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Australia’s farmers put food on our tables; our 
miners put dollars in our pockets and power in our 
grids. On the rich soils of the Liverpool Plains, both 

sides are lining up for a David and Goliath battle

s t o r y  b y  j a m e s  k n i g h t 
p h o t o g r a p h y  b y  n i c k  c u b b i n

“they can shoot me, but 
they can’t change this land.” 
caroona farmer george 
clift keeps watch with his 
wife, tommy
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GGeorge Clift has hands that give the 
impression they could blunt barbed 
wire without drawing blood. As he 
sits down on a log, Clift peers out from 
under his pelt hat at a corrugated road 
flanked by sharp scented pine trees.

“In this area, mining just can’t 
happen. It must not happen,” says the 
farmer, who turns 80 in September. 
“If I’ve got to give my life away for  
it, that’s what I’ll do. They can shoot 
me or whatever, but they can’t change 
this land.”

The land in question is the Caroona 
district on the Liverpool Plains of 
NSW. It’s a sweeping blanket of sun-
flower and canola yellows, reds, greens, 
browns and cotton-whites that change 

The Law
Laws on mining rights vary from 
state to state. In NSW, where this 
dispute is taking place, the state 
government can grant a licence for 
mining exploration without seeking 
the landholder’s permission first. 
Does this mean you could wake up 
one morning and find a geologist  
in your suburban backyard? 
No, because the law says this kind of 
exploration can’t be done within 
200 metres of a dwelling unless the 
owner has approved it in writing.

the liverpool 
plains are  
no longer  

romanticised  
in poetry  

but divided  
by reality

In a nuTsheLL
l In 2006, BHP Billiton paid the NSW government around $100 million for 
the rights to explore for coal on 350km2 of land in a highly fertile farming 
district 400km north-west of Sydney. The five-year exploration process 
has since changed to concentrate on 126km2.
l BHP Billiton has assured landholders that should mining be approved, 
the planned long-wall (underground) process won’t occur on the fertile 
black-soil flood plains, but will be restricted to ridges. This may change in 
the future if technology is developed that enables mining to take place 
without causing subsidence. 
l The majority of local farmers strenuously oppose any mining, fearing it 
will destroy or damage their land and underground water supplies.
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from dawn to dusk, summer to winter, 
and in the distance grazing cattle  
fatten on pastures rolling into shadowy 
hills. Situated just off the New England 
Highway and south-west of Tamworth, 
the area is said to have helped inspire 
Dorothea Mackellar to write the clas-
sic poem that immortalised her love 
for a “sunburnt country”.

This is prime agricultural land, 
frequently returning yields that are 
40% higher than the national average, 
and contributing $332 million annually 
to Australia’s GDP. Local cockies will 
tell you, given half a chance, that each 
year the area provides 365 million 
loaves of bread, 58 million boxes of 
cornflakes, nearly 63 million packets 
of pasta, 144 million bottles of beer, 
and much more. From wheat to 
sorghum, chickpeas to corn, nearly 
every Australian is, without realising 
it, connected to this area by food and 
drink. And that’s not to mention the 
cotton that each year could be stitched 
into 276 million pairs of jeans. 

But what’s above ground isn’t the 
whole story. This most fertile soil sits 
atop valuable coal seams. The NSW 
Minister for Mineral Resources, Ian 
Macdonald, has already declared 
there’s potential for 1000 new jobs and 
long-term investment of around  

$2 billion in capital 
works and infra-
structure should 
mining be approved. 
Not surprisingly, in 
2006 BHP Billiton 
pounced on the op-
portunity to explore 
what it considers  
a “significant coal 
resource”. Says  
Caroona Coal Proj-
ect general manager, 
Stephen David, 
“What we need to 
determine is: can  
we find a mine 

development that can co-exist with 
the existing land-users? Wherever you 
go into an exploration it does bring  
a considerable uncertainty to the  
immediate landholders.” 

He continues, “The best way  
of managing that uncertainty is pro-
viding information as you get it, so 
people are part of the journey.” 

But it is rapidly becoming a rocky 
journey, with many locals incensed 
their land – or what lies beneath it – 
could be stripped away from under 
them. It’s a dispute with parallels to 
the iconic Australian comedy movie 
The Castle. But this time there are no 
larrikin Dale Kerrigans fighting for 
home and hearth; the people of 

Caroona are well-educated farmers 
who are determined to preserve their 
land and to try to prosper from it. 

Typical among the Caroona Coal 
Action Group (CCAG) is Rodney 
Grant, a farmer with three young boys. 
Wearing jeans with creases of dirt, 
he looks out over country on which 
his grandfather first turned a sod in 
1948. He sees no middle ground. “The 
land may be worth millions of dollars, 
but you never realise that value 

Family fortunes: the grants have 
worked their caroona farm since 
1948, and rodney (closest to camera) 
refuses to sell his children’s heritage

opposInG sIdes
The Caroona Coal Action Group  
(CCAG) – a group of more than 
100 farming families, some going 
back many generations in the 
area – and their supporters, from 
many walks of life, are taking on 
the NSW government and BHP 
Billiton – the world’s largest 
mining company, with 2008 
revenue of $59.5 billion. 
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because you’re just a custodian to pass 
it on to the next generation,” he says. 
“It’s our duty to leave it in better  
condition than we got it.” 

Rod’s father, Allan, picks up on the 
lead. “You put a lot of your own self 
into the land. Farming is family, a way 
of life.”

These are George Clift’s sentiments 
too. He works some 5200 hectares, 
where his two sons and grandson con-
tinue a tradition that began when their 

forefather, George Samuel Clift, ar-
rived in 1836 as a convict who’d been 
punished for possessing forged 
cheques. Now, George Clift fears that 
everything his family has worked for 
over more than 170 years could be 
rubbed out within a generation. 

When I ask Tommy, George’s wife 
of 56 years, what the Caroona district 
means to her, she’s unable to answer. 
Instead, she tucks her chin to her  
chest and cries. But sentiment won’t 
change laws. And legal change is just 
what the Clifts and fellow members 
of the CCAG must achieve if the  
Liverpool Plains are to remain un-
touched by mining. 

Their tactics have included the 
usual: letters to politicians and the 
media; rallies in local towns and out-
side Parliament House in Sydney; and 
they’ve also produced and distributed 
stickers, pamphlets, signs and T-shirts 
emblazoned with their core protest 
symbol, a yellow triangle with the 
words in bold black: NO MINES ON 
LIVERPOOL PLAINS – OUR FOOD 
BOWL. But it’s the unusual tactics that 
are attracting most attention. 

After waiting for the high-pitched 
chatter of a flock of galahs to fade away, 
George Clift recounts a crisp July 
morning last year when a trail of dust 
stirred the locals into setting up a 
“bloody long barbecue”. 

Others would call it a barricade.
“You see, BHP came over there onto 

Rossmar Park,” explains Clift, refer-
ring to the property of neighbours 
Clive and Patricia Duddy. “They put 
up a fence around where they were 
going to drill a hole the next day for 
exploration. But we decided we’d block 
off the road.” 

The Duddys put their grader at one 
end, and Clift put his at the other. “We 
moved them later, but then you see 
this big windstorm came and blew a 
log over there,” he gestures.

“And another windstorm blew  
another log over up there.”

Clift hides his mischief behind a 
frown, then allows himself to laugh. 
He had never been a trouble-maker, 
nor had Clive Duddy, a former race-
horse breeder whose experience of 
protests stretched no further than 
stewards’ hearings on reckless jockeys. 

“There may be land as good as this, 
but there is none better,” is Duddy’s  
attitude, taking his turn at the block-
ade to protect country that has been 
in the family since 1934.

Duddy is a small man with a shock 
of grey hair and piercing blue eyes. 
He shakes his head with bewilderment 
as he recalls a flood years ago when 
he saw a fox and a snake sharing a 
fence post to avoid the rising waters. 
A harmonious co-existence between 
the CCAG and mining may not prove 
as likely. 

The protesters know that, at present, 
coal is necessary. It provides the power 
they use when they go home to their 
well-lit, warm houses. They claim they 

Despite ongoing 
protests and legal 
attempts to stop  
them, the research  
drills continuesoftly spoken but with steely 

determination, clive and patricia Duddy 
helped block a bhp billiton exploratory 
drill due to take place on their land
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are not against mining as such, but 
they will fight for it not to happen on 
prime agricultural land.

The Duddys say they set up the 
blockade because BHP Billiton failed 
to give the amount of notice agreed 
on by both parties. Stephen David 
disputes this. Whatever the truth, 
there is no doubt the incident showed 
mining isn’t the only way to dig in. 
When the drilling equipment was  
due to arrive, about 130 people had 
gathered to protest. 

The graders were eventually  
removed and the drilling postponed. 
The protesters, however, remain, Mon-
day to Friday, 7am to 5pm. 

The road to the proposed exploration 
site is blocked by a broken-down 
Mercedes; triangular protest signs are 
nailed to several trees, “no” is painted 
on a trunk; and, in recognition of 
nearby places of indigenous sig-
nificance, the Aboriginal sun flies on 
a flagpole made from a branch. 

Although the word “blockade” may 
conjure up images of a rowdy union 
picket line, the Caroona adaptation is 
a campfire social club, where women 
knit squares to make blankets for the 
needy, children play, and the men come 
and go between planning, ploughing, 
pumping, mending, drenching, strip-
ping and carting. Despite the make-
shift set-up, there is never a shortage 
of country hospitality: every visitor 
is offered a cup of tea and a feed. 

Sitting on logs or foldable chairs on 
the day I visit, the locals chat about 
the latest developments, occasionally 
kicking errant ashes back into the 

flames, and patting the 
dogs that are curled  
at their feet. Nearby,  
a Port-a-loo donated  
by a local business  
ensures decency isn’t 
overlooked in the harsh 
light of conflict.

A makeshift wall of 
boards is covered with 
articles, letters from 
politicians, media  
releases and photos. 
Amid them is a child’s 
drawing of people 
around a fire.

“That is my favourite 
one of all,” says Patricia 
Duddy, whose regional 
heritage drifts back to 
the 1870s. “Everyone is 
smiling. We have to 
keep smiling. It’s the bush way.” 

A very polite and dignified woman, 
she puts down her cuppa to find a  
CD by Tamworth country-music  
performer Steve Charles, who was so 
moved by the protesters’ resilience, 
he wanted to contribute in his own 
way. His lyrics strike a poignant chord: 
“Out here on the black-soil plains, you 
take on one, you take on all of us.”

There’s creative licence in this line, 
because some landholders have readily  
allowed BHP Billiton onto their land 
to explore, while others have sold up 
altogether. 

Says Stephen David, “We’ve already 
bought some properties and, as we 
further define where we put the mine, 
should it be approved, we’ll look to 

perhaps purchase more properties. 
Where we need to purchase property 
is where we want to build infrastruc-
ture. If we want to put rail, offices, 
workshops, then that’s where we need 
to own the land.” 

The lures of escaping financial 
worries and beginning a new life 
elsewhere made sense for some in the 
district, but for those staying put, 
profit and loss aren’t only measured 
in financial terms. 

“We could sell out tomorrow and 
we wouldn’t be able to spend the 
money, but you have to turn around 
and think, Do we want to leave the 
country like this, or do we completely 
destroy it?” asks George Clift. 

A few kilometres away, Margaret 

Alcorn sits at home and admits she and 
her husband, Les, have felt the stress 
as the conflict became personal. 

“Our neighbour over the back was 
one of the first ones to allow them 
[BHP] to explore. He thought there 
was no harm. There was a certain 
amount of friction between us. Only 
recently the ice has melted a bit.”

When BHP officials first met with 
her husband, she recalls, “Les got im-
mediately alarmed because you drive 
through the Hunter Valley [a nearby 
coal-rich area scarred with open-cut 

ccag hQ – a makeshift campsite 
where members come and go 
between ploughing, pumping, 
mending and drenching
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mines] and you think, Gosh, is that 
going to happen here? So he started 
ringing around to Landcare, fire bri-
gades, the farmers he knew. A hall 
was booked and the action group was 
formed. That was a bit of a surprise 
for BHP because they met a wall of 
people – an objection wall.”

Despite the subject, Alcorn finishes 
many sentences with a smile; the pink 
woollen jumper she wears reflects her 
disposition. At first glance she is a 
cliché, a grandmother preparing for 

“baking day” for a Saturday street stall 
in nearby Quirindi. But don’t be 
deceived by the lamingtons; there is 
a sharp edge to the sweetness. 

“Imagine that,” says quietly spoken 
Tommy Clift at the blockade. “Who’d 
have thought we’d be selling cakes to 
raise money to take on BHP?”

Such actions are now the responsi-
bility of SOS (Save Our Soil) the 
65-strong all-women subsidiary of  
the CCAG, headed by a “refugee from 
the corporate world who needed a 

treechange”. Dr Pauline Roberts, a 
nutritionist with a PhD in physics and 
a degree in applied chemistry, settled 
in the district three years ago with 
her husband, a geologist, in a rented 
cottage in the middle of a farm. “We 
didn’t come here for entertainment. 
We wanted somewhere we knew we’d 
like to live where we could continue 
our consultancy work. We also help 
out on the farm ... Everyone here helps 
everyone else,” says Roberts. 

Concerned about the effects toxic 
metals released from coal may have 
on health, Roberts nevertheless  
understands BHP Billiton is simply 
doing what it is allowed to do. “The 
state government needs to have its 
practices brought into line so that it 
can’t just run roughshod over every-
body’s rights. Miners will always say 
mining and food production can  
co-exist, but I’m sorry, if you want 
clean food that is not the case. We don’t 
want to poison our children.” 

So far, the protesters have had little 
joy. Several have tried to stop the ex-
ploration in court. And in a move that 
has raised eyebrows, the protesters, 
disenchanted by the support from their 
traditional political base, the National 
Party, have turned to the Greens. 

Moleskins and dreadlocks are an 
unlikely combination, but the union 
has proved agreeable. The Greens 
recently sought an amendment to the 
1992 Mining Act, calling for the  
prevention of mining and exploration 
on land designated as “prime agricul-
tural”. It was defeated in the NSW 
Upper House by a single vote. 

Their only significant victory came 
when the NSW government announced 
an independent study on the effects 
mining could have on water supplies 
in the area, especially the abundance 
of aquifers (underground streams) 
linked to the precious and fragile 
Murray-Darling River system.  

With so few triumphs, the struggle 
must surely be tiring for the Caroona 
landholders, but they’re not admitting 
it. “We’ll never give up the fight,” says 
Clive and Patricia Duddy’s son Tim. 
Now, it’s a fight that is being staged 
on growing fronts. 

Last year, Chinese mining company 
Shenhua Group paid $300 million for 
exploration rights in another part of 
the vast Liverpool Plains, and Aus-
tralian company Santos has also been 
allowed to search for gas supplies. The 
landholders in these areas are also 
rebelling in disputes that are drawing 
national attention. 

Caroona and the areas that will  
follow are, in effect, test cases for the 
future: in an environmentally sensitive 
age, how do we balance a multi-billion-
dollar industry that provides more 
jobs and generates export dollars 
against the agriculture that keeps our 
fridges and pantries stocked? Tim 
Duddy is certainly not impartial, nor 
does he know all the answers, but he 
offers food for thought: “You can’t eat 
coal for breakfast.”  n

has your home been affected by mining 
activity or other development that 
you’re powerless to stop? Write to us 
via readersdigest.com.au/contribute.

“out here on the  
black-soil plains,  
you take on one,  
you take on all”

r e a d e r s d i g e s t . c o m . a u   0 9 / 0 9


