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Abstract: Local Agenda 21 emphasises the role of local governments in 
initiating sustainability strategies. However, there is considerable debate about 
what constitutes a sustainable community and about how to progress towards it. 
Local sustainability initiatives also require wide support from the community 
but for what sorts of sustainability initiatives can we expect to find support? 
The towns of northern Australia provided a useful geography to examine these 
questions. The emerging global economic playing field has offered economic 
opportunities as never before to some towns in the region whilst others  
have experienced rapid decline. In short, different sustainability issues have 
emerged depending upon regional circumstances. An analytical model capable 
of assessing community support for local sustainability initiatives is presented. 
The model was used to compare and contrast a sample of towns from northern 
Australia and it was found that there was good support for many strategic 
initiatives that would encourage sustainability. 
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1 Introduction 

The concept of ‘sustainability’ now seems so entrenched in the government policies  
of OECD countries that it seems appropriate to describe it as a ‘social norm’ [1]. If this is 
true then the principles that underlie sustainability should guide the information 
dissemination, strategic thinking and planning, behaviour, and the actions, of all 
organisations, groups and even individuals in society.  

So far sustainability has found its way through to the more obvious applications in the 
environmental management context and it has been widely adopted as an underlying 
premise in most recent natural resource management and planning documents. It should 
also have an equally important role in guiding social and economic management and 
planning. However, there is increasing concern that, in many circumstances, the exact 
meaning of sustainability has been obscured as it is perverted by various  
socio-political actors seeking to use it to promote their own agendas [2]. Of even more 
concern perhaps, is that since sustainability was first defined as a social goal more than 
15 years ago, our capacity to assess and monitor progress towards it still seems  
illusive particularly in the social and economic realms at the local level [3]. This paper 
reviews the highlights of a study that sought to address this concern. Specifically,  
the research used community perceptions and attitudes to examine community support 
for sustainability in a sample of country towns in regional and remote northern Australia. 

2 Broad definitions of sustainability 

The original concept of sustainable development can be traced back to the 1987  
report Our Common Future which was produced by the United Nations’ World 
Commission on Environment and Development. Sustainable development, it was 
asserted, was “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising  
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [4]. This simple definition has 
far-reaching implications, the first and not least of which is associated with the 
environment. In considering this, the Australian Biological Diversity Advisory 
Committee [5] through its National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s 
Biological Diversity emphasised the importance of maintaining biological diversity: 

“Biological diversity underpins human well being through provision  
of ecological services, such as the maintenance of soil fertility and the supply 
of clean, fresh water. It also provides recreational opportunities and acts as  
a source of inspiration and cultural identity”. 

It is also implied by the WCED definition of sustainability that inter-generational equity 
is one of the fundamental goals of sustainability but the concept of equity has 
implications for existing generations also i.e. intra-generational equity. Falk et al. [6] 
perhaps best summarised this when they said: 

“Equity derives from a concept of social justice. It represents a belief that there 
are some things which people should have, that they are basic needs that should 
be fulfilled, that burdens and rewards should not be spread too divergently 
across the community, and that policy should be directed with impartiality, 
fairness and justice towards these ends.”  
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There is widespread consensus that sustainability must be accountable in environmental, 
social and economic contexts [7]. The nature of sustainability requires that initiatives 
must be both ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ i.e. it relies on both a well-informed sensitive 
leadership on the one hand and community-wide support on the other.  

Agenda 21 was born at the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED), which was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The document can be 
described as a blueprint for sustainable development and Chapter 7 in particular 
emphasises the important role that local government has in bringing about sustainability. 
The extent to which the local initiatives of Agenda 21 are being promoted and adopted is 
an important question in itself. However, since sustainability is heavily dependent on 
community support it also seems pertinent to question how receptive and supportive 
communities are to local sustainability initiatives and strategies. It is this second question 
that formed the basis of the research behind this paper. 

3 Developing the analytical model for assessing support for local 
sustainability initiatives 

Measuring the condition or health of the environment is usually a fairly straightforward 
scientific process. If one is concerned with water quality, for example, then samples can 
be taken and laboratory chemical analysis will reveal its condition. It is also fairly easy to 
monitor changes over time with such indicators to determine if improvements are being 
made. Many of the indicators within State of the Environment (SoE) reporting are of this 
nature and in most cases their selection can take place with little regard to theoretical 
considerations. Whilst this approach may be quite acceptable in SoE reporting, if one is 
interested in the less tangible aspects of sustainability, such as the level of support for 
community sustainability, then the selection of indicators becomes more difficult. This is 
because there is such a wide variety of potential indicators that could be drawn on and 
there is the temptation to select a vast range in order to ensure sufficient coverage.  
The application of a well conceived theory or theories can assist the research process and 
ensure indicator selection is not carried out in an ad hoc manner, i.e. indicators are 
selected because they are known to contribute to a construct of interest, which in this case 
is sustainability support. 

The theoretical model described in Figure 1 was conceived by taking account of 
relevant works from a range of academic disciplines and perspectives. These include the 
work of the behavioural psychologist Abraham Maslow [8], Sherry Arnstein’s [9] work 
on community involvement, the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) scale developed  
by Dunlap and Van Liere [10], Andrew Nash’s [11] work on environmental ethics,  
the Ecosystem Health concept developed by writers such as Robert Costanza et al. [12] 
and David Rapport [13], futurist work of Duane Elgin [14] and Richard Slaughter [15] 
and lastly the work of sustainability commentators such as Gale and Cordray [16],  
Mary Clark [17], and Bill Berkowitz [18]. 

It is useful to regard the model as three-dimensional – one dimension each for 
environment, society and economy. The pyramid image aims to convey the impression  
of two extremes a community could find itself in with respect to sustainability.  
A community that can be regarded as ‘unsustainable’ would be located at the bottom  
of the pyramid and characteristically would be disparate and diffuse. On the other hand,  
a community that could be described as ‘sustainable’ would probably be highly united 
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and integrated in the purpose of achieving sustainability. For the purpose of description, 
there are five stages or levels in progressing towards sustainability, which are (from 
bottom to top), basic needs, information, attitudes, activity and completion. 

It is reasonable to assume that the level of support within each of the levels will vary 
and it is this variation that lends itself to indicator development. For example, in terms of 
the provision of basic needs (essentially: food, water, shelter, safety etc.) the community 
could either be in a position of complete supply (‘satisfaction’) or completely starved 
(‘deprivation’). The indicators within this level are more likely to refer to structural 
circumstances that are likely to encourage or prevent potential support and many of these 
could be developed from simple observation e.g. the provision of suitable housing, 
adequate healthcare and so on. However, these can also be inferred from residents’ 
comments concerning such basic services.  

Figure 1 Hierarchical model for assessing and describing sustainability support in small town 
communities 

 

The information level essentially refers to knowledge – knowledge about sustainability 
and the types of initiatives that are likely to encourage it. It can refer to community 
knowledge but probably more important is its reference to the kind of knowledge that has 
been diffused to local government, since it is they that have the primary role in 
developing local sustainability initiatives. It follows then, that in terms of information, 
those in local government could possibly have full ‘knowledge’ or alternatively be in 
complete ‘ignorance’. 

Community attitudes towards the principles of sustainability could, on the one hand, 
reflect a position of ‘arrogance’, typified by an attitude that can be summarised by the 
hypothetical quote, ‘…sustainability has nothing to do with me – I’ve got to get on with 
my life and make the most of it in any way I can’. The other extreme (‘understanding’) 
can be exemplified by the statement, ‘… it’s very important that we all pull together  
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to improve all our lifestyles so long as we don’t do it at the expense of future 
generations’.  

The activity level can be differentiated by the degree to which the community is 
actually working towards achieving sustainability. Aspects of this would include 
community volunteering, membership of support organisations and the like.  
The dimensional nature of this can loosely be described as ‘lethargy’ at the bottom or 
‘commitment’ at the top.  

It is important to acknowledge that unlike Maslow’s [8] hierarchy of human needs,  
it is not absolutely essential for a community to obtain complete ‘satisfaction’ on the 
basic needs level before the next level, or even higher levels, can be addressed. It seems 
plausible, for example, that a community could score well on the attitudes level but 
poorly on the basic needs dimension. 

The development of indicators should take account of local contexts, however,  
it should to be noted that identification and selection of indicators within all the levels 
and dimensions must be based on scales so that scores can be calculated and the 
community ‘plotted’ against the model. From this, a pattern of where the community sits 
within the model will emerge, making it possible to identify areas of concern and so 
informing strategic processes. 

4 Research methods used to examine regional sustainability support 

In order to identify a suitable set of case study towns from northern Australia it was 
necessary to develop a profile of the towns in the region. Combinations of both 
qualitative and quantitative indicators were used to describe an original sample  
of 19 towns. The data described population size, demographic characteristics, 
predominant economic functions, service provision and the geographic context of their 
position in the region. In order to ensure the final sample was representative, a 
hierarchical statistical clustering procedure was used to identify their inherent groupings 
and ultimately the individual case study towns. A total of six towns were identified to 
represent five groups:  

• Hughenden and Cloncurry represented towns that can be described as pastoral in 
nature. 

• Charters Towers represented the larger towns of the region. 

• Jabiru, which was originally a mining town, represented those with dominant tourist 
functions. 

• Halls Creek is typical of towns dominated by indigenous populations. 

• Kununurra represented economically vibrant towns.  

An extensive review of literature associated with central principles of sustainability was 
undertaken. However, to ensure context validity, these principles were explored and 
ultimately placed within a northern Australia context following a series of interviews that 
were held with prominent local government staff members from all 19 towns. As a result, 
encouraging sustainability in the small towns of northern Australia can be summarised by 
the following environmental, social and economic principles: 
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• at the most fundamental level, efforts should be made to prevent further 
environmental damage [19,20] 

• initiatives should be undertaken that seek to prevent/repair any landscape or 
environmental damage e.g. those associated with landcare and/or Integrated 
Catchment Management [21,22] 

• mixed land use and higher density residential planning should be encouraged 
(particularly in the larger towns) [23,24] 

• the cultural landscape should be protected e.g. heritage buildings [23,25] 

• construction of energy efficient housing should be encouraged wherever possible 
[26,27] 

• recycling should be both possible and promoted wherever possible [24,28]  

• there should be good access to a wide range of local services (e.g. government, retail, 
education, health recreation etc.) [29,30] 

• there should be a low incidence of alcohol abuse and related problems (particularly 
relevant to towns dominated by indigenous populations) [31,32] 

• there should be high levels of perceived personal safety [33,34] 

• activities and service provision that are likely to foster social capital should be 
encouraged [35,36] 

• there should be local government and community mechanisms in place to empower 
individuals and encourage a high level of community involvement in planning and 
management decision making [37,38] 

• diversity in economic activity should be encouraged, especially that which is  
small-scale, low technology and of a value-adding nature [39,40] 

• emphasis should be placed on locally initiated economic development [41,42] 

• where there is sufficient community support and expertise, institutional arrangements 
that are community centred (e.g. community banking, LETS schemes, Cooperatives 
etc.) should be encouraged [43,44] 

• encourage an ethos within the community of ‘buy locally whenever possible’ 
[45,46]. 

These principles provided the basis for the development of a community questionnaire 
containing a total of 46 attitude items. These questionnaires were distributed to  
200 residents of each of the six small towns listed above, except Halls Creek where 100 
were distributed [47]. Distribution and collection of questionnaires was done by hand to 
ensure high return rates (Table 1). 
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Table 1 Summary of returned community questionnaires across the six towns 

Questionnaires returned 

Total 

Non-
indigenous 

(stated) 
Indigenous 

(stated) 

Town 
Total 

population* 

Indigenous 
population 

(% of 
total)* N 

Total 
returned 

Return 
rate 
(%) Count 

% of 
total Count 

% of 
total 

C. Towers 9231 6 200 146 73 136 93.1 6 4.1 

Hughenden 1589 9 200 192 96 170 88.5 12 6.3 

Cloncurry 2304 21 200 157 78.5 118 75.2 33 21 

Jabiru 1741 4 200 106 53 93 87.7 7 6.6 

Kununurra 4062 24 200 167 83.5 139 83.2 14 8.4 

Halls 
Creek 

1302 61 100 80 80 58 72.5 22 27.5 

*Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

5 The environment dimension 

The major findings for the environment dimension are presented in Figure 2. To aid 
interpretation, all scores displayed are out of 100 so that a higher score indicates greater 
support. Only levels II, III and IV have results associated with the environment 
dimension. This is because key informants of a ‘relevance survey’ conducted before the 
‘community survey’ believed that none of the environment question items was relevant to 
communities struggling with basic needs. However, the results in some ways appear to 
contradict what those key informants had assumed. As will be seen later, Halls Creek, the 
town struggling most with basic social and economic needs, was also the one town to 
score the highest on all three levels of the environment dimension. However, this result 
must also be considered within the context of the sample populations, which in Halls 
Creek was largely made up of professional, well-educated people who were often 
employed in some management capacity within the town. Notably, they are well paid and 
so are certainly not struggling with economic basic needs. The others in the sample were 
indigenous people who are well known to have a strong affiliation with the ‘land’ 
regardless of their position with respect to basic needs. 

Compared to the social and economy dimensions, all towns achieved a relatively high 
score on the environment dimension. What is more, most of the environment question 
items were statistically reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .69), which made it possible to 
develop an ‘environmental empathy scale’ similar to Dunlap and Van Liere’s New 
Environmental Paradigm (NEP) scale [10]. An examination of this also showed that 
Halls Creek expressed the greatest environmental empathy but it is important to 
acknowledge that the difference between the towns on all these measures is only 
marginal. In fact, the differences between them were only statistically significant between 
the highest and lowest scoring towns and even there the margin on the scale was just 5%. 
This suggests people are generally supportive of the environment regardless of social and 
economic circumstances. 
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Figure 2 Results found on the environment dimension 

 

Some theorists have asserted that attitudes have an important influence on intentions and 
behaviour (see for example, [22,48–50]). This implies that if one can encourage 
environmentally sensitive attitudes, then people’s behavior will also become more 
environmentally sensitive. However, a regression analysis of the environmental data here 
revealed only a very marginal correlation between higher scores for environmental 
empathy and environmental activity in the form of environmental group membership 
(adjusted R square = .13). This confirms the findings of other studies that have also used 
environmental attitude scales (e.g. [10,51]) and the implication is that the link between 
environmental attitudes and environmental behaviour is tenuous at best.  

Since the majority of people in these towns are already empathetic towards the 
environment then it is quite likely that campaigns that seek to encourage people to behave 
more empathetically may actually be a waste of resources. This is not to say that the 
diffusion of information concerning sustainability does not have an important role to play 
but it seems likely that more could be achieved by addressing other areas of sustainability 
i.e. social and/or economic concerns. 

6 The society dimension 

The society dimension (Figure 3) reveals a much more diverse range of results compared 
with the environment dimension. Firstly, the scores were generally lower than the 
environment dimension, particularly on the basic needs and information levels, 
suggesting perhaps that people were less favourable to such sustainability initiatives. 
Secondly, the differences in the scores of the highest scoring and lowest scoring towns 
was as much as 15%. This suggests that the towns differed quite markedly in terms of 
community attitudes towards social sustainability issues. As one might expect it was the 
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largest town, Charters Towers, that scored highest on three of the four levels whilst Halls 
Creek (the most remote and ethnically diverse town) came last on all four levels and by 
quite a significant margin. 

Unlike the environment dimension, there is not sufficient internal reliability to 
construct a single item scale that could be said to be representative of a community-wide 
view of social sustainability. Given the diversity of the results, such a scale would reveal 
little about the patterns revealed in Figure 3 anyway. Explanations can only be found by 
looking at this dimension in more detail. Inevitably there are common themes within the 
data that statistical procedures can draw upon to determine groupings of variables. 
Applications of factor analyses revealed seven groups, which for convenience were 
named cultural sensitivity, service provision, community involvement, indigenous 
concerns, sense of security, historic sensitivity, and social interaction (Table 2). 

Figure 3 Results found on the society dimension 

 

Table 2 Sustainability support scores (%) obtained for the major social dimensional constructs 
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An important eighth society construct, sense of place or community, was also developed 
from variables that are well documented in literature (see for example, [52–54]). So long 
as there is a reasonable degree of internal reliability within variables associated with the 
sense of place construct, then it is possible develop a scale for it. In this case nine 
questionnaire items contributed to the sense of place scale (alpha = .53). Table 2 displays 
the scores for this and the other social sustainability constructs and, as explained above,  
a higher score indicates greater support. 

The scores for sense of place would seem to suggest there is some regional variation 
i.e. the Queensland towns (Charters Towers, Hughenden and Cloncurry) obtained a 
higher score than the Western Australian and Northern Territory towns (Kununurra, Halls 
Creek and Jabiru). This pattern can also be seen with historic sensitivity. These findings 
support earlier work completed by other human geographers and rural sociologists  
(e.g. [55,56]) who noted the presence of ‘spiralists’ in new and remote rural 
communities. This group of people tends to comprise young, highly qualified and  
well-paid employees. This is certainly the demographic pattern that can be observed in 
the towns of Jabiru, Kununurra and Halls Creek. Such people are often attracted to such 
towns by the incomes offered and because it often fits in with their early career 
development. Success in the job means an upward spiral in their careers, which will take 
them on to larger, less remote places and promotion. In this sense they are the least 
attached and committed group of people within the communities.  

As one might expect, the largest town in the sample, Charters Towers (population 
~9,000), obtained the highest score for service provision but whilst the smallest town 
(Halls Creek) has by far the lowest score here, it is only just the smallest town. In fact, 
Halls Creek, Jabiru and Hughenden all have very similar populations (~1,500 people).  
To explain this, one must look to the histories of these towns. Hughenden has a long 
history and was once a much larger town and although it is now declining, its functions 
partially reflect its past so that the town remains fairly well serviced. Prospect theory [57] 
maintains that once something is established (such as a service), it is harder to take it 
away even when demand reduces. On the other hand, Jabiru was relatively recently 
established as a mining town and the mining company had a vested interest to ensure the 
provision of high quality services in order to attract and retain skilled employees. 
Unfortunately Halls Creek has neither heritage nor economic incentives to encourage the 
provision of such services. Consequently, only the bare necessities are provided. It is also 
notable that just one owner provides most of the retail services in Halls Creek, so with a 
virtual monopoly, prices for goods and services are relatively high. 

The town to score the highest for cultural sensitivity (Halls Creek) is the town with 
the greatest indigenous population. Of course cultural sensitivity is an important aspect  
of sustainability but the town also scored the lowest in terms of indigenous concerns. 
This could suggest there is an inverse relationship between indigenous concerns and 
indigenous sensitivity i.e. the greater the extent of indigenous concerns, the more 
sensitive it will be to indigenous culture. If this is the case then it is likely that it is a 
reactive rather than proactive response to a set of problems. This could not really be 
regarded as being indicative of sustainability; rather, there should be evidence of cultural 
sensitivity where there are few associated problems. It is also notable here that the 
indigenous concerns being expressed within this result are primarily those associated 
with alcohol misuse. This is by far the greatest single issue facing remote Australian 
communities with high indigenous populations [32,58]. Alcohol misuse is responsible for 
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most crime [32], domestic violence [59] and poor health [31,60] among indigenous 
people and it is certainly the most important contributor to Halls Creek’s low score on 
social basic needs. However, in this context, Halls Creek’s indigenous housing is also 
extremely problematic; it is inappropriately designed and there is evidence of poor 
infrastructure maintenance (water, power etc). 

Sense of security revealed an unexpected result. The lowest scores were found  
in Kununurra, which was then followed by Halls Creek. As just noted, alcohol misuse has 
been linked with petty and more serious crime, but where consumption occurs in public 
places, squabbling and fighting is also common. The non-drinking inhabitants 
commented about feelings of apprehension when encountering large groups of street 
drinkers, which may account for the poor sense of security scores in these communities. 
However, Charters Towers was also found to have a relatively low score – significantly 
lower than the other two Queensland towns and Jabiru. Literature confirms that, in more 
urbanised contexts, the elderly are more fearful of the young (e.g. [34,61–63]). Charters 
Towers’ resident population includes a large proportion of retirees who, during the 
survey process, often commented about the presence of young people ‘hanging around’ 
parks and streets. It seems that it is this, rather than street drinking, that has created the 
impression of insecurity. Charters Towers may also be large enough to be suffering from 
other types of insecurity problems (e.g. burglaries) that are typical of larger towns and 
cities. Of course, unemployment coupled with lack of things for the young to do was also 
identified as a major issue of concern in most of these towns, which could help explain 
why the young appear to be hanging around so much. 

There is a very clear and significant demarcation between the Queensland towns  
and the two Western Australia and Northern Territory towns with historic sensitivity.  
As mentioned above, this almost certainly reflects the history of the towns. Charters 
Towers has a relatively long history and the buildings at its centre reflect its past. 
Hughenden also has a long history and again it is something that is apparently valued 
highly by its residents despite the fact that the architecture at Hughenden’s town centre is 
generally regarded by most as being less impressive than that of Charters Towers. 
Cloncurry has a similar history to Hughenden with a similar pattern of preservation of 
historically significant buildings – mostly hotels, public buildings, banks and public 
houses. Such buildings stand out as symbols of the past and they are indicative of more 
buoyant and affluent economic times. In contrast, Jabiru, Kununurra and Halls Creek do 
not have such a long or economically vibrant history. For example, none of these towns 
was established during the glory years of a gold rush such as was the case with Charters 
Towers. Perhaps more importantly, the Western Australian towns and Jabiru were not 
established at a time when it was considered important to ‘open up’ northern Australia. 
They were established in the 1970s and they all appear to lack architectural purpose and 
permanence. It is likely that these newer towns were established with one primary motive 
in mind – to provide services quickly to those who were developing natural resource 
industries in the surrounding areas (e.g. mining at Jabiru and agriculture around 
Kununurra). Whilst this motive was also true of the Queensland towns, it could, however, 
be argued that they were conceived within a greater ‘pioneering ethos’ – a time when 
motivations extended beyond mere resource exploitation and cost-effectiveness.  
The expense and investment evident in the architecture of the Queensland towns, 
particularly Charters Towers, testifies to a desire, not merely to create functional ‘quick 
fix’ buildings, but to also produce something that would impress existing and future 
generations. They are symbolic of intended permanence and an expectation of continued 
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prosperity. Evidence from the community survey would seem to confirm that the 
buildings of Jabiru, Kununurra and Halls Creek engender little, if any, feeling of intrinsic 
value. The results from one of the questionnaire items perhaps best demonstrates  
the point; 84.3% of respondents from Charters Towers compared to just 10.5% from 
Jabiru either agreed or strongly agreed that ‘it is important to preserve the architectural 
style of buildings in the town centre’. 

Scores for community involvement are very positive for all towns suggesting,  
in principle at least, that most residents are supportive of community involvement in 
decision making. This is by far the one construct to have received the most positive 
response from all the towns. The consistency of this result would suggest there is an 
important available resource in terms of social capital [64]. 

Social interaction can be considered a surrogate for community networks, which has 
also been associated with social capital [36,65]. In itself, the score for this construct 
reveals little variation between towns but it does seem noteworthy that Hughenden (the 
highest scoring town for social interaction) is the one town in this sample known to be 
suffering decline in terms of population and services. This town also scored the highest 
for sense of place and community involvement so it seems plausible that an argument can 
be forwarded that higher scores for all these are likely to be found in circumstances of 
economic and social decline. Perhaps it is the threat of continued decline that is helping 
to unite the community in Hughenden and so enhance social capital. If true, then again 
this response may be a reaction to negative socio-economic signals rather than the results 
of a proactive initiative born from something more positive. Alternatively, however, it is 
conceivable that the strength of these scores may be more attributable to a long history 
and a shared sense of identity. Only further research could answer this question but what 
is certain is that high social capital scores, such as those displayed by Hughenden, should 
be regarded as a positive attribute because, in terms of strategic planning, it offers a clear 
window of opportunity to install sustainability initiatives. 

7 The economy dimension 

The negative socio-economic signals mentioned above are clearly apparent in the results 
from the economic dimension also (Figure 4). Of the three dimensions examined, it is  
the economy dimension that scored the lowest overall, and this is particularly true at the 
information and basic needs levels.  

It is Charters Towers that scored highest out of the six towns. The town came first on 
levels III and IV, second on level II, and third on level I. Again, this is consistent with the 
fact that it is the largest town and certainly the most diverse in terms of its economic 
functions. Jabiru, which scored well on levels I and II came only fourth on level III and 
IV. Cloncurry scored well in terms of attitudes and activity (second places) but not so 
highly for the other two levels (fourth place). Kununurra scored favourably on level I but 
poorly on all the other levels i.e. it was good at providing basic economic needs but the 
level of economic sustainability information, attitudes and activity were all relatively 
poor. Likewise, Halls Creek also did poorly on most levels including the basic needs 
level although it apparently had a relatively well-informed community. This is perhaps 
not so surprising given the sample population (discussed above). Hughenden did 
moderately well in terms of attitudes and activity but very poorly in terms of information 
and basic needs. 
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Figure 4 Results found on the economy dimension 

 

Like the social dimension, factor analysis was used to establish groupings of 
questionnaire items. Five groups were identified: altruism, community economic support, 
Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP) central issues, future prosperity, and the time that 
ought to be considered in planning (Table 3). 

Table 3 Sustainability support scores (%) obtained for the major economic dimensional 
constructs 

 
Altruism 

Community 
economic 
support 

DSP central 
issues 

Future 
prosperity 

Time 
considered 
in planning 

Charters 
Towers 12.5 75.6 25 65 30 

Hughenden 8.7 75 15 52.5 32.5 

Cloncurry 11.2 72.5 22.5 67.5 30 

Jabiru 23.7 57.5 36.2 67.5 45 

Kununurra 11.2 59.4 22.5 80 45 

Halls Creek 10 61.3 30 42.5 35 

The altruism construct was based on two contingent valuation items that explored 
willingness to pay (WTP) to improve environmental protection and community 
involvement in development in planning decision making. As one might expect, the score 
for altruism was not high for any of the towns but the hypothesis that there would be  
a greater degree of altruism in towns that demonstrated higher incomes has, in a simple 
sense, been confirmed. Jabiru, the town with the greatest per capita income, also 
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demonstrated the greatest level of expressed financial altruism. It is also notable here that 
there was greater support (WTP) to protect the environment than there was for improved 
participation – which was true of all towns. This correlates with the overall scores found 
on the environment dimension. 

Both community economic support and sense of place (discussed above) display very 
similar results and again a clear distinction is evident between the Queensland towns and 
those of Western Australia and the Northern Territory. The relationship between these 
two constructs is also supported by a Pearson’s test of correlation, which showed an  
r-value of .50 (p = .01, N = 673). Given the fairly moderate scores found in Jabiru for 
community economic support and sense of place one must conclude that financial 
altruism (expressed here as WTP for sustainability) in itself should not be considered a 
good indicator of support for sustainability. The converse must also be acknowledged;  
it does not mean that altruism is not present in poorer communities – especially if they 
are displaying high levels of social capital and sense of place etc. It simply means they 
may not be in a position to finance sustainability initiatives. Strategic planners in ‘poorer’ 
communities may be surprised to find good sustainability support in the form of altruistic 
activity such as volunteering instead. 

The DSP (dominant social paradigm) central issues construct is made up of two 
question items that examined attitudes towards economic growth and financial  
self-sufficiency. In both these, all the town’s scores were relatively low – especially for 
self-sufficiency. Nevertheless, and following the pattern found for altruism, the town that 
appeared to be struggling the most (Hughenden) is the town that scored the lowest in 
terms of DSP central issues. The residents there evidently believe that growth is 
necessary to ensure the town’s long-term prosperity. They also apparently believe that the 
idea of self-sufficiency is unrealistic i.e. they feel external financial support is necessary. 
If they are correct in this then government policy that seeks to encourage an ‘economic 
level playing field’ in the name of competition, efficiency and economic sustainability 
must be questionable in pragmatic terms. Economic sustainability in remote and regional 
areas such as northern Australia probably ought to be defined in such a way that it 
includes external financial support from the major economic centres at least until a 
minimum threshold population and service network is established. The exact size of that 
minimum threshold would have to be explored but it will almost certainly vary according 
to socio-political and cultural contexts. Certainly, the small rate bases and the enormity of 
the local municipal areas in northern Australia mean that many local authorities could 
virtually be considered financially bankrupt were it not for external financial support 
through various state or territory and commonwealth government grants.  

It seems likely that the residents of the towns in this study associate future prosperity 
with present economic vitality but the picture is a little confused by the results from 
Jabiru and Hughenden. Given its economic circumstances, one might assume it would be 
Hughenden that would demonstrate the least amount of optimism about the future but this 
turns out not to be the case. In fact, Hughenden comes second last for future prosperity 
and it is Halls Creek that comes in last place. The reason for the apparent bleakness of 
Halls Creek’s future seems certain to be linked to a perceived lack of ‘real’ economic 
functions, except for those that have an indigenous support purpose. However,  
the residents of Halls Creek should take some solace; indigenous support is a very 
important function and it is one that, for the foreseeable future at least, must continue. 
Rather, it could be argued that there should be greater concern about Hughenden’s future 
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simply because it has very few primary economic functions at present. Even passing 
traffic offers little economic benefit because the town is located along a stretch of road 
where there are another five very similar towns offering the same roadside services. 

The explanation for Jabiru’s relatively low future prosperity score is easy to 
appreciate. Despite being one of the most economically vibrant towns, its future is 
actually quite uncertain because of its strong association with uranium mining – the 
initial reason for its establishment. Jabiru’s future is also partially dependent on the town 
being ‘normalised’. This essentially means that Jabiru’s jurisdictional definition as a 
mining town with its current legal criteria for its management and future development, 
may be changed to become an ‘open’ town subject to normal Northern Territory local 
government legislative requirements. Residents seem uncertain about this prospect and 
what it might mean for the future of the town. It appears this is the likely reason for the 
lower future prosperity score. Also, broader public concern and pressure over uranium 
mining generally (but especially given the fact that it is occurring within the boundary of 
the World Heritage listed Kakadu National Park), has placed considerable uncertainty 
over the mine’s future and therefore the town’s.  

The results for time considered in planning suggest that it is those towns that have all 
the characteristics of short-term planning and development that have scored the highest 
(Jabiru, Kununurra and Halls Creek). There are two possible explanations for this. Firstly, 
it may be a consequence of the lack of sense of place alluded to above and so reflects an 
inherent desire by the residents of these towns for a more ‘homely’ urban environment. 
Alternatively, could it be that the higher incomes associated with these towns enable its 
residents to think in the longer term and therefore support longer-term community 
planning and investment? It turns out that the latter hypothesis is unlikely because very 
little correlation was found between income and longer-term personal financial planning. 
Given the results for historic sensitivity (discussed above), it is more likely that the 
moderate desire found in the residents of these much newer towns for longer-term 
planning may simply be related to their daily encounters with the results of short-term 
planing i.e. ‘cheap and cheerful’ buildings. In essence, they desire a feeling of 
permanence and stability that can partly be found in more substantial town architecture. 

8 Implications of the findings for other northern Australian towns 

As mentioned above, the case study towns can be regarded as being statistically 
representative of five groups of towns that make up a holistic profile of the northern 
Australia region. So, based on the findings from the case study towns, what can be said of 
other towns in these groups? 

The pastoral towns group was made up of six towns, all of which have very similar 
characteristics in terms of their environments, their social profiles and their economic 
functions. They are also all fairly similar in size and the range of services they provide. 
All these towns are located in northwestern Queensland and have a very similar history. 
As the group’s name suggests, the towns are for the most part dependent on the pastoral 
industry despite the fact that most residents from Hughenden and Cloncurry believe that 
the industry has limited potential for ensuring long-term economic sustainability. Most 
towns have either stable or declining populations reflecting relatively poor economic 
circumstances. Given the similarities of these towns it seems reasonable to expect 
relatively high measures of social capital within all towns that have been associated with 
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this group. Of all the groups examined, it is the residents associated with the towns of this 
group that are probably the least environmentally sensitive although as discussed 
previously, there is only a very marginal variation in attitudes towards the environment 
between all the towns surveyed. 

There are just two towns that make up the large towns’ group. The main reason the 
clustering procedures brought these two together was because of attributes associated 
with their size and range of functions. However, with the benefit of hindsight, it seems 
difficult to be confident about Charters Towers’ ability to also represent the town of 
Broome. It turns out that the towns have many characteristics that actually make them 
quite different. Charters Towers’ demography is much older than Broome’s (many 
retirees) and there seems little reason to assume that Broome would score as low as 
Charters Towers did for sense of security. Like the pastoral towns’ group, Charters 
Towers is dominated by the pastoral and mining industries and whilst Broome also has 
the same function it is also rapidly becoming an important tourist destination with an 
expanding light industry. The histories of these towns are also quite different. Charters 
Towers’ history dates back to early gold rush years in the middle of the 19th century and 
whilst Broome also has a long pearling history it is only since the early 1980s that the 
town has really ‘taken off’. There is optimism about the future in Broome that was 
certainly not evident in Charters Towers. The economic vitality of Broome may engender 
feelings of belonging but one must also consider the possibility that it is attracting a 
spiralist type population. It therefore seems likely that the town would not score as well 
as Charters Towers for sense of place and the other constructs associated with social 
capital, were it to be surveyed. 

This tourist towns’ group contains four towns with populations ranging from just over 
500 people to more than 1,700. Despite the fact that Jabiru was established to support the 
local uranium mine, it was statistically placed within the tourist towns’ group because of 
the range of natural attractions presented by the surrounding Kakadu National Park and 
because many of the services in Jabiru catered for eco-tourism. However, this group also 
contains quite a diverse range of towns and again it is their various histories that 
demonstrate the variation. For example, Yungaburra in Queensland is also surrounded by 
considerable natural beauty and the tourist activity associated with the Atherton 
Tablelands area, but despite this, it is quite different from Jabiru. Jabiru was found to 
have very little historic sensitivity whereas Yungaburra apparently has a high regard for 
its heritage. The Eacham Shire Council’s strategic plan for the town demonstrates fairly 
tight controls over the development and styles of buildings in the town – particularly the 
town’s centre. One of the main attractions of Yungaburra is its heritage; something that 
cannot be said of Jabiru. As a consequence, there is every reason to assume that a sense 
of place score for Yungaburra (had it been measured) would be much higher than that 
found in Jabiru.  

The indigenous towns’ group contained five towns and whilst the towns are spread 
right across the northern Australia region there are certainly consistencies among them. 
The environmental, social and economic characteristics of the towns are all very similar, 
as are their histories. Importantly, nearly all the towns share another important 
characteristic; they have very little economic activity except for those that revolve around 
the provision of services to support the largely unemployed indigenous populations. It is 
therefore likely that all the towns in this group would demonstrate poor service provision, 
a high level of cultural sensitivity, evidence of indigenous associated issues (particularly 
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those associated with alcohol misuse), and relatively poor scores for social interaction 
and sense of place. 

The vibrant towns’ group contained just two towns – Katherine and Kununurra. 
Whilst Katherine is an older town and has a larger population than Kununurra, the towns 
share many characteristics. Young populations dominate both towns and they also have 
similar economies that are centred on tropical agriculture and tourism. Both are rapidly 
growing towns (25 and 29% population increase between 1991 and 1996 respectively) 
and they have similar proportions of indigenous populations (15 and 24% respectively). 
Although they are geographically located far from each other, they both share similar 
environments and have considerable existing and potential tourism attractions. These 
features of the towns could have qualified them for inclusion in the tourist towns’ group 
but the clustering procedures correctly pulled them out of this group primarily because of 
the varied functions they provide and the rapid nature of their growth. Given these 
observations, making general assumptions about the nature of sustainability support in 
Katherine based upon findings of Kununurra would seem appropriate. It is therefore 
likely that Katherine would also demonstrate high scores for future prosperity but poorer 
scores for community economic support and other social capital type constructs. 

9 Local government’s sustainability achievements in northern Australia 

Agenda 21 specifically identifies local government’s role in implementing the principles 
of sustainability. It is acknowledged that community sustainability will require 
partnerships between individuals, groups, organisations and governments. Local 
government is a key player not just because it can ensure that its own practices and 
policies are consistent with sustainability principles, but because it can encourage all who 
live and work within their municipal areas to get involved in the process of bringing 
about sustainability. However, the interviews with local government elected members 
and staff suggested there are extenuating limitations and constraints placed upon local 
governments in remote and regional areas. Firstly, the Councils of northern Australia tend 
to be dominated by conservative members, which often means environmental and social 
issues are given a relatively low priority [66,67]. Secondly, and perhaps more 
significantly, there are constraints related to resources and skills within the local 
government organisatons. The incomes of the local authorities are strongly related to 
their populations and expenditure is dominated by the costs associated with the 
management of large municipal areas e.g. extensive road maintenance. The only 
exceptional case in this study was the City Council of Charters Towers. Its relatively 
large population and small city area has allowed the Council to support initiatives that 
could be regarded as being supportive of sustainability principles. These would include 
the City Centre Heritage Buildings Strategy, the household recycling program [68], 
community economic development (CED) type initiatives [69] and, in collaboration with 
Dalrymple Shire, the refurbishment of the heritage listed World Theatre [70]. 

The interviews with local authority staff and elected members also revealed there was 
little knowledge of sustainability within these organisations and even less about its 
associated concepts. It seems there are two principal reasons for this. The first reason is 
related to the educational standard and level of experience of staff employed in this quite 
remote region. Despite the quite attractive salaries on offer, they are simply not enough to 
attract the more highly skilled and well informed [71]. For obvious reasons, such staff 
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tends to be attracted to the metropolitan city councils. These authorities also have the 
financial capacity to create more specialised positions e.g. environmental officers, social 
planners etc. Funding such positions in the remote municipal areas of Australia usually 
implies obtaining financial support from state or commonwealth grants. Such funding is 
always tied to project-specific objectives and always has a limited life span [71].  
One possible way to avoid the heavy dependence on external funding for specialist staff 
is for councils to organise themselves regionally and share the costs associated with such 
employment. Of course, this would mean that the time and responsibilities associated 
with the positions would also have to be shared, but such regional initiatives may also 
help strengthen grant applications that seek funding for such purposes. 

The second reason for poor knowledge of sustainability principles is related to the 
hierarchical diffusion processes that should be operating to bring sustainability 
information down from state and territory government to the local authority level.  
In short, it would appear that this has been operating inadequately. As one council 
member put it, “they [state government] should be more active to the extent that they 
physically come out to the remote and regional authorities and hold seminars and 
workshops [on the subject of sustainability]” [72]. Effective bureaucratic networks are an 
important component of social capital and without such proactive initiatives, the level of 
information about sustaining communities will never come close to what can be seen in 
the larger towns and cities. The local government network organisations, such as the 
Australian Local Government Association, also have an important role here in ensuring 
that the more remote local governments are not disadvantaged in the dissemination of 
such information. There may be a case for the state and territory governments, perhaps in 
collaboration with the respective state local government organisations, to establish a 
‘sustainability road show’, which could travel to remote regional areas, offering 
information and workshops on progressing sustainability at the local level. Such an 
initiative would do much to lift the level of awareness of sustainability in the minds of 
local elected members, local government staff and the wider community. 

10 Conclusions 

It must firstly be acknowledged that clustering procedures are heuristic in nature so one 
must not expect completely fool-proof results. A closer examination of all 19 towns that 
were initially examined in this study revealed that they all had attributes of ‘uniqueness’ 
so if one is expecting to extrapolate case study findings in detail then great care must be 
taken. Nevertheless, most groupings appear to have sufficiently high internal 
consistencies to suggest that it is possible to make general assumptions about 
sustainability support in many of the other towns associated with their respective groups. 
This is particularly true of the pastoral towns’ group, the Aboriginal towns’ group and 
vibrant towns’ group. Perhaps the reliability of the clustering process could be improved 
with the addition of further primary data describing the towns and their associated 
communities. For example, it is conceivable that additional variables (perhaps those 
described the history and heritage) could significantly improve grouping results, even if 
some of these variables were developed from qualitative data. In the end, researchers in 
this area will have to use their own observations from their communities to decide how  
to trade-off reliability with efficiency and pragmatism, especially where one is attempting 
to identify a set of case study towns. 
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Researchers and even policy makers and politicians have been demonstrating 
increasing interest in the concept of social capital. The wider community is also now 
starting to acknowledge it as a more useful measure of community wellbeing and vitality 
[73]. Many of the social dimension indicators used to examine support for sustainability 
in this study can be linked with social capital. The constructs associated with sense of 
place, neighbourliness, shared emotional connection, sense of history, altruism and civic 
participation all seem noteworthy. The concept of human capital is also relevant here. 
According to Black and Hughes, human capital refers to the capacity of people to 
contribute to the community [74]. They contend it is dependent on their motivation to do 
so and their ability to do so as measured by their skills and knowledge. Human capacity 
is typically measured by such indicators as age, education, health and disability and 
whilst the construct was not examined in this study, identifying a measure for it would 
seem a logical next step in any other studies of this kind. Conveniently, data associated 
with educational status and health can easily be obtained from secondary data sources 
such as the census. 

Most studies of social capital have not considered economic indicators, however it 
seems logical that any study of community sustainability must also consider economic 
wellbeing. Traditionally, economic indicators such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
have been used to ascertain economic wellbeing at macro scales but it is becoming 
increasingly acknowledged that such indicators may not adequately describe wellbeing 
with any effect [75]. Also, such a scale is of little value to local contexts. This research 
has included attitude questions about local economic activity with the intention of 
delivering a more holistic picture of sustainability. Since the measures in this study have 
also integrated question items associated with environmental empathy, it would seem 
appropriate to regard the model and indicators presented as an early investigation into 
sustainability capital. Clearly there is much to be done in this area but developing 
comprehensive indicators of sustainability capital must surely be one of the most 
challenging and pressing areas of sustainability research. There would appear to be an 
opportunity to investigate further the idea of integrating social and human capital 
indicators with more conventional biophysical and economic indicators such as those 
found in State of Environment (SoE) reporting and economic development/impact 
studies. 
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