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Lure of mining jobs too much for small towns
By Alice Roberts 
The annual Australian Local Government Association's State of the Regions report has highlighted the problems facing regional communities in light of a prosperous mining boom.
In the small coal mining township of Blackwater, 200 kilometres west of Rockhampton, residents are finding it increasingly difficult to afford housing.
Blackwater furniture and electrical business owner Tom Mitchell says their biggest challenge is retaining employees.
"We can't compete," he says.
"It's very difficult as a retailer to match any costings that the mining industry offers."
He says he runs his business on skeleton staff.
"I would normally have eight to nine staff members and we have about five at the moment," says Tom.
"Predominantly we employ wives of miners because they're not relying on the income to make a living but having said that I have an office manager who this is his primary employment and he finds it very difficult to find housing.
"So we've had to provide housing which is an additional cost for us as well."
He says he doesn't feel enough of the mining revenue is being returned to the community.
"I think affordable housing is the biggest issue for non-mining industry personnel especially for businesses that are not technically mine related," he says.
"While the mines do support us as a business there are a lot of issues that are concerning to us as a business owner.
"People are coming into the town, they work in the town but they only stay here for their shift then they go out of town and they're not purchasing things from businesses such as mine."
He says his home is based at his place of business which makes living in Blackwater more affordable.
"Although it is difficult it's a good lifestyle but the challenges that we face probably far outweigh those maybe in the capital cities or large regional towns where they have the pool of personnel to draw from for suitable staff members," says Tom.
He says the future of his business is positive but for the time being, they'll have to tighten their belt.
"From this time five years ago it is quite different," he says.
"If you were to come into our store now as opposed to five years ago, the store was probably quite full but it's just a matter of honing down the types of inventory that we stock."
He says he doesn't feel the community of Blackwater will survive the mining boom.
"It's diminishing very quickly because of the ratio of people actually living in the town to the people that fly-in fly-out or drive-in drive-out.
"That has a significant impact on the town as a whole and you can actually see that in the town itself and that has a huge impact on my business."
Blackwater Community Progress Group Chairperson Glen Hamilton says it's a mostly transient workforce in Blackwater.
"The coal mining boom is at a very high pace, they're trying to get coal out so they can sell it and so we've got a lot of transients coming into the town living in single persons quarters," he says.
"The effect of that is residents are tending to leave and consequently other services are affected by that."
He says housing is a key issue for the community.
"All the blocks that have been available have been built on and our group has been trying to lobby the Local and State Governments to get parcels of land opened up so more people can have the choice to live in Blackwater or be transient," says Glen.
He says they've had some success with 200 blocks now open.
"It's going to be great to get people to buy their block of land and build a home in Blackwater because if there are any blocks of land they're being snapped up and built on and they'll steal a little bit away from the single persons' quarters in the town footprint," he says.
He says the feedback he's had from residents is that revenue from the mines is being distributed elsewhere and not being returned to the Bowen Basin.
The report suggests an inquiry should be launched to investigate the inequality across Australian regions.
Glen agrees.
"What they need to do is put out a questionnaire to people in local areas, of actual residents in the towns and see what they think," he says.
"They'll get a loud and clear message from people who live in the town.
"People are really unhappy with the lack of support from the State Government so far.
"With the amount of revenue that comes from the coal we believe we deserve a fair share of having infrastructure and our towns better looked after."
He says it's becoming increasingly difficult for residents to remain in the town.
He says major supermarkets are struggling to attract young people into their workforce and the town doesn't have a pharmacist. 
"If their employer doesn't supply them with some form of accommodation they can't stay," he says.
"I know people who have the husband and wife working with three kids at the school.
"The hubby works on the Council and his wife works at the hospital as a cleaner and they make enough money to make the 500 dollars a week rent on a place, the landlord comes and say I want a 1000 or 1200, I could put some who works for a mining company in there.
"We're going to change the lease so those people can't afford to get back into another house because the rent is between 800 and 1500 dollars per week.
"So they consequently have to leave, leave the job, leave the area.
"Then they take their kids out of the school, the school numbers go down and then we lose a teacher because there's not enough students to warrant that amount of teachers."
He says the council is having trouble attracting workers because there's limited affordable housing.
He says the government needs to do more.
"They need to have a whole of government approach where it's legislated upon so that these areas remain sustainable," he says.
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