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A B S T R A C T

The notion that entrepreneurial activity is an important driving force for facilitating development is not new. To
date, influential empirical research that is focused on the small community context of the entrepreneurship
debate is still emerging. Moranbah in Queensland, Australia, is a case example of a small mining town that is
characterised by a two-stream economy: the prosperous mining-employed stream and the much less prosperous
non-mining employed stream. In as much as the local entrepreneurship stream in Moranbah offers a potential
driving force to rebalance these two extremes in the current economy, the distinct prevalent conditions in the
region pose threats that undermine the capacity of local entrepreneurs. This paper presents empirical evidence of
how the socio-spatial, economic, political and cultural environments in Moranbah has put its entrepreneurship
stream under a siege. The study found three key threats to entrepreneurship in Moranbah: (i) the nature of the ties
with all levels of government, (ii) lack of status for local entrepreneurs, and (ii) the current business model direction
taken by the coal mining industry. The results of the study have potential implications for current discussions
around regional development policies.

1. Background

The notion that entrepreneurial activity is an important driving
force for facilitating local and regional development is not new
(Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue, 2013; Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017). More
particularly, the relationship between the creation of new ventures, and
appearance of new entrepreneurs, and economic progress has received
considerable attention in the field of entrepreneurship, urban and re-
gional development, and geography (Korent et al., 2015; Matejovsky
et al., 2014). Traditionally, studies are dominated by economic con-
cerns such as how entrepreneurship is linked to growth, income and
employment in metropolitan regions (Müller, 2016). Elsewhere, others
have offered conceptual discussions on how the urban socio-spatial
context and its structure affect possibilities, opportunities and chal-
lenges for entrepreneurship (Kibler et al., 2014; Welter, 2011). Influ-
ential empirical research that is solely focused on the small community
context of the entrepreneurship debate is only emerging (Lorentzen and
van Heur, 2012). Mkubukeli and Tengeh (2016) share that the lack of
research is more pronounced in small mining communities where
mining operations have rendered these regions as a single-based
economy.

Over the last five decades, the global mining industry has undergone

significant changes, and has made regional development an increas-
ingly important issue. The growing interest in regional development has
resulted in more recent government interventions to ensure that a sig-
nificant part of the economic benefits is retained in the region in which
the revenue is generated (Erdiaw-Kwasie and Agyeampong, 2018;
Söderholm and Svahn, 2015). The increasing acknowledgement of this
concern has popularised the concept of benefit sharing in the mining
industry – specifically focused on the distribution of the monetary and
non-monetary benefits that are generated through the implementation
of a mining project. Bocoum et al. (2012) explain that whereas the
monetary benefits (e.g. development and investment funds, equity
sharing and tax sharing with governments) are relevant, the non-
monetary benefits, which include education facilities, medical facilities,
employment goals, local procurement, training of staff and improved
service access, are equally important.

Refocusing the benefit sharing debates within the framework of
entrepreneurship, there is significant agreement amongst scholars on
non-monetary factors being critical. Empirical evidence suggests that
mining will typically have positive employment and entrepreneurial
impacts, but the magnitude of these impacts can differ from modest to
sometimes substantial, depending on the geographical scope of the
assessment of impact as well as on other context-specific factors
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(Söderholm and Svahn, 2015; Moritz et al., 2017). For instance, with
regard to entrepreneurial activities, although there is an increasing
understanding that spatial contexts are heterogeneous and their char-
acteristics and features provide different breeding grounds to create and
nurture different entrepreneurial activity (Müller, 2016), the majority
of such evidences are recorded in urban settings, focused more on the
urban context of the debate (Bosma and Sternberg, 2014; Glaeser et al.,
2015). In addition, the larger the region is, the more likely it is that it
will have the capacity and the labour skills to capture the mining sector
expenditures. The extent to which the inputs for the mining activities
will be procured in the region will also be determined by the existing
industrial structure, where more diversified regional economies will be
better equipped to meet the new demands for goods and services
(Corden, 2012; Ejdemo and Söderholm, 2015; Erdiaw-Kwasie et al.,
2017).

More recently, relationships with the local community have become
an increasingly important component of the mining industry's business
strategy, arising from corporate social responsibility trends and pres-
sures across the globe (Erdiaw-Kwasie, 2016; Erdiaw-Kwasie and Alam,
2017; Hilson et al., 2018; O'Faircheallaig, 2013). To Söderholm and
Svahn (2015), if mining cannot be a vehicle for regional development
and job creation, community relations may become tense and lead to
costly conflicts, as well as to other types of business risks for the
companies. For this reason, there exists several international examples
of how new mining projects have focused on contributing to the de-
velopment of regional communities (Ejdemo and Söderholm, 2011;
Erdiaw-Kwasie and Alam, 2017; Parra and Franks, 2011). Over the past
decade, many regional areas globally have experienced unprecedented
growth through the resources boom and the resultant increases in in-
vestment, employment and income opportunities. In Chile, for example,
in the last two decades, regional mining areas like Tarapacá and An-
tofagasta have grown in terms of production, foreign investment, and
world-class projects, and have experienced very important economic
and social transformations (Lagos and Blanco, 2010). Similarly, in
Australia, along with direct employment and investment in public in-
frastructure such as transport, water and power, there is an opportunity
for downstream and lateral economic activity, particularly for small
businesses, generating employment and income for non-miners
(Ivanova, 2014; Weber-Fahr et al., 2001). However, recent concerns
about the efficacy of support structures for, and success factors relevant
to, local business opportunities in host communities have placed en-
trepreneurship issues on the development radar. Regrettably, although
significant research studies have addressed diverse aspects of the en-
trepreneurial issue in the mining domain, attention has been focused on
mining entrepreneurs (Hilson et al., 2018; Mkubukeli and Tengeh,
2016; Mutemeri et al., 2010).

Generally, the term local entrepreneurs refers to people who pro-
vide the base for the provision of non-mining and non-agricultural re-
lated services and goods to people resident in a town. In many mining
communities, numerous entrepreneurs have little or no prior knowl-
edge of the mining sector, but are usually involved in investing time,
effort and money in various aspects of this sector, or its related services,
for a share of the eventual profits (Mkubukeli and Tengeh, 2016;
Opoku, 2018). For example, Afful-Koomson and Owusu Asubonteng
(2015) in their study shared how, across mining regions, local en-
trepreneurs such as artisans produce locally made tools for replacement
of worn-out equipment, trade in goods, as well as supply services es-
sential for the upkeep of entire mining operations.

There is a growing awareness among practitioners that procurement
from local SMEs can bring significant social and economic benefits to
communities (Esteves and Barclay, 2011; Warner, 2011). Given the
complexities associated with the operations of the mining industry, in
terms of policies and procurement requirements, there is an increasing
interest by several companies to adopt policies and standards aimed
explicitly at increasing ‘local procurement’ or ‘community content
(Warner, 2011). This practice recognises that supply chain participation

has benefits for companies and communities alike - giving communities
a stake in the project, as well as ensuring reliability of supply by having
a supplier located nearby. Nevertheless, some scholars suggest that
local entrepreneurs in mining regions lack the capacity to take ad-
vantage of the opportunities that are available to them and this is re-
flected in the sluggish growth of entrepreneurship activities in such
regions (Lyons, 2015; Romaní et al., 2018; Sawyer et al., 2014). In
particular, local procurement strategies by resource companies elicit a
range of enablers and barriers for sourcing from small- and medium-
sized enterprises. In addition, some authors identify attracting and re-
taining labour for local non-mining businesses in regional communities
as a key challenge that undermines entrepreneurship initiatives in
many resource regions. Fleming and Measham (2015) explain that
during resource booms, a regional resource curse scenario can emerge
in regions surrounding extractive industries, particularly from the la-
bour demand shock that mining expansion produces in resource-rich
regions as well as in neighbouring regions. To them, this labour demand
shock initiated by the mining activity can be a huge source of a resource
curse. For these reasons, government policies aimed at strengthening
regional development are now more focused on delivering better ser-
vices for communities, investing in infrastructure, and creating an en-
abling environment for local businesses to grow, adapt and prosper
(Laukkanen and Tornikoski, 2018; Lee, 2018).

An Australian study on the social outcomes of the government-
governance nexus in a regional mining community (Basson, 2016) re-
vealed an unexpected sub-set of results on the relationship between
local entrepreneurship and the government-governance nexus. This
paper reports on these findings pertaining to local entrepreneurship.
Basson (2016) describes Moranbah in Queensland, Australia, as an
example of a small mining town that is characterised by a two-stream
economy: the prosperous mining-employed stream, and the much less
prosperous non-mining employed stream. Basson’s (2016) study find-
ings reveal that the non-mining employed stream in Moranbah is lar-
gely comprised of locals who are operating their own businesses and
offering services to residents of the region. It is evident from the busi-
nesses established in town that the latter is largely dominated by en-
trepreneurs, especially in the form of small business owners rather than
chain stores. In as much as the entrepreneurship stream in Moranbah
offers a driving force to rebalance these two extremes of the current
economy, the distinct prevalent conditions in the region pose threats
that undermine the capacity of local entrepreneurs. In line with this
reasoning, this paper presents empirical evidence of how the socio-
spatial, economic, political and cultural environments in Moranbah has
put its entrepreneurship stream under a siege.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The paper begins with an
introductory section that provides a logical explanation of the research
goal. The second section discusses the methodology of the study, with
details of the sample and data sources, participants, interview questions
and data analysis techniques described. The third section of the paper
focuses on the presentation of study results. The fourth section captures
the discussion and implication. The final part of the paper presents the
conclusions of the study.

2. Study location and methodology

2.1. Study location

The case study town, Moranbah, is a small regional town located in
the Isaac Regional Council (IRC) area of jurisdiction of the Bowen
Basin, Central Queensland (Morrison et al., 2012), illustrated in Fig. 1.
Moranbah, is located 150 km south-west of Mackay in a belt of coal
mining towns and is the main service centre for the IRC area. The town
was purpose-built by the Utah Development Company in 1970 to ser-
vice the Goonyella and Peak Downs Mines (Ivanova et al., 2007). The
IRC area of jurisdiction is extensive, roughly the size of Tasmania, and
stretches inland from the coastal strip at St. Lawrence for approximately
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350 km.
The IRC is classified as an Urban Regional Town/City Small (urban/

rural populations up to 30,000 people) under the Australian
Classification of Local Government. In 2011, the IRC had 24,275

permanent residents plus 11,085 long-distance commuters who stayed
in temporary accommodation. The full-time equivalent IRC population
was estimated to be 35,845, of whom 8333 residents resided in
Moranbah (ABS, 2011). The population of Queensland was 4.51 million

Fig. 1. Case study map.
Adapted from The Bowen Basin by Queensland Government Department of Natural Resources and Mines (2014). Retrieved from https://mines.industry.qld.gov.au/
assets/coal-pdf/cen_qld_coal_map_10.pdf. Copyright (2014) by Queensland Government Department of Natural Resources and Mines.
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(ABS, 2011). The 2016 population figures were 20,940 permanent re-
sidents and 9445 temporary residents (FIFO and Drive-in-drive-out
(DIDO)) (IRC, 2017). The median age of residents is 29, compared to 37
in Queensland (ABS, 2016), and linked to the mining dominant nature
of economic activities in the IRC area of jurisdiction and the employ-
ment practices.

In 2012, the Bowen Basin produced all of Queensland's high-grade
coal and 48% of the export-traded thermal coal (Fleming and Measham,
2015). By 2016, there were up to 24 mines in operation in the area
surrounding Moranbah, producing 56% of Queensland saleable coal
(IRC, 2017). As a result, the mining sector is the largest industry em-
ployer in the IRC region (Fleming and Measham, 2015). Compared to
only 1.2% of full time workers being employed in coal mining in the
rest of Queensland, 39.1% of the Moranbah population was employed
in the coal mining sector. Full-time employment numbers were higher
in Moranbah (66.9% of the population) than Queensland (57.7%) (IRC,
2017), leading to a lower part-time employment (20.7% of the popu-
lation), compared to Queensland (29.9%) in 2016 (ABS, 2016).

The selection of Moranbah as a case study for the research on the
social outcomes of the government-governance nexus in a resource
community flowed from the severe housing stress experienced in
Moranbah in 2010/2011.

Mining leases extend up to the boundaries of the town just outside
the dust contours, land locking the town and contributing to a shortage
of land for residential development (Basson and Basson, 2012). This
shortage of developable land in Moranbah is argued to have contributed
to some of the “fly-over effect” reported by other researchers such as
Rolfe and O’Dea (2007). Although the 2010/2011 housing crises gave
rise to the approval of two 100 % Fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) mines near
Moranbah, this practice has recently been banned by the Queensland
State Government under the Strong and Sustainable Resource Commu-
nities Act (2017) (Queensland Government, 2018). Due to the extent of
the mining activities in the region, Moranbah should not be assumed to
be an economy dominated by FIFO and hence can be deemed to also
represent some generic characteristics of a regional or rural mining
town.

Housing in Moranbah was regarded as “the canary in the coal mine”
(Morrison et al., 2012, p. 480) and the town became the focus of State
Government intervention in 2010 due to this housing stress (Gurran
and Whitehead, 2011; Riley and Basson, 2011). The Urban Land De-
velopment Authority (ULDA), created under the auspices of the
Queensland State Government, was tasked with expedited development
of affordable housing in Moranbah. The ULDA took over the role of
assessment authority from the local government until the developed
area was to be handed back to the local government (Riley and Basson,
2011). Moranbah was the most expensive place in Queensland to live
during the last mining boom with the town holding the Queensland
record for high mean mortgage repayments in 2011 (Queensland
Government's Office of Economic and Statistical Research, 2011).
Rented dwellings make up 76.9% of tenure compared to 34.2% in the
rest of Queensland (ABS, 2016).

A two-stream local economy was predominant at the time of the
2010 intervention (Basson and Basson, 2012), as well as before then
(Rolfe and O’Dea, 2007) and since (Witt et al., 2018). The mining in-
dustry paid the highest wages in the country in 2012, with average take
home earnings of $2388.20, compared to sales workers ($607), com-
munity and personal service workers ($707), and labourers ($779)
(Heber, 2013). More recently i n 2016, the median family income in
Moranbah was $2435 per week compared to $1402 in Queensland and
$1438 in Australia (ABS, 2016). Resident mobility was high compared
to the rest of Queensland (Queensland Government Statistician's Office,
2015), but in many cases those not employed in the mining industry
were caught in a poverty trap (Basson and Basson, 2012) also evidenced
in other mining communities in Australia (Lockie et al., 2009).

2.2. Study methods

The paper shares the fundamental understanding of entrepreneur-
ship – exploring the how and why some individuals (or teams) identify
opportunities, evaluate them as viable, and then decide to exploit them
in product, firm, industry and wealth creation. Entrepreneurial oppor-
tunities exist because different agents have differing ideas on the re-
lative value of resources. In line with the theory of the entrepreneur,
which focuses on the heterogeneity of beliefs about the value of re-
sources, the entrepreneurial function can be conceptualised as the
discovery of opportunities and the subsequent creation of new eco-
nomic activity in a region. We adopt this shared conceptual en-
trepreneurial function in defining the conceptual scope and the re-
search design of the paper. In terms of the conceptual scope, we mainly
focused on non-mining entrepreneurs (both individuals or teams) who
provide some level and type of services to the locals and firms within
the Moranbah community or those who own businesses (not a mining
one) or provide services (both to local people and mining firms) within
Moranbah as our unit of analysis. This explains why the research is
primarily focused on non-mining entrepreneurs – individuals or teams
who provide some level and type of services to the locals and firms
within the Moranbah community. This was helpful in defining the
contextual scope and the research design of the study.

2.2.1. Research design and sampling
This paper details a longitudinal case study carried out over a six-

year period (2011–2017), consisting of two related studies. A qualita-
tive research design was adopted. This research design underpins the
humanistic focus of the paper and contributes to achieving a greater
depth of understanding of the research issues. The collective and in-
dividual nature of humans was a key factor in the combined data col-
lection methods used, namely questionnaires, mini-focus groups, in-
dividual interviews and a community workshop. The sampling strategy
exercised was non-probability or purposive sampling, which is common
in small-scale research, such as case studies (Somekh and Lewin, 2011).
The aim of the sampling strategy was to get access to participants who
were involved in entrepreneurial activities in Moranbah, and not only
forward linkages of mining activities such as increases in motel pa-
tronage. The depth or richness of the data collected was more important
than the breadth, and the focus was on the possible contributions in-
dividuals could make in terms of the issues embedded in the research
topic (Bickman and Rog, 2008). The Isaac Regional Council (IRC) CEO
facilitated the execution of the sampling strategy by appointing an IRC
community liaison officer to assist with approaching the pilot project
participants, as well as approaching possible participants on a list
compiled by IRC officials, based on the selection criteria provided by
the researcher. The community liaison officer was assisted by the
Moranbah Traders’ Association (MTA) in the dissemination of details
pertaining to possible participation in this study. The key stakeholder
groups and the number of participants per data collection type are il-
lustrated in Tables 1 and 2.

The sampling strategy enabled an iterative process of data collec-
tion, analysis, review and refinement, involving the key informants.
During each phase, participants were given the opportunity to indicate
their willingness to participate in the next phase, and to suggest other
information-rich participants. Participants from the focus groups were
purposively selected for the individual interviews based on their ex-
pertise and willingness to continue participation. Ethical issues were
addressed throughout the research process, including permission to
access the research site, and the use of the IRC Community Officer as
the point of contact for potential participants.

2.2.2. Data collection and analysis
Primary data was collected on site by the researcher, ensuring ex-

tensive interaction with the participants. Data collection events took
place in meeting rooms at the Moranbah Library and the Community
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Centre in town, as it provided a neutral and familiar context for the
participants. After a pilot phase, the primary data in the first study was
collected in two phases, namely questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews. Given that the questionnaire was custom-designed, a pre-
test trial was necessary to confirm the estimated time it would take to
complete the questionnaire, as well as to ascertain if there were any
unnoticed ambiguities in the questions. The pre-test of the ques-
tionnaire took place during a pilot interview with a person who was
representative of other stakeholders. The questionnaire contained a
variety of question types such as multiple-choice questions, and di-
chotomous and open-ended questions. The data collected through the
completion of the questionnaires was augmented through individual
interviews that followed immediately after the completion of each
questionnaire. In the second study, primary data was collected in four
phases: during a preliminary mini-focus group, a set of mini-focus
groups, individual interviews and a community workshop, as illustrated
in Table 3.

The study researchers anticipated that mini-focus groups in Study 2
would provide the breadth of data to answer the research questions.
The preliminary mini-focus group was used to confirm the focus and the
suitability of the data collection plan. Phase Two consisted of five mini-
focus groups. Seventeen information-rich participants were then se-
lected purposively from the different participant categories in Phases
One and Two to participate in individual interviews during Phase
Three, which was based on the depth of knowledge on the research
issues they revealed during the mini-focus groups. The interviews were
intended to reveal the depth of data to understand the issues studied
and questions were focused around the roles of the different stake-
holder groups in Moranbah and the perceived contribution to the sus-
tainability of the community. Phases One to Three provided the data
needed to compile a set of initial findings that formed an important
element during Phase Four. Phase Four consisted of a community
workshop with participants from the focus groups and the individual
interviews, but it also allowed for the inclusion of new participants.
This workshop provided the opportunity for the participants to verify,
dispute or expand the initial findings of the second study.

The data analyses for both studies were primarily done using Nvivo.
The analysis framework preferred was a hermeneutic thematic analysis.
Data collection and data analysis were done simultaneously to ensure
flexibility of the data collection plan. Firstly, this provided the re-
searcher with the opportunity to determine the saturation point of
themes, and to focus on less illuminated themes in subsequent phases.
Preliminary data analysis allowed the researcher to progressively

identify emerging themes (Yin, 2013). This analysis revealed the ten-
dency amongst the participants to use a chronology for relaying sig-
nificant events, opinions, attitudes and beliefs. The data was prepared
and organised, reviewed for coding, and categorised. Coding was both
concept-driven and data-driven, and enabled examination of data from
data excerpts, as well as an analysis of relationships between codes
based on detecting hierarchies of codes; and case-by-case comparisons
(Gibbs, 2007). The final stage, selective coding, was analytic and the-
oretical, and involved identifying the central coded phenomena whilst
systematically relating the central code to other codes. The first cycle
was thus grammatical, affective, and exploratory, whilst the second
cycle was about classifying, integrating and conceptualising (Miles
et al., 2013). The second cycle fed into the hermeneutic thematic
analysis framework.

In summary, data was analysed using a hermeneutic thematic ana-
lysis approach. Data was perused for main concepts, constructs and
themes that were then used as nodes in Nvivo to enable coding of all the
data collected, as well as notes from the researcher's data collection
journal. Tabulation, mind mapping, spread sheeting and descriptive
statistics were used to verify the findings from the Nvivo analysis. For
the analysis captured in this paper, respondents in each study were
coded to facilitate the analysis process. In study 1, respondents in the
interview session were coded M1R1, M1R2, M1R3,…M1R20.
Alternatively, the participants in the mini-focus group discussion were
coded M1FGP1, M1FGP2, M1FGP3…M1FGP20. Similarly, all the par-
ticipants in study two's mini-focus groups were coded M2FGP1,
M2FGP2, M2FGP3… M2FGP19, interview respondents were coded
M2R1, M2R2, M2R3…M2R17 respectively. After the interviews,
follow-up community workshops participants who helped to validate
the findings from the previous sessions were coded as CWP1, CWP2,
CWP3, CWP4…CWP15.

3. Study findings

The findings from the Moranbah case for this study is presented and
discussed under two broad themes: (i) the nature of the mining industry
and local development, and (ii) perceptions on the status of entrepreneurship
in the region.

3.1. Mining situation and local development

As a result of the relative strength of the mining sector compared to
other sectors, there is a two-stream economy in the community with

Table 1
Key stakeholder groups and the number of participants per data collection type – Study 1.

Key stakeholder groups Number of participants in mini-focus groups Number of participants in individual interviews

Isaac Regional Council officials 6 6
Elected representatives 3 3
Business owners and non-governmental organisations 11 11
Totals 20 20

Table 2
Key stakeholder groups and the number of participants per data collection type (2014) – Study 2.

Key stakeholder groups Number of participants in mini-focus
groups

Number of participants in individual
interviews

Number of participants in community
workshop

Isaac Regional Council officials 5 3 3
Elected representatives 0 3 0
Residents 7 5 5
Business owners and non-governmental

organisations
5 3 2

Mining company employees 1 1 1
Mining company liaison officers 1 2 4
Totals 19 17 15
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mining employees being in the affluent stream and others in a less af-
fluent stream (Basson and Basson, 2012). It is impossible for the en-
trepreneurs to compete with the mining sector in terms of salary and
benefits provided to employees (Heber, 2013). This makes employment
by local entrepreneurs a less attractive option, with many local busi-
nesses reporting that they were only open after school hours as their
employees mainly consisted of school age children. For those em-
ploying adults, the two-stream economy posed constraints in terms of
non-mining employees being unable to afford housing due to the in-
flation of housing costs because of the affluence of the mining em-
ployees. The ABS (2017) report that the number of businesses em-
ploying between 1 and 4 employees has decreased from 128 in 2012 to
98 in 2015, while the number of businesses employing between 5 and
19 and more than 20 employees has increased slightly.

Mining employees are more mobile than the rest of the population
due to both internal and external factors. In this case, and at the time of
these studies, external factors included the broader economic climate
and the growth in the mining industry (Atkinson and Hargreaves,
2014). If spouses or partners of mining workers were employed in the
business sector, this resulted in a high staff turnover due to this mo-
bility. This employment situation, due to the lack of employees avail-
able and to the high turnover of staff who were willing to work in the
non-mining industry, but whose spouses or partners were mining em-
ployees, resulted in many entrepreneurs doing most of the tasks in their
businesses themselves at a great personal cost to their own work-life
balances, both where many invest extra hours in doing tasks that could
be more economically beneficial to outsource. The boom and bust cy-
cles in the mining industry exacerbate this situation, but boom periods
also enticed business owners with a strong profit motive into the
community. Study participants confirmed the introduction of a local
initiative by a mining company aimed at offering support to traders.
The empowering effects of this initiative was largely emphasised during
the study by the traders and some government officials. Study re-
spondents indicated that:

“We gave the Moranbah Traders Association some money to employ a
part time growth and resilience officer to help build this thing called an e-
business directory, which is increasing local business exposure to mining
companies” [M2R1].

“This initiative was a great thing. It actually helped to draw the dots
together” [M2R2].

Study findings showed that the current business model of the
mining companies affected the entrepreneurs and their businesses in a
more insidious way. Although some of the mining companies had buy-
local initiatives, there were many instances where goods and services
were sourced from outside the community and even outside the Central
Queensland region. Several of the study respondents showed their
discontent about such a business model and shared the need to retain a
stable core of entrepreneurs in the community.

“Mining companies enter our communities through their local buy project
which makes many to see it as an good example of mining companies
working together to build a more sustainable Moranbah…but usually do
not live up to expectation” [M2R9].

“Existing mining firms hardly contract local suppliers like us for their
needs. They have big companies in the big cities they directly deal

with…”[M2R11]

Adding to this, some local government participants stated that this
was particularly true for the accommodation model employed by the
mining companies. In the past, mining companies provided highly af-
fordable company housing, but during the 1980s with changes in tax
legislation, mining towns “became normalised” - meaning that property
were sold to private owners and local governments assumed jurisdiction
(Marais et al., 2018). In the recent past, outside service-providers have
been providing accommodation villages or mining accommodation.
Most of these accommodation providers have contracts with service and
goods providers from outside the community and the region. In addi-
tion, the mines have strict rules about workers staying in these villages
and bussing them straight to the airport to fly out at the end of their
shifts. This fly-in-fly-out workforce arrangement impacts greatly on
money spent in the local community. Many of the study participants
shared their frustrations and argued that community resources are si-
phoned by mineworkers and rather spent in large cities outside the host
community.

“Mines prefer off-site accommodation. They don't want to invest that
level in town. Camp is the safest option. They get a contractor that carries
the risk. That is wrong. They should provide the means to employees so
that they can purchase a house and live in town for forty years”
[M1FGP1].

“But they've got a house somewhere else. So on their days off, they
leave.” [M2R7].

“If we could keep our local traders, but that's the thing, you've got to buy
local. If you live here you must buy local but then the traders need to be
providing an appropriate service too and then the industry in the town
also needs to support those local businesses.” [M2R8].

“Where's home?” They don't say Moranbah, they say oh, Mackay, or Mt
Morgan or Rocky or Brisbane…” [M1R7].

To many respondents, this consumption pattern has remained a key
challenge to the economic base of the region, particularly when con-
sidering internally generated revenue from local consumption. It be-
came evident that although surrounding towns and cities get the chance
to benefit the resources of the region, such spending trends undermine
local initiatives. This consequently leads to many local entrepreneurs
being more hesitant to expand their businesses in the region.

However, participants reported that when upward mining com-
modity cycles started declining, many of these traders disappeared from
the community, either to pursue opportunities that were more lucrative
elsewhere or because of the demise of their businesses. This was per-
ceived to be linked to the “gold fever” mentality during boom periods.
A significant number of the study participants emphasised their fear of
their town losing all well-known businesses in the community. Some
respondents also stressed how local businesses had remained the
backbone of the Moranbah region, as it provided lifeblood to the entire
mining industry as well as providing for the basic needs of the local
residents. This aspect of the argument was reiterated during the focus
group discussions. To the focus group participants, the mining boom
times brought improvements into the Moranbah town in terms of a
greater threshold population for businesses as well as emergence of new
businesses. However, the business models adopted by the mining

Table 3
Key phases in data collection – Study 3.

Phase Type Duration Number of events Month (2014)

Phase 1 Preliminary mini-focus group 2 h 1 August
Phase 2 Mini-focus groups 2 h 5 September/October
Phase 3 Semi-structured individual interviews 1 h 17 November
Phase 4 Community workshop 2 h 1 December
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industry posed huge threats to many local initiatives, and this forced
many local entrepreneurs to look beyond their community for external
customers.

“They come, they do their time, they get established, they make good
money and then they bugger off” [M1R3].

“…local businesses were too focused on the here and now…” [CW1].

“…Many of the locals who owned businesses and enjoyed over good 5
years of business have moved on… I think a lot of them have just had
enough of the mining pressure” [M2FGP2].

3.2. Perceptions on the status of entrepreneurship in the region

The second set of themes relates to the lack of status or standing of
entrepreneurship in the community. The disregard for local business or
entrepreneurship includes the State Government, Local Government
officials and Local Government elected representatives. A significant
number of the study participants perceived collaboration by the State
Government as a box-ticking exercise rather than true collaboration.
The traders reported some contact with elected representatives and
very little contact with Local Government officials. The focus of the
mayor was on the primary sector, mining, rather than on the businesses
in the secondary sector. In addition, despite efforts to convey to the
Local Government the obstacles the traders faced, there was almost no
willingness by the Local Government to make any concessions in terms
of taxation and land use decisions to support the traders.

“… all what the local government values is the primary industry…any
other business is secondary” [M2FGP1]

“I think they're [local government is] too ready to accept the mining
company's interpretation of what they need rather than what the com-
munity needs” [M1R7].

“Local government make no concessions to local businesses in terms of
rates or planning regulations” [M2R3]

“We approached the council, they were to partner us in that [training
facility]. They were quite reluctant... I sort of cajoled them a bit they
said, they would make available a block of land to us that we could buy,
and they would give us a slightly discounted rate …” [M1R3].

The collaboration between the traders and the mining industry was
a fledgling attempt and many locals who operated a business in the
region did not feel as if they had true advantage to influence either the
mining industry or the State Government. During the study, many
participants shared the opinion that any partnership between a local
organisation and the mining companies is best described as ‘no part-
nership’. To them, mining officials dominate this kind of partnership,
and final decisions always reflect the greater interests of the mine and
its shareholders than local people. At the focus group discussion, some
participants used an example of the local entrepreneurship group –
MTA, and explained how the mining officials showcase support for local
initiatives through meetings with the MTA, but always end up doing
what favours them. This attitude from the mining companies had re-
sulted in many local entrepreneurs losing interest in any collaboration
with the mining companies on ways to strengthen local initiatives.

“I think the people that work in the businesses here are pretty friendly.
Um... there is a little bit of a ‘them’ and ‘us’ with [mining company].”
[M1R3].

“I think they are... I think they [mining companies] ... turn a blind eye to
it because they... don't know the solution either [to the issues facing the
other entrepreneurs]” [M1R1].

It doesn't matter if it's the corner shop down here. They're [mining
companies] all the same. You just need to treat people with a little bit
more respect and I'm afraid in today's society respect is not there

anymore. It's just a bull nose, let's [mining companies] keep going
[M2R4].

In addition, it became evident that pressure exerted by community-
based organisations such as the Moranbah Action Group, to some extent
did influence the decisions taken by Council. However, many partici-
pants acknowledged that few of their concerns resulted in Council ac-
tions, especially when dealing with issues that concerned the mining
companies. To some study participants, the council perceived the ac-
tions and operations of the local community group as much more vocal
and “militant” than that of the MTA. This resulted in a disconnect be-
tween the traders and the community group, despite the perception
expressed in the focus groups that the traders needed the community to
succeed in this mining-dominated environment, where decision-makers
such as Local Government and State Government were perceived to
often prioritise anything mining-related over local community needs.

“(Action Group) are blaming Council … Council actually fostered the
Action Group… but it started to wind up and hit [Council], blaming
[them] for things beyond [their] control.” [M1R4].

“[Community participation is] reflective of the structure of the commu-
nity – if you don't touch their pockets they don't care what happens”
[M1FGP1].

“…you don't just come to Moranbah and buy a business that is not
mining related without realising that you need the community… and
traders really – it's a risk that they are taking to be running a business
that is not mining connected” [M1R5].

One key issue that emerged from the focus group sessions was a
traditional mindset carried by Local Government and the mining
companies that local entrepreneurs were more cognisant of economic
security given their substantial investments than actual community
wellbeing. This stands in direct contrast with the opinions of the traders
and other participants groups that the traders were actually the group
most concerned with the overall sustainability of the community. A
significant number of the study participants shared their fear about the
economic sustainability of the community. Some of them also had a
well-expressed fear and a sense of hopelessness about the future, par-
ticularly considering their huge financial and time investment in their
businesses, and the many operational struggles of running their busi-
nesses, such as attracting and retaining staff. Many study participants
who owned businesses within the community shared their struggle of
attracting and retaining employees due to the prevailing situation, in-
cluding the superior attractiveness of mining related employment, the
housing issues that resulted from the two-stream economy and the
mobility of staff with partners employed in the mining industry.

“A lot of fear around at the moment… Fear because there are not any
options anymore, if you want to work for mining you basically have to
dissociate yourself from your family’ [M1R9].

“I feel that… if the left hand doesn't speak to the right hand or the council
doesn't communicate with the community and every… every person
who's standing up on their soapbox at the moment, including the Action
Group and the Moranbah Traders and taking all of those things into
consideration, we could very well end up like some of the other industrial
towns in …” [M1R5].

“Yeah, I mean I'm, I'm also worried about the long-term future. I've in-
vested, I've invested all the money I have, plus a big bank loan in this
town basically, um. And I don't own a house here, I rent, if it keeps going
up then, what am I going to do?” [M1R6].

“…I think the big barrier [to entrepreneurship] is just attracting non-
mine workers to the town and... without that it’s hard to really get the
ball rolling” [MIR6].

The study data showed how local entrepreneurs had concerns about
retaining Moranbah businesses into the future and pondered how to
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enable and entice businesses to remain in town. There were, however,
some concerns about new business owners not being cognisant of the
demands of operating in a mining-dominated community. Many of
study participants stressed the importance of leadership in efforts to-
wards strengthening local entrepreneurship within the Moranbah area.
To some participants, as long as there were leaders in the community
who were willing to take up responsibility for fostering collaboration,
communication and education around entrepreneurship, there would
be improvement in the future.

“So great, fresh blood, but they are not knowledgeable around the highs
and lows and they come in and - but this includes businesses that have
started up during the boom time as well” [M2R7].

“Um... I, I've been involved in, in the Traders Association which helps
and gets a look at, at, at most of the development plans and um we get
fairly good access to council and councillors. Um... you know I do a lot of
reading of what is going on and different things and, and, and attend
meetings with other residents [M1R1].

“So a good opportunity for them to take a lot of money and leave. It
might not be a bad thing. It might allow for smaller business, who may be
more nimble and agile, to come and fill those gaps” [M2R5].

4. Discussion and implications

Given the MTA's extensive network of relationships, including State
Government, Local Government, traders' organisations in adjoining
regional council areas, and mining companies, it is commonly ac-
knowledged as the central mouthpiece of the entrepreneurship system
in the Moranbah region. In fact, the MTA emerged as a potential cat-
alyst to recreate the space to advocate for local entrepreneurship within
the region. However, study evidence indicates that the current status of
the association undermines its capacity to promote entrepreneurial
activities within the region. This study found that although MTA in-
volvement in community issues, including social wellbeing and local
business resilience, had increased, the organisation has limited abilities
to effect changes in government decisions, particularly ones that relate
to local entrepreneurship empowerment. For instance, in Moranbah,
entrepreneurship is popularly presented as an individually focused
economic undertaking and such a culture and notion undermine the
socio-political value of entrepreneurial activities. The current situation
hinders most local business operators from keeping a watchful eye on,
and contributing to, any political developments such as new legislation
or regulatory shifts in the region, which could have a substantial impact
on the fate of locally-owned businesses. MTA representatives further
explained that the narrow perception of entrepreneurship by govern-
ment officials pose challenges, which render the role of local en-
trepreneurship system in the decision-making process of the Local
Government almost totally absent.

Although some aspects of the MTA actions were reported to have
had a significant impact on the Council and its attitude towards the
State Government and the mining companies’ response to community
needs, the entrepreneurship stream of the local economy was impacted
less. The role played by the local entrepreneurship system in the deci-
sion-making process of the Local Government appeared to be almost
totally absent. This research is different from some previous studies on
regional entrepreneurship in that it has appraised the extent of pressure
on the entrepreneurship system in a small mining town in regional
Australia, but it also supports earlier argument that challenges of local
entrepreneurs remains a major hurdle for regional development efforts
across the globe (Barca et al., 2012; Fritsch, 2008; KritiKoS, 2014).

Given the impact of the interventionist approach of the State and
the demise of demos in the Moranbah region, study evidence showed
how the current multi-level governance system hugely undermine en-
trepreneurial activities. The credibility of the Local Government's
commitment to quality civil service, the degree of its independence

from political pressures, as well as the quality of small-scale business
policy formulation and implementation, constitute a building block for
a region's entrepreneurial activities. The elements of the en-
trepreneurial system within the Moranbah region were, however, not
part of the larger local governance system. Perceptions of the quality of
public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its
independence from political pressures, and the quality of policy for-
mulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government's
commitment to such policies varied. As a result, there was little evi-
dence of ongoing collaboration between local entrepreneurs and other
powerful actors within the region. For example, business owners in
Moranbah operate within legal constraints, and do not have the poli-
tical motives to affect attempts towards changing the use of power by
higher levels of government. A lack of an effective synchronisation
approach to link entrepreneurial priorities into the overall governance
system poses challenges of different magnitudes to the local en-
trepreneurship groups, particularly in performing their assumed roles in
the entire development process of their community. Findings support
the conventional wisdom that good governance (trust in government
effectiveness, political stability, and voice in government affairs) fosters
willingness among locals to take risks associated with investing,
starting and managing new businesses (Friedman, 2011; Méndez-Picazo
et al., 2012). Although study findings showed that the role played by
local entrepreneurship groups is much more based on economic sus-
tainability for their significant investment, they showed an equal un-
derstanding of the need for building a more inclusive governance
system where they can obtain support and recognition for their efforts
in the community. Study findings contribute to enhancing knowledge
on resolving the conundrum of the governance-entrepreneurship nexus,
which remains an important area of policy research and discussion in
recent years (Carroll, 2017; Ha et al., 2016; Méndez-Picazo et al.,
2012).

Despite the general acknowledgement of the impact of the mining
sector on the local economy, the current business model of the mining
industry within the Moranbah region poses considerable threats to the
entrepreneurship base within the region. Local entrepreneurs are vir-
tually absent from the benefit sharing initiated by the mining compa-
nies. Although local entrepreneurs have shown significant willingness
to collaborate with other internal stakeholders such as mining compa-
nies and the Council, prevailing conditions have rendered such colla-
borative efforts less fruitful. This research acknowledges that mining
companies have moral responsibilities for designing, promoting, in-
novating and implementing community development initiatives – as
documented in previous studies that mining companies mainly sup-
ported community clubs, organisations and local government en-
deavours (Erdiaw-Kwasie and Alam, 2017; Lodhia, 2018). However, the
direction taken by the mining industry in terms of its accommodation
and workforce model has continuously undermined local en-
trepreneurial initiatives, thus worsening the socio-economic plights of
resource regions. Attracting skilled staff for local businesses with Aus-
tralian remote conditions has not been made easier with the presence of
mining companies operating in such regions. Generally, mining in-
dustries provide relatively high wages and a range of rental and home
purchase assistance to their commuting workers. However, the real
concern should be the impact the housing shortage had on the people
providing essential goods and services and not earning mining wages.
Policy attention on the attraction and retention of staff to the en-
trepreneurship stream of local economy is therefore deemed critical if it
is to remain vibrant and self-sufficient, and hence able to sustain itself
into the future. This finding resonates with the perception in regions
with a high proportion of long-distance commuters that metropolitan
Australia (where company headquarters are typically based) regards
the region as a resource bank rather than supporting local initiatives to
developing its economic base (De Silva et al., 2011; Rolfe and Kinnear,
2013).
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5. Conclusion

Scholars commonly acknowledge that entrepreneurial activity is an
important driving force for facilitating economic development, but
most of studies have focused on the role of entrepreneurship in urban
contexts. Empirical research focused on entrepreneurship in the small
regional or rural community context is only emerging.

In this paper, we detailed a longitudinal case study consisting of two
sub-studies. The case selected was Moranbah in Queensland, Australia.
It is a small mining town characterised by a two-stream economy: a
prosperous mining-employed stream and a less prosperous non-mining
employed stream. A combination of data collection methods was used
to reflect both the individual and the collective nature of humanity. The
methods included questionnaires, mini-focus groups, individual inter-
views and a community workshop. The sampling strategy exercised was
non-probability or purposive sampling, which is common in small-scale
research, such as case studies. The primary data management tool used
was Nvivo and the analysis framework for both studies was herme-
neutic thematic analysis.

Findings from the study were presented and discussed under two
broad themes: (i) the nature of the mining industry and local development,
and (ii) perceptions on the status of entrepreneurship in the region. The
nature of the mining industry was evident from the dominant role it
plays in the economy and governance in the community and the region.
The economic prosperity of the mining sector employees contributed to
the two-stream economy observed in the community. The dominance of
the mining sector and the mining companies was also evident in the
impact it had on State Government and Local Government decision-
making processes. The business practices of the mining sector were
evident in its procurement practices and the provision of accommoda-
tion for its workers by independent accommodation companies. These
practices reflected the mining sector's risk aversion and its perceived
lack of concern for the local economy and the local residents not em-
ployed in the mining sector. This perception existed despite some
community projects initiated by the mining companies. These were
perceived by most of the participants to be tokenistic and more aligned
with global corporate social responsibility practices.

The obstacles that the local non-mining entrepreneurs faced, apart
from those evident in the preceding paragraph, included the boom and
bust cycles in the mining industry, a lack of collaboration and the
nature of entrepreneurs themselves. The cycles in the mining sector
result in the waxing and waning of the population and the spending
power in the community. It also contributes to the shortage of afford-
able housing during boom times because of the prosperity of the mining
employees. Entrepreneurs experience staff shortages due to the attrac-
tiveness of mining employment and the mobility of staff with spouses
employed by the mining sector. In terms of the nature of entrepreneurs
themselves, there is a lack of understanding of the nature of en-
trepreneurship in a mining-dominated community and a strong profit-
seeking motive in some of the incoming or emerging entrepreneurs. The
lack of status experienced by entrepreneurs impact on their power to
exert influence on both Local Government and the State Government
and their ability to foster collaboration with other stakeholders in the
community. These obstacles resulted in fear about the future and a
sense of hopelessness, although the entrepreneurs were perceived to be
the group with the most significant economic investment in the com-
munity and the greatest desire for a sustainable community. The three
key threats to entrepreneurship in Moranbah were thus the nature of
the relationship with Government, the lack of status of local en-
trepreneurs, and the current business model of the mining industry.

In conclusion, this paper presents empirical evidence of how the
socio-spatial, economic, political and cultural environments in
Moranbah put entrepreneurship under siege. Despite evidence that
entrepreneurship in Moranbah offers a potential force to rebalance the
two-stream economy, the conditions in the region undermine the ca-
pacity of local entrepreneurs to contribute significantly to the

sustainability of the community. These results have potential implica-
tions for current and future discussions around regional development
policies within the framework of entrepreneurship and specifically so in
a regional or rural mining context and as such makes an original con-
tribution to the international rural science social science literature.
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