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impacted stakeholders.

value people, place and profit.

An Australian case study is presented of an ongoing conflict between Alcoa World Alumina, a multi-national mining
company and the impacted stakeholders of Yarloop, a small rural community in Western Australia. The conflict

has been subject to research by the author since the early 2000s and is the impetus for developing a model for
corporate social responsibility (CSR). The model emphasises engaging impacted stakeholders in dialogue with
powerful stakeholders to achieve social justice. This involves a three way set of relationships with key people in
leadership positions from the relevant government departments, the corporation’s management group and the

The model is premised on an ethic of love approach which utilises the ideas of social justice, social sustainability,
and the social pre-cautionary principle. An outline is presented of these ideas as well as a set of inter-linked
strategies which are responsive to power inequalities in conflict situations. The ideas and strategies can guide
efforts to address the social costs incurred by the impacted community stakeholders. This will involve a discerning
commitment to work towards accountable government, sustainable business practices and social justice for
impacted stakeholders. The approach requires a cultural shift in the business sector, and wider society, to equally
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Introduction

The article explains how the social justice imperatives of
social work led the author to respond to an invitation by
Alcoa World Alumina, Australia (Alcoa) to assist them
with issues they were having with Yarloop, their neigh-
bouring community. This entrée point into the conflict
between Alcoa and Yarloop has led to an ongoing inter-
est in issues of failure of corporate social responsibility
(CSR). In the Australian context, large scale extractive
mining is a significant driver of its ‘two speed economy’
(Brueckner et al., 2013). One speed relates to the econ-
omy which functions on high levels of company profits
and individual wealth in the mining industry. The
second speed economy relates to the other end of the
spectrum where almost one third of the population are
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living below the poverty line on government benefits
(ACOSS 2014). This broader context of inequality sets
the scene for a complex intersection between social irre-
sponsibility by mining companies and the pre-existing
patterns of disadvantage in Australian society (Habibis &
Walter 2015).

The question at the centre of CSR literature is - what
responsibility does the mining sector have to its
employees and local communities, and perhaps the
broader society? Some examples noted in this introduc-
tion suggest that a number of multi-national mining
companies do not consider their responsibility extends
very far at all. The link between business claims of CSR
in contexts of adverse impacts on, or conflicts with,
community stakeholders appear to show an over-
valuing of business profits at the expense of people and
place (Brueckner & Author 2010). The article brings a
focus to the social costs and inequalities in the mining
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sector which can be understood as examples of corporate
social irresponsibility. The purpose in doing this is to es-
tablish an argument for the need to find effective ways to
respond to these issues without further disadvantaging the
less powerful, adversely impacted stakeholders.

CSR is typically defined as those capacities exercised by
businesses, governments and other civil entities to ensure
the impact of their operations has a social positive value
and not a negative harmful effect (The International
Organisation for Standardisation, cited in MOSS 2015:
np). CSR is understood as being good for business and
research shows that an explicit social emphasis to business
operations can favourably impact on business profits
and reputation. For example, research by Galbreath
(2010) found evidence of gains in a wide cross section
of Australian businesses who adopted CSR activities.
The following summary of the findings explains the
positive value of CSR:

First, due to exhibited fairness, socially responsive
activities appears to be a means to reduce employee
turnover. Second, by meeting justice needs of
customers, CSR is likely to increase customer
satisfaction. Lastly, CSR activities provide visible
signals from which stakeholders infer various
positive characteristics of firms, thus creating an
avenue to increase overall firm reputation.
(Galbreath 2010: p411)

Where a social positive value is not experienced by some
social groups or communities, the pressing task is how
to engage the involved stakeholders to work towards a
fairer outcome. An illustrative case study is presented
which developed from some initial research into the
conflict between Alcoa and the town of Yarloop.

A practice model is outlined for responding to fail-
ures of CSR which features an ethic of love premised
on: social justice; social sustainability, and; the social pre-
cautionary principle. A key component of the model is the
inclusion of warrants which hold the powerful stake-
holders accountable for their contributions toward ad-
dressing the issues they have created. These ideas and
other features of the model will be explained using details
from the Yarloop-Alcoa case study.

A social work perspective

Social work is a profession distinctly placed to have
something to offer in terms of the debates about the
importance of ensuring CSR of business and also in
terms of effective responses to failures of CSR. Social
work is diverse and complex in how it is understood
and practised throughout the world. There are signifi-
cant cultural, historical and political factors which have
shaped the nature of social work in different countries.
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These points notwithstanding, the International Feder-
ation of Social Work, defines social work as:

A practice-based profession and an academic discipline
that promotes social change and development, social
cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of
people. Principles of social justice, human rights,
collective responsibility and respect for diversities are
central to social work ... Social work engages people
and structures to address life challenges and enhance
wellbeing. (2014: np)

There is a key direct entrée point whereby social work can
be seen to have a relevant role in responding to the impact
of failures of CSR. This is related to social work’s commit-
ment to address social justice issues (AASW 2010: p13),
which occurs in contexts of social equality and well-being
(Author 2013a). From a social work perspective the inter-
links between social justice and social sustainability are
evident:

Conlflict, violence, abuse, human degradation and
impoverishment are all indicators of the lack of social
sustainability ... Socially sustainable relationships are
free of oppression from exploitation, violence,
imperialism, disempowerment and marginalisation
(Young 1990). It is an active state that occurs when
people are involved in non-exploitative ways in the big
and little decisions which affect all aspects of their lives.
(Author 2013a np)

Some public and private entities adopt CSR principles
as a core part of their business to avoid the reputational
damage that can occur when companies fail to protect
the interests of people and ecosystems affected by their
operations. The pursuit of profits and market share can
come at the cost of social well-being and can cause en-
vironmental degradation (Brueckner & Author 2010;
Rees & Wright 2000). Internationally, the example in
Brazil where a tailings dam wall broke destroying whole
landscapes and villages, was a disaster waiting to hap-
pen. In 2015 the Fundao dam on the banks of a tribu-
tary to the Rio Doce was breached by sludge from the
Samarco mining company. The torrent of tailings from
the dam destroyed the village of Bento Rodrigues and
killed 19 people. An Australian television report found
evidence that the dam collapse was linked to a ramping
up of production at the mine site (Knight, Hichens &
Tozer 2016). Further, records show that concerns were
expressed previously about potential issues with the
safety of the dam walls (Douglas 2015). The Australian
owned multi-national mining company, BHP Billiton
(BHP), jointly owns Samarco with Brazilian company
Vale SA.
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The disaster has echoes to a major industrial issue last
century in Australia at Wittenoom which continues to
claim lives decades on from the crocidolite asbestos mine’s
heyday between 1943 and 1966. According to Heinrich
(2013), the Western Australian government ignored warn-
ings from medical officers who reported grave concerns
for the safety of mine site employees for several decades
before the operations were finally closed. The dangers re-
lated to exposure to asbestos were known internationally
at the time. By 2013 the death toll stood at 2000 people
from a workforce in the mine’s heyday of 6500 men and
400 women (Heinrich 2013). People are still dying as a
direct result of this mining disaster and the town of
Wittenoom has been de-gazetted in an effort to keep
people away from the contaminated area. The Snowmen
(Simpson 2007) documentary about the asbestos issue de-
tails the devastating human costs of corporate irresponsi-
bility by James Hardie Industries and the struggle, led by
Bernie Banton, for justice for workers and their families.

BHP demonstrated the limits of its sense of CSR when
it shut its new mine site at Ravensthorpe in south west
Western Australia without notice, yet continued to re-
cruit staff knowing this decision had been taken (Burrell
2013). There were claims some employees had arrived
just the day before the company made the announce-
ment and despite rumours for months prior, BHP had
continued to deny it was closing (Burrell 2013). Just
8 months into the establishment of the nickel mine there
was an international slump in nickel prices and while this
was not in BHP’s control, how it treated its employees and
local community was within its sphere of influence and
responsibility.

At the same time, the Australian federal government is
meant to provide a social safety net for people (ACOSS
2014) who aren’t part of the winners of the mining boom.
But there is not a neat fit between who has access to the
safety net and who bears the costs as shown by the im-
pacted people of Ravensthorpe. The gap is perhaps where
CSR needs to be exercised. Evidence suggests that much
of the increase in inequality and the divide between rich
and poor as typified by the two speed economy, is attrib-
utable to the skewing effects of wealth from mining
(Oxfam 2014). There is no legal obligation for mining
companies to provide social and welfare benefits to their
employees or ex-employees. The Corporations Act (2001)
refers to, and relies upon, company directors to act with
‘enlightened self interest’. However, in times of economic
down turn the mining sector tends to shed jobs at a faster
rate and to a greater extent than other areas of the
economy (Sprague 2015). Alongside this financial dynamic
in favour of mining corporations, the Australian Govern-
ment has actively resisted historical attempts by the
United Nations to legislate for a business code of human
rights norms (Anderson & Landau 2006: p3).
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The business literature highlights the need for busi-
nesses to operate according to the ‘triple bottom line’ of
economic sustainability, social sustainability and environ-
mental sustainability (Elkington 1997). Aluchna (2017:
p13) argues that the idea of triple bottom line involves the
‘company incorporating the expectations of stakeholders
[not only their shareholders] in its strategy and opera-
tions’. This development in CSR practices increases the
likelihood that responses to the challenges involved in
sustainable economic development (Idowu 2016: p1) will
include all the stakeholder groups’ interests and rights.

A consideration in the research undertaken with Yarloop
and Alcoa was to understand the intersection between:
the town people’s calls for social justice; the corporation’s
professed claims of practicing CSR, and; the government’s
professed intention of ensuring social sustainability in the
conflict situation. The disjuncture between these three
stakeholder positions was the basis for a complex conflict
that continues at the time of writing. The passage of time
since the early 2000s has shown Alcoa continuing to be
highly profitable and the town being almost destroyed.
The depletion of social capital and businesses in Yarloop
was evident from 2004 and mirrors other trajectories of
towns where mining operations have intruded into the
lives and health of residents. For example, the town of
Hinkley in the United States of America also experienced
a massive buy-up of private properties by a company
which reversed the growth and resilience of the town
(Pearl 2015).

In the broader societal context, social sustainability re-
fers to ‘an ideal state of well-being which might be ex-
pected to occur when social, economic and environmental
interactions foster inter-generational equality and longitu-
dinal equilibrium’ (Author 2013a: p2245). The idea of so-
cial sustainability needs also to include animals who have
the right to be protected from harm and suffering (RSPCA
2017). From a social work perspective, CSR can be
understood as any actions undertaken by a corporation or
government to contribute to short and longer term social
sustainability. This would provide an optimal context for
social justice where corporations would be expected to
extend their responsibility to people who are adversely
impacted by their business operations.

CSR is believed to be good for business (reputation
and profits) and good for community relations which
can be crucial for maintaining a ‘community licence to
operate’ (MMSD 2002: p371). It cannot be assumed
however, that private business entities’ interests will
align with communities’ interests even if this is proclaimed
to be the case. A mining company operating in a geo-
graphic locality has a social responsibility to not gain at
the expense of the people, animals and ecosystems. An
imbalance between corporate pursuit of profits and the
safety and well-being of people and animals can indicate
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risks to social sustainability. The main indicators of social
sustainability in the Yarloop case were health, social capital
and sovereignty of the community from intrusions by the
corporation (Brueckner & Author 2010). The next section
will show how these three indicators of social sustainabil-
ity became threatened in the Yarloop-Alcoa conflict.

The Yarloop-Alcoa case study

The irreconcilable conflict at the centre of the case
study rests on perceived pollution threats from Alcoa’s
mining operations and the impacts of their increasingly
intrusive public relations campaigns on local people
and towns. This was occurring in tandem with the in-
tricately influential role of the State Government which
continues to have a pro-development agenda. This pro-
development agenda privileges businesses such as Alcoa
(Brueckner et al. 2013: p113) without sufficient regard
to the socio-environmental impacts and costs (Sharp
2004; Brueckner & Author 2010: p61).

During 2002 and 2003, the author was engaged by
Alcoa to advise them on how to quieten the community
outrage against them which was reported in national
media releases (Mayman 2002: p19). At the time, deep
concerns were placed on the public record relating to
air, land and noise pollution from Alcoa’s alumina re-
finery at Wagerup. For example, some Alcoa employees
were claiming unfair consideration for work related
health impacts (McDermott 2005; Flint 2006a: p50). The
extent of health and social impacts became exposed as
more people in the community spoke out after a build-
up of frustration and fear due to both the Government
and Alcoa being slow to listen and take people’s con-
cerns seriously (Hahn 2002). Alcoa’s own medical expert,
Mark Cullen, deepened the controversy by declaring
there was a link between health concerns and the re-
finery and he called on the local management of Alcoa
to fix the problem (Miraudo 2002). Alcoa perversely
continued to deny harm while it nevertheless com-
menced major technical improvements at the refinery.
Meanwhile in this volatile context in early 2002, Alcoa
undertook what became a very undermining and divisive
buy up of private properties to secure what local people
called a ‘buffer’ (Brueckner & Author 2010: p83). Alcoa
has since purchased more than half of the town and
many of the surrounding farms.

After an initial reconnaissance of various key stake-
holders’ views, the author and a small group of research
colleagues from Edith Cowan University, sought entrée
to the community and established regular meetings with
community leaders and Alcoa managers. The evident
power differences and competing interests between the
community and the company alerted the researchers of
the need to avoid complicity with Alcoa. A critical, par-
ticipatory action research strategy (Stringer 2013) was
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undertaken as this allowed an emergent approach with
action and reflection cycles based on an ongoing aware-
ness of the power dynamics in the conflict. The article
refers to information on the public domain and does
not discuss material held in confidence by any of the
stakeholders.

From Alcoa’s perspective the project was about solving
the problem of a community blaming them for issues
Alcoa did not accept they were causing. While initially
sceptical, the community gradually co-operated with the
research team. The project used a community develop-
ment style of engagement (Ife & Tesoriero 2006) which
enabled people to be heard and to jointly seek solutions to
the shared issues (Author 2002, 2003). To ensure trans-
parency and accountability to both Alcoa and community
members, the researchers provided all research materials
such as meetings notes and discussion papers to the pub-
lic as well as to Alcoa.

All sides to the conflict were separately engaged with
and listened to and then a series of facilitated public
meetings were conducted with the stakeholders in various
combinations over an 18 month period. These meetings
constituted the dialogue table where efforts to resolve the
issues were centred. The challenge was to find a beginning
point where all parties would be willing to come to the
table. While health and safety were the main concerns of
many residents, the focus for the facilitated public meet-
ings was on the perceived unfairness of Alcoa’s policy for
buying local properties. Alcoa offered a bonus on top of
market value for properties adjacent to its refinery but
only market value for properties in the older part of Yar-
loop. This in itself created disharmony and confusion in
the town. The buy up of properties by Alcoa was very con-
tentious and was in ‘take-off’ mode as the research began.

During the life of the research and under increasing
pressure from a number of concerned residents groups
and medical experts, the State Government instigated a
Parliamentary Inquiry which found that Alcoa was
acting outside town planning requirements in creating
the buffer (Sharp 2004: p267). An expert independent
planner called the buffer ‘a zone of commercial interest’
(Author 2003). That is, Alcoa continued to act in its
own commercial interest as all indicators showed the
town’s viability and growth had stalled and even re-
versed. There were no new residential developments in
Yarloop once Alcoa became the main buyer of property
in the context of health and property value concerns.
The research in 2002 and 2003 also helped build the
pressure on the Government to act and information sub-
mitted to the Parliamentary Inquiry from the research
assisted in addressing Alcoa’s unfair property formula.

The Inquiry recommended that Alcoa purchase any
properties where owners were concerned for their health
which was the first time a link was made and seen as



Ross International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility (2017) 2:8

fact that Alcoa was responsible for local peoples’ health
impacts and fears. Again perversely, Alcoa continued to
deny it was buying properties because it had caused health
issues. It was also probably perturbed by the unexpected
number of property owners outside the township of
Yarloop who wanted to sell up. The property purchase
program required by the Government collapsed under this
pressure within a short period (Brueckner & Author 2010:
p56). The dialogue created by the research obtained a
local commitment from Alcoa to not pursue further ex-
pansion of its Wagerup refinery while Yarloop and other
local towns were feeling adversely impacted. It was not
too long though before Alcoa announced its intention to
expand and despite very strident community submissions
against the expansion, it gained approval from the State
Government. This was regarded by some residents as the
ultimate act of social irresponsibility by Alcoa and while
the expansion has not yet occurred due to unfavourable
market conditions, the harm to company/community rela-
tions was done.

The research team’s decision to withdraw from the
project was triggered by Alcoa not allowing to release a
key report of the research. Just prior to this action,
Alcoa had refused to provide remaining residents in
Yarloop with a life of the refinery guarantee on the
value of their properties. This guarantee was central to
the negotiations at the dialogue table over the 2 year
period of the research. Since 2004 several members of
the research team have continued to lend their support
to the town of Yarloop. This ongoing relationship has
afforded a deep understanding of the largely hidden
costs of living too close to a major industrial complex
in a state which has a vested interest in keeping Alcoa
operating, if necessary at the cost of its people and local en-
vironment. The book — Under corporate skies (Brueckner &
Author 2010) — provides a detailed account of this original
research and some subsequent research about a commu-
nity’s struggle for social justice which continues to this day.
The book and more recent publications by the authors can
be considered the product of the research and a testimony
to the challenges of trying to achieve CSR from the im-
pacted stakeholders’ perspective.

Accountability needed by powerful stakeholders
What the model needs to do

The case study shows how a practice model needs to
address the dominance of the business sector’s self-
interested commercial activities. In particular, the model
needs to ensure the interests of non-dominant impacted
stakeholders are upheld. In the event of conflict or serious
harm to the environment, animals or people, where cor-
porate irresponsibility is occurring, it is manifestly illogical
to leave to the corporation the task of self-regulating. For
example, in a context of concerns for the air quality at
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Alcoa’s Wagerup refinery, it was Alcoa, not the State
Government or an independent body, who gathered,
tested and reported on air samples.

Matters of environmental and social justice are the busi-
ness of all tiers of civil society. Evidence shows that at
times of major social and political upheaval, for example,
there is a phenomenon of private businesses benefiting
from the suffering and chaos of the society (Palazzo 2007:
p55). The case study suggests that government regulatory
mechanisms, to the extent they exist, can be inadequate
for some types of socio-environmental issues where
scientific evidence is inconclusive but public outrage
persists. There has been a hidden burden on the Yarloop
community to research and prepare a large number of
submissions over the last 15 years against Alcoa’s
expansion and aspects of its licence. This effectively has
done the Government’s work for it and yet has not
resulted in a curbing of Alcoa’s incremental increases in
production levels (Community Alliance for Positive
Solutions CAPS 2017).

A power sensitive model of negotiations through dia-
logue is proposed premised on anti-oppressive ethics and
principles (Clifford & Burke 2009) that can guide key
stakeholders in their response to issues of CSR. The model
is not on its own sufficient to address complex issues of
harm, loss and unrestrained commercial interests but is
an essential set of capacities and processes for ensuring
efforts towards CSR achieve some traction. The model
derives from the research experience and subsequent
involvement with the Yarloop community and is designed
on the author’s understanding of what worked and what
failed.

Main concepts explained

The proposed model involves the concepts of: anti-
oppressive theory; social justice; dialogue; social sustain-
ability; the social precautionary principle, and; an ethic of
love. The concepts will be explained in this section and
then the model will be presented. Anti-oppressive theories
refer to ideas that seek to explain and respond to issues of
discrimination and disadvantage where there tends to be a
pattern of loss and harm for de-valued social groups such
as women, people with disabilities and people who live on
low incomes (Thompson 2011). These ideas bring a cri-
tique to privileged social groups who gain at the expense
of non-dominant groups (Pease 2010). In the context of
issues with CSR, adversely impacted stakeholders are the
non-dominant group which often have members who
belong to other disadvantaged social categories. For ex-
ample, in the mining sector in Australia one such category
is disadvantage that relates to locality. Rural and remote
locations, where most of the large scale mining occurs,
can exacerbate access to employment and services (Smith
2004). In the case study, Yarloop is in a rural area where
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there is limited employment and one of the impacts of
Alcoa’s operations has been a reduction in services to the
community. Only a small number of Yarloop residents
work at the Wagerup refinery.

Social justice involves efforts to address discrimination
and disadvantage and usually refers to the re-distribution
of societal resources (Rawls 1973). It can also refer to the
inclusion of people in discussions and decisions which
affect them (Young 1990). Social justice in Yarloop would
have a number of dimensions and for many this required
gaining compensation for harm done by Alcoa. Dialogue
is a set of strategies for enabling this form of social justice
where power differences between stakeholders are medi-
ated to enable democratic, non-exploitative and power
equalising processes (Author 2013b).

Social sustainability was defined earlier in the article and
for current purposes refers to a genuine valuing of rela-
tionships across power differences where justice is sought
without further disadvantaging the most vulnerable
stakeholders. The social precautionary principle is an
adaptation of the more familiar idea of the precautionary
principle which is ‘based on values related to “forecaring
for life” and the natural world’ (Myers 2002: p210; Myers
2004). According to Weier & Loke (2007:pi) ‘the most
widely adopted versions, based on the United Nation’s
‘Rio definition;, seek to ensure that uncertainty about
potentially serious hazards does not justify ignoring them’.
In this article the term highlights the need to consider the
social consequences of decisions as well as the environ-
mental consequences.

An ethic of love refers to actions that seek to employ
social justice, social sustainability and social precau-
tionary principles to address issues of corporate irre-
sponsibility. An emphasis on ethics brings attention to
the way the issues are addressed and the love ethic
brings attention to fostering a respectful and caring re-
gard for all parties alongside the challenging of power
relations that cause harm.

Dimensions of a model for critical social responsibility
This section describes the various aspects of the model
that seeks accountability to adversely impacted stake-
holders. The notion of critical social responsibility
(Critical SR) highlights this goal of the model. It brings
an anti-oppressive focus to the resolution of mining
conflicts to avoid further disadvantaging less powerful
stakeholders. Specifically, Critical SR refers to an on-
going need to check and moderate the effects of actions
by powerful stakeholder groups when these actions
have adverse impacts (Author 2017).

In relation to matters requiring Critical SR, the three
principles to be upheld are: the social pre-cautionary
principle (SPP); social sustainability (SS), and; social justice
(S)). These are the components of an ethic of love. This
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brings attention to the social capacities of: acting to
protect vulnerable or adversely impacted group’s inter-
ests as a priority (SPP); respect and a sustained com-
mitment in all relationships (including non-human and
ecosystems, Plumwood 2000) (SS), and; inclusion and
fairness, with accountability by the powerful stakeholders
(S]). The main stakeholders this work needs to include are
the senior business managers and government repre-
sentatives (accountability for SJ), over the life of the
issue (SS) where deference is given to the least powerful
stakeholders (SPP).

The social capacities are required of all stakeholders.
Further, the wisdom of the people (Ife & Tesoriero 2006)
based on their lived experience needs to be given equal
credence with the scientific and expert knowledge of
business and government (SPP, SJ). Responses to issues
of CSR need to hold the more powerful stakeholders,
the corporation and government, responsible to resolve
the issues (SJ), without blaming or ignoring the impacted
communities and ecosystems (SS).

Figure 1 below summarises the main stakeholder group
for each of the three principles for a model for enabling
Critical SR.

Thus, the government, as the corporate regulator, has
the onus of responsibility to enact the SPP, for example,
when a mining company applies for expansion or in-
creases in their production levels in circumstances of un-
resolved conflict with impacted communities (Brueckner
& Author 2010). The corporation has the onus of respon-
sibility to sustain relationships with all stakeholders, in
particular with stakeholders who are claiming adverse so-
cial and other impacts (Author 2016, 2017). Finally, the
onus of responsibility for impacted stakeholders is to act
to ensure their views and interests are heard and to seek
to influence due processes of accountability of the govern-
ment and corporation (SS).

AN

Social Precautionary
Principle by Corporate
Regulator

7 N

( )
Social Sustainability in
Corporate Operations

& J

Voice, Inclusion &
Influence of Impacted
Stakeholder/s

Fig. 1 Key principles for enabling an ethic of love per stakeholder
responsibility
.
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The main outcomes to be sought for the engagement
between the three stakeholder groups are described
below in Fig. 2.

It is for the impacted stakeholder group to declare if
the desired outcomes are being achieved (S]). In this
regard it cannot be the prerogative of the powerful
stakeholders to decide justice has been bestowed. The
privilege and vested interests of powerful parties could
mean that the members will continue to act defensively
and in their own interests at the cost of non-dominant
groups if necessary (anti-SS and anti-SJ). This is the
main power dynamic of all global examples of corporate
irresponsibility (Zadec 2007).

Figure 3 below introduces the idea of the dialogue
table where the stakeholder groups need to sit and bring
their respective views, interests and a willingness to
address the issues affecting social sustainability and so-
cial justice.

The dialogue table is not a consultation process initiated
by the corporation to gain support for their business plans
and it is not a government regulatory process for consult-
ing with the public about the corporation. The dialogue
table needs to be a ‘third space; much as the post-colonial
literature suggests (Bhabha 2004). In this third space, the
parties attend without duress and in good faith to progress
a power-sensitive conversation based on the principles of
an ethic of love — the social precautionary principle, social
sustainability and social justice.

Figure 4 below describes the sources of power and legit-
imacy to join the dialogue table and to be able to act au-
thoritatively in co-creating shared agreements and plans.

The sources of power and authority to act, both to cause
the issue and to resolve it, have been outlined in Fig. 1
with the idea of ‘onus of responsibility’. Here it suffices to
note that each stakeholder group draws upon different

/\

Government
Accountability

/ \

Corporation Social
Sustainability
Outcomes

Impacted Stakeholder
Justice

Fig. 2 Three way stakeholder dialogue outcomes
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types of power where the legal, financial and institutional
power of the government and corporation, while differ-
ently constituted, locates and legitimises ongoing human
and financial resources to these entities. Thus, in the
current case study, Alcoa is legally authorised with its own
legislation — The Alumina Refinery (Wagerup) Agreement
Act, 1961 & 1978 — and by the approval of its licence to
operate by the State Government. The type of authority
impacted community stakeholders can draw upon tends
to rest in ethical and social bases which have been shown
to be harder to galvanise and finance to undertake
effective activism. There are though innumerable exam-
ples globally of the effectiveness of social activism in rela-
tion to irresponsible corporate and government activities
(Zadek 2007: p160).

Figure 5 shows the warrants, or agreements, that need
to be upheld to address the unequal power relations so
that dialogue can be effective:

Drawing on the work of Fox & Miller (1995), the start-
ing point to dialogue is identifying the warrants that need
to be achieved. If these warrants cannot be agreed to, or
fall away at key decision-making points between the stake-
holders, then dialogue has shifted to domination and
control. This will mean a usurping of both democratic
processes and an ethic of love (SPP; SS; SJ) has occurred.
The discussion at the dialogue table needs to focus on
matters of relevance (S]), especially to the less powerful
parties; result in substantial contributions to addressing
the issue (SJ]), especially by the corporation and govern-
ment; and be based on sincere relationships over time
(SS). Further, the process needs to include stakeholder
group based reflections, and if necessary, a challenging
strategy, if power dynamics undercut the goodwill of any
stakeholder/group in the dialogue process (SS).

Seeking justice for impacted stakeholders

In the intensely contested and highly politicised context
of the Yarloop-Alcoa conflict (Southwell 2001; Mayman
2002; Flint 2006b, 2008), it was extremely difficult to
maintain relationships across all the intersecting power
differences. One fragment of the author’s practice is
noted here to give an example of how an ethic of love
guided actions and decisions. The research team enabled
weekly meetings over an 18 month period between Alcoa
and the community, and sometimes this included govern-
ment officials, politicians, lawyers and other experts. The
focus was on developing a set of recommendations relat-
ing to Alcoa’s policy for property purchases, town amenity
improvements and other sustainability measures. The aim
was to achieve consensus between local Alcoa managers
and community stakeholders of ways forward that could
be ratified by senior managers in Alcoa at their Australian
head office. A key strategy at the dialogue table was
strongly facilitated meetings which very firmly held to
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Government

Impacted
Stakeholder/s

Fig. 3 Stakeholders sit at the dialogue table

/

Dialogue
Table

Corporation

meeting etiquette. A love ethic was needed to ensure
everyone present felt safe, respected, heard and able to
contribute and influence matters of concern to them
without anyone dominating or being aggressive. Cru-
cially, the significant power differences needed to be
constantly negotiated and acknowledged. Some towns-
people were angry and affronted by their perceptions
of harm caused by Alcoa. As well, some Alcoa people
became angry and affronted that Alcoa was being
blamed.

Thus, an aspect of the meeting etiquette and facilita-
tion strategy was the modelling of respectful engagement
with a strong challenging of unilateral claims of power
and claims of being right or beyond question. The chal-
lenging skills (Thompson 2011) needed to be enacted by

the facilitator guided by the ethic of love. This was
occurring to the extent that, for example, there is a
perceived care and fairness in applying the challenging
to all parties, including less powerful people. However,
this needed to occur with a very explicit awareness of
the unequal situation of stakeholders. Specifically, the
love ethic stance involved demonstrating a critical
awareness of power (Fook 2016) and structural issues
(Mullaly 2010) alongside a refusal to allow a reduction
of discussions to private troubles (Mills 1959) or non-
existent issues. This needed deep regard, care and con-
cern for people (Banks 2012) so that how the meetings
were conducted was experienced as respectful and sensi-
tive to power while enabling constructive discussions
and decisions (Author 2003).

-

Govt. legal,
representative &
regulatory power

Corporation legal,

Impacted
stakeholder/s
democratic,
human rights and
social power

Fig. 4 Sources of stakeholder authority in dialogue process

Dialogue
process
equalises
power
relations

economic &
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power
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Fig. 5 Warrants for ensuring CSR is enacted
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To enable such complexity in the public meetings, par-
allel spaces were needed for stakeholder groups to prepare
for the meetings and debrief after them. These parallel
meetings were crucial for instilling non-violent, respectful
and robust critiques of others and for strategising for the
next steps. The involvement of the research team in many
of these meetings allowed a developed appreciation of the
interactional, contextual and sustainability issues. All
aspects of these issues involved high levels of emotional
intensity, opposing views and evidence and competing
agendas which could de-rail the dialogue if not carefully
acknowledged or addressed. Matters of substance were
achieved in the form of the majority of recommendations
co-created at the meetings. One key recommendation —
protection of residents property values for the life of the
refinery — however, was not upheld by senior management
at Alcoa headquarters. The hope - more sensed moment-
arily in the meetings than realised beyond the dialogue
table - was that the practising of Critical SR would transfer
to enacting an ethic of love by all stakeholders in between
the meetings and going forward over time.

This was one and only time Alcoa was willing to en-
gage in a power-equalising dialogue with impacted
stakeholders over matters of substance to the Yarloop
people. The experience has significantly informed the
nature of the proposed model. The research identified a
number of characteristics that are anchored in the model:
the voluntary participation of stakeholders; an embedded
power analysis; the fostering of respectful relationships;
the value of independent third party facilitation, and; the

transparent public meetings and documents. What was
missing at the time that was a major learning from the
research is that formally binding warrants need to be
established. This needs to occur at the beginning of at-
tempts to hold the government and corporation account-
able through a community dialogue process.

As Fig. 5 shows, the model includes a set of four
warrants, or agreements, that need to be upheld until
the issue, as understood by the impacted stakeholders,
is resolved. The research did achieve the warrant of a
willingness to focus on several matters of significance
to the impacted stakeholders. This was held though,
only at the local level between Alcoa managers at the
Wagerup refinery and community members. When the
set of recommendations generated locally were presented
to senior management in Alcoa, the key recommendation
of life of the refinery guarantee of property values, was not
upheld. This constituted a lack of willingness to focus on
the matter of substance to residents who wanted to stay in
Yarloop without being financially disadvantaged by Alcoa’s
operations.

The ongoing challenge during the meetings was to obtain
the warrant related to the substantive and relevant contri-
butions to the issue by Alcoa and the State Government.
The example of guarantee of property values sat alongside
other interests of the impacted stakeholders which were
not able to be placed on the dialogue table at the time due
to resistance from Alcoa. The big issues were: Alcoa to take
responsibility for a range of health and social impacts and
to pay compensation for harm done; medical authorities’
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calls for no further expansion of the refinery, and; the need
for comprehensive, independent health and air quality stud-
ies. After the life of the research, independent studies were
undertaken (Telethon Institute for Child Health Research
2008; Department of Environment and Conservation 2008)
but there has been no change to the status quo to date.

The other warrants relating to sincere relationships and
curtailing of adverse effects of dominant power relations
were intertwined with the lack of substantive contribution
to the issues. The public meetings were efforts at dialogue
where sincere relationships, attention to power dynamics
and staying focussed on matters of relevance were achieved
during the meetings. Beyond the meeting spaces in the cor-
ridors of power and privilege, the dominant stakeholders
took little direct responsibility to uphold the integrity of the
local relationships and agreements. There was no formal,
legally binding agreement to uphold the commitment to
act in the interests of the impacted stakeholders and to fix
the problems. In unresolved situations, the baseline action
needs to be the right of any stakeholder to call for the
enacting of the social pre-cautionary principle.

Conclusion

The long running industrial conflict between Yarloop and
Alcoa in Western Australia was explored to show a contri-
bution being made by social work. This contribution took
the form of industry funded research and subsequent sup-
port of the impacted stakeholders. The article presented a
model for engaging key stakeholders which can enable re-
dress to social justice issues as part of achieving CSR. The
model is the culmination of the author’s involvement in
the issue since the early 2000s. It fits into a politico-
economic context of pro-development and limited checks
and balances for harm done to impacted stakeholders. As
such the model is feasible and adaptable to contemporary
circumstances where multi-national mining companies
are operating in close proximity to pre-existing towns and
agricultural businesses.

Crucially though, the warrants which set the parameters
of areas of focus and who is responsible need to be secured
before efforts at dialogue are attempted. It is extremely
difficult to enable dialogue across differences of power
where there is a perceived or actual threat to the powerful
stakeholders. Alcoa was able to employ a range of tactics to
avoid being accountable, including senior management foil-
ing local efforts of its own people at problem-solving. As
Freire (1970) notes, the dominant stakeholders won’t want
to give up their privileges and advantage and are unlikely to
do so without legal pressure. The role of government in
bringing this legal pressure to bear becomes a central mat-
ter needing further investigation.

The outcome from using the proposed model is not as-
sured for the impacted stakeholders as the Yarloop people
have found. In such circumstances, there is perhaps a
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greater obligation on civil society to regulate for CSR and
to direct the areas of social concern and social impact that
the businesses need to address as part of their legal licence
to operate.
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