Henderson, 2013). Even at the time of interview in 2013, when reflecting on engagement 

processes, Henderson said he would like to be able to turn back the clock three years. 

According to the literature, social impacts can commence from the very first rumour of a 

project (Prenzel & Vanclay, 2014), hence three years may, or may not, have been sufficient.  

It could be postulated, that if Metgasco were able to provide sufficient evidence from early on 

that coal seam gas developments were indeed aligned with environmental sustainability, then 

they may have not have come up so hard against a wall of broader community values. It could, 

however, be argued that regardless of engagement procedures, the release of the documentary 

Gasland may still have been enough to tip the tide of opinion against Metgasco (Luke et al., 

2014b). The influence of actions taken by other companies such as Arrow  Energy would have 

been out of Metgasco’s control. Through negative community interactions such as the 
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consultation meeting described in Chapters Four and Five (Lloyd et al., 2013a), Arrow 

contributed to painting a negative image of the unconventional gas industry for Northern Rivers 

residents. Community complaints relating to American companies in Gasland, (Fox, 2010) and 

negative reports of the conduct of Queensland companies, did little to restore faith in Metgasco 

or the unconventional gas industry as a whole (Pratzky, 2011). Such observations return the 

focus to the complexity of the social license concept, and how social license at different scales, 

across time, and in different places, has the ability to influence social positioning elsewhere.  

Exploring the role that governance and institutional relationships play in terms of shaping 

social license processes and outcomes, Prno and Slocombe (2012) have described the granting 

of social license by “society as a whole” that assumes “governments, communities, the general 

public and media” to be supportive. They then define local communities by their “proximity… 

and ability to affect project outcomes” (Prno & Slocombe, 2012:347). This potential 

contradiction highlights an issue over definitions of what ‘community’ consists of, and which 

groups are important for determining social license. The research demonstrates that the 

appropriate social scale for a social license needs to be clarified and understood using 

transparent and transformative engagement approaches relevant to working individuals, groups 

and, potentially whole electorates in a polling/survey situation. Claims are often made by 

politicians, industry and NGOs that they represent ‘the community’. The community, however, 

is often a complex umbrella name for multiple stakeholders (usually living within certain 

geographical confines) who may have divergent and contrasting views (Berkman, Glass, 

Brissette, & Seeman, 2000). Community positioning is better formally qualified for proposed 

and future projects, for if it is not, there is a danger that groups in one area may be a part of a 

broader network that has the potential to impact the social license for an entire industry, 

demonstrated by the spread of the Knitting Nanas and Lock the Gate (Luke et al., n.d). 

As international energy companies seek to operate in regional areas across the globe, the social 

license concept provides a pivotal point around which sustainable development, governance 

and community aspirations revolve and evolve. It provides a frame upon which community 

member levels of approval can be pinned. The social license literature describes a multitude of 

ways that industry can alter its policy and actions to improve its social license with a given 

community (e.g. Boutilier, Black, & Thomson, 2012; Dare et al., 2014). What is apparent from 

this research, and from other cases such as the Tambogrande project and the Western Downs 

experience, is how measuring and qualifying social license can be powerful for determining 
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levels of social acceptance across the community (e.g. Prno, 2013; Walton et al., 2014), as well 

as over time (Dare et al., 2014),. Such work, commencing early in a development process, can 

be easily used for stakeholders to express (and the company to address) any concerns prior to, 

and following project commencement.  

This research used a mixed-methods approach to understand how social license has been 

enacted, from relatively isolated individuals through to the development of small interest 

groups across the Northern Rivers community. While broader social mobilisation did not take 

place until late 2011, these groups were already well engaged with the topic and becoming 

outspoken in the community. The surveys that took place in 2012 and 2013 were able to take 

snapshots of broader community views at two points in time, showing public opposition to 

CSG developments to be strong. Despite this result, earlier interviews up until mid-2011 

indicated that the social movement was still composed of relatively isolated groups, and it 

could be suggested that a survey taken at that point in time may have resulted in a much greater 

number of those ‘undecided’ or ‘no comment’. By the time the surveys took place, the ‘horse 

had bolted’ relating to community opposition to the CSG industry in the Northern Rivers. The 

public was engaged, and many were passionate about stopping any further development of the 

CSG industry (Luke, 2014b). Therein lies a complexity relating to engagement, and when there 

may be sufficient public engagement to run a poll or survey.  

Proponents of deliberative democracy would argue that prior to holding such a poll or survey, 

there needs to be a well-informed public, with arguments supported by accurate and credible 

information (Fishkin, 2009). This has proved a challenge relating to the Lismore poll, with 

research relating to potential environmental and health impacts still catching up, leaving a 

knowledge gap that did little to quell the fears of the public in the Northern Rivers. Another 

requirement of deliberative democracy is that proponents and opponents need to listen and 

converse between each other with civility and respect, which did not always occur in the media 

and at public meetings (e.g. Turnbull & Frazier, 2012).  

In order to present a balanced argument, Lismore City Council looked to two opposing groups, 

APPEA and Lock the Gate, to present an argument for the yes/no case that was distributed 

weeks before the poll. Lock the Gate provided a list of community concerns. Examples and 

references were provided but these were removed from the final print. An apparent lack of data 

left the CSG industry unable to convince the public of the minimal risks involved, and instead 

of addressing concerns with credible information, fell to using a familiar rhetoric of ‘jobs and 
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growth’ (Luke et al., 2014b). Science itself has played an interesting role in this debate, with 

both sides using scientific evidence to support their claims. During meeting observations, it 

was apparent that an enormous level of social learning was taking place for activists, who, to 

appear credible, needed to have a relatively in-depth knowledge of the unconventional gas 

industry and the processes involved. As an environmental scientist and coordinator of the 

Northern Rivers Alliance, Boudicca Cerese was one example of an activist who took a great 

deal of care to make sure that she, and others in the movement, were in touch with correct and 

up-to date scientific information (Chapter Four).  

10.4 What does this case study tell us about social license for industrial 
developments in rural areas? 

The Northern Rivers case study informs us that of Prno’s (2013) guiding principles for the 

establishment of a social license to operate, there are certain aspects that an industry can 

influence and/or improve upon, while there are others that will remain far more static (Figure 

50). One of the first things industries are able to influence, is the quality of relationships, via 

improved engagement approaches. Engagement approaches used by Arrow and Metgasco, 

observed by the researcher, have been at best transactional (principally informative but 

attempting to respond to questions), selective and opaque to the wider populace. 

While improved research and cost-benefit analysis may be able to convince community 

members that water impacts will be negligible; visual amenity will not be impacted and local 

industries will not be compromised, there is little that an industry can do to influence the 

regional context within which it seeks to operate. In the Northern Rivers, high levels of 

empowerment proved extremely important (residents believing they could stop the industry via 

protest activities). It took sustained protest activities over five years before the unconventional 

gas industry was paid to leave the Northern Rivers by the New South Wales State Government 

(Hawke, 2015).  
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Figure 50: How the case study of CSG developments in the Northern Rivers can inform the guiding principles 

defined by Prno (2013), demonstrating that some of the principles are much easier for an industry to influence, 

however there can be a ‘glass ceiling’ when it comes to regional context, including norms, values and existing 

industries. 

With all this in mind, the regional context, cultural norms and values of the Northern Rivers 

community have proved extremely important for the withholding or withdrawal of a social 

license for the coal seam gas industry. It presents a strong argument for putting ‘the cart before 

the horse’ when it comes to regional development strategies, by first engaging with local 

communities prior to any major development decisions being made. While interests are 

negotiable, values are not. For example, establishing a good understanding of the context of a 

region and/or community, including its natural, cultural and economic capital, as well as its 

cultural values and norms, is essential prior to the granting of any approvals for developments 

(Luke et al., n.d). If such things are better understood, then the role of a proposed industry can 

then be considered within the regional context. Higher-level consultation procedures that 

commence prior to the granting of any initial approvals, would be a step towards more 
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transformational approaches of engaging communities in land-use planning. Such approaches 

are able to build trust while identifying community values and priorities from the outset. 

Claims of having a social license support industry activity in some areas, while claims of no 

social license have become an important thread of the anti-CSG narrative in the Northern 

Rivers. Having been developed from an industry perspective, there is a danger that the social 

license concept could be used as a neoliberal tool with the purpose of shedding light on those 

individuals and communities who tolerate and accept developments (e.g. Walton, McCrea, & 

Leonard, 2014). At the same time, the alternative story frequently remains in the domain of the 

resistance literature. Throughout this case study, and in similar studies, the term has been 

wielded like a weapon by both industry proponents and opponents.  

The fuller model of social license that has been provided in Chapter Nine can be used to extend 

our understanding of broader and significant social processes occurring for communities 

responding to industrial developments. Beyond a description of very broad macro-factors 

influencing social license, this thesis has provided an in-depth discussion of how multiple 

social licenses within and across a community (Dare, Schirmer, & Vanclay, 2014), interact 

with social values, positioning and dynamics on and between a number of social and 

geographical scales. Ultimately, this enables a deeper and more complex understanding of 

processes influencing social license granting and withdrawal, but also contextualises the role 

of social license in broader planning processes.  

10.5 Communities, land use planning and sustainability 

Intrinsically, this study demonstrates a necessity for improved community engagement 

processes relating to land-use planning and strategic planning. At a deeper level, an emergent 

theme is the apparent disconnect between the social license development literature and the 

sustainable development literature. The ‘decide-announce-defend’ approach to land-use 

planning is still the prevalent process in place for energy developments. In this case it led to 

considerable costs for the State Government and its taxpayers, as well as a loss for Metgasco 

and the other companies that had invested in gas exploration in the Northern Rivers. What this 

case study has demonstrated, is that while the outcome of organised and effective community 

opposition can be expensive for governance, several mechanisms exist, and have been trialled 

in this study, that could be put in place to prevent such an occurrence in the future. Whilst this 
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thesis has focused mostly on community process and not on policy, there are some important 

policy implications from this research that will be outlined in the following paragraph. 

While social license can be fundamentally changeable and intangible, there is vast room for 

improvement in its application. Within existing Australian governance structures, mechanisms 

could be put in place that allow community opposition to be an adequate reason to halt projects. 

Such a bill was put to the New South Wales government in mid-2015, where a public interest 

test would have been made a provision of the 1991 Petroleum (Onshore) Act. The bill would 

have provided the minister with the ability to cancel licenses without compensation where it is 

in the public interest to do so (Dobney, 2015). It was not passed, but could have potentially 

saved the State government millions of dollars. The Lismore poll, including the distribution of 

the yes/no case, cost the local government under AUD $20,000, a small price to pay for the 

clarification of community views on a key issue.  

Following this example, if state governments were to use a similar process to gauge public 

positioning on important issues from early in the process, this could help to genuinely involve 

the wider public in decision-making and avoid unpopular planning decisions and inform 

strategic land-use planning. A clear and transparent community engagement platform, set up 

via a participatory process of deliberative democracy, could be used for establishing, 

maintaining, and measuring social license prior to land-use decisions and the granting of initial 

approvals. The research has shown that understanding a social license requires a responsive, 

mixed-methods approach that is able to understand drivers, and measures, of social positioning 

at appropriate social scales, over time. 

The greatest change in planning process would involve industrial planning responsibilities de-

centralised from state to local government, or a regional level, where planning took place at a 

grass-roots level, by providing communities with engaging and well-thought out opportunities 

for input into strategic planning initiatives. This would, however, require a paradigm shift in 

decision-making process and responsibilities to a transformational approach such as that 

described by Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans (2010). While this may appear a tall 

order, previous research on successful social license demonstrates that transformational 

approaches to community engagement in decision-making and strategic planning can ensure a 

robust and on-going social license for a company to operate (e.g. Prno, 2013). Success stories 

such as those described in Chapter Two do, however, involve a lengthy process of identifying 

the multiple social licenses held across a community, the different social groups involved 
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including indigenous and other existing community groups. They then must be engaged and 

informed adequately. Past success stories have also involved genuine and widely supported 

formal agreements and ongoing co-management strategies (e.g. Prno, 2013; Ruckstuhl, 

Thompson-Fawcett, & Rae, 2014).  

10.6 Conclusions 

The Northern Rivers provides a unique example of how people respond to the intersecting 

pressures placed on rural areas. While this thesis has focused on responses to the 

unconventional gas industry, these responses have been placed, where possible, in the context 

of wider community concerns, influences and aspirations. The case study of how the Northern 

Rivers community responded to the development plans of the coal seam gas industry and 

government provides several layers of information and understanding about social license 

withdrawal. It has provided valuable insights into the drivers of individual positioning that 

contribute to the ‘multiple social licenses’ occurring across communities. Elements of the 

research have reinforced findings from previous studies, including the influence of value-

systems on forming views (Boudet et al., 2014; Colvin, Witt, & Lacey, 2015), and the influence 

of perceived procedural justice on the emergence of social resistance (Lacey & Lamont, 2013; 

Paragreen & Woodley, 2013; Rasch & Köhne, 2015).  

The study has been able to follow some of the social processes that took place from when some 

of the first individuals became ‘activated’ on this issue, and how they formed social action 

groups to engage and mobilise many individuals in the wider Northern Rivers community. The 

social dynamics occurring along an intergroup, intragroup, and interpersonal continuum have 

shown how individual perceptions of a topic can be merged and unified for a common purpose, 

which in this case became to mobilise the wider population against the CSG industry. Many 

challenging social dynamics have occurred, which, if not overcome may have had the potential 

to impact upon the effectiveness of the social movement. Simple and easily transferable 

strategies for overcoming social challenges, particularly in rural areas, have been implemented 

and tested in a novel context. For example, visual mapping was demonstrated to be a useful 

tool for unifying group aims and collecting data regarding community aspirations. The 

processes involved in the Lismore poll and survey, along with some aspects of the Richmond 

Valley survey, have demonstrated how processes of up-scaled deliberative democracy can be 

used to determine broader community-level social license for industrial developments.  



Social license for industrial developments in rural areas 259 

The research has then been able to examine how this set of social processes influenced a local 

council and ultimately, the NSW State Government, into making tangible change that stopped 

gas industry developments in the Northern Rivers for the foreseeable future. It will be 

interesting to see whether future research identifies that the growth of Lock the Gate, 

principally via anti-CSG sentiment, will go on to impact the social license for coal 

developments in Australia. Now that a broader section of the populace has mobilised, will a 

greater focus now rest on coal as an unsustainable industry?  

While engagement strategies can play an important role in establishing and maintaining a social 

license to operate, this is only one part of a much larger picture relating to industrial 

developments in rural areas. If the social license concept is to reconcile with the aims of 

sustainable development, the regional context within which an industry seeks to develop must 

first be well understood prior to the commencement of approvals and major investment. 

Research questions need to come from a community perspective, moving from: “How does 

this community fit into the aims of our company/industry?” to a different paradigm, of: “how 

does this industry fit into the situation, needs and aspirations of our community?” 

Finally, a new social license diamond model has been developed in order to improve 

understandings of social processes influencing increased identification with the social 

movement and with industry. Together, these findings facilitate an integrated understanding of 

the role of social dynamics, values and context in determining social positioning and ultimately 

social license, not only for the CSG industry, but also for many proposed and existing 

developments around the world. Qualifying social license at the appropriate social scales, 

hence improving the tangibility of the social license concept, can not only lead to more 

effective community input into land-use and natural resource management decision-making, it 

also has the potential to reduce ‘social risks’ to industry that could possibly be felt during the 

lifecycle of new and future industrial developments. It may be more beneficial in some contexts 

for an industry to not pursue developments. What the Northern Rivers case study has provided 

us with, is a unique example of failed social license that has resulted in a resistance movement 

that has created shock waves that may be felt by the unconventional gas industry far beyond 

the local and regional context. The strategies, narratives, symbol and identities associated with 

the social movement, along with the empowerment that comes with its success in the Northern 

Rivers, could present an increased challenge for the social license of present and future 

developments elsewhere in Australia, and across the world.  
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10.7 Future research directions 

Whilst answering some questions and providing insight into various phenomena relating to 

social license for industrial developments, the research inevitably raises further questions for 

potential future research directions. While far from exhaustive, several areas for further 

exploration are outlined below. 

Cross-state and international comparisons: a more complete view of processes occurring 

for different case studies would be an obvious direction for expanding our understanding of 

social and political process regarding social license for industrial developments.  

Legislative requirements at the nexus of water and energy resources, could more holistic 

legislative systems be developed, for an improved ability to balance different resource uses. 

A more in-depth analysis of the consultation processes, exploring connections and 

disconnects between legislated requirements of consultation and community expectations prior 

to the granting of exploration licenses, through project life cycle.  

Examining how system resilience is impacted upon by social-ecological interactions and 

responses to industrial developments would provide insight into whether and how social and/or 

environmental resilience is improved, or impacted negatively by different types of 

development and/or development process. 

The role narratives play in processes of opinion formation. The social license frame is a 

useful and increasingly applied tool for understanding processes of community acceptance 

regarding industrial developments, however social representations theory could be one further 

frame for discussing the role of narratives in processes of opinion formation, and examining 

interactions between information sources.  

What is credible knowledge? Further studies on the role of science, public risk perception 

and what information needs to have and/or be in order to be perceived as credible, would prove 

enlightening. 
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