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Drought Impacts Beyond the Farm Gate  1 

1. Case Study Findings and 
Recommendations

Drought is different to other natural disasters in its extended temporal nature. It is diffi cult 
to name the start of a drought, and it can last for months or years. This extended temporal 
nature changes the way a drought impacts on farms, business and communities. It extends 
the period of anger, frustration and disillusionment, fostering fragmentation of families and 
communities and withdrawal from shared activities. It extends the recovery period, and also 
changes the policy responses required.

This report was prepared by CREEDA Projects Pty Ltd for the Australian Government’s 
Department of Transport and Regional Services (DOTARS) and forms the second stage 
in an examination of the impacts of the current drought “Beyond the Farm Gate”. The 
project used interviews to assess the impact of the drought on non-farm businesses and 
communities in two case study areas – Roma and Temora. The project builds on the 
Beyond the Farm Gate survey undertaken by the Department using its national network of 
Area Consultative Committees.

While this report does not expressly examine the impact of the drought on producers, 
our interviews confi rmed that producer behaviour – especially fi nancial behaviour – is a 
huge buffer on the fl ow-on impact to communities. How producers have coped with the 
drought has had a dramatic impact on mitigating those fl ow-on effects. The keys have 
been improved farm management practices, low interest rates, high land values, cash 
relief measures and, for some 10% of drought-affected broadacre farmers, use of farm 
management deposits.

The national fi gures show that the drought has had a major quantitative impact on Australia 
– a 46% fall in real farm incomes across the board and 0.9% knocked off GDP for 2002-03 
according to Treasury.1

Our interviews found businesses and communities working hard to cope with and survive 
these circumstances, and doing so with some success. Our concern is that the ability to 
survive may not last the three to fi ve years predicted for the impacts of the drought to work 
their way through the economy. As one interviewee put it:

There’s nothing worse than drought following a dry year. 

In this environment the Australian Government’s Exceptional Circumstances payments are 
meeting a crucial need by topping up farm incomes. This topping up of incomes for eligible 
farmers – alongside improved farm business management practices – is reducing the fl ow-
on fi nancial impact through the two case study local economies that were researched.

1 The impact of the 2002-03 drought on the economy and agricultural employment, by Lan Lu and David Hedle, 
(http://www.treasury.gov.au/documents/817, accessed 4 June 2004)
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1.1  2002-03 Compared With Previous Droughts
Many of our interviewees shared the view that the current drought is having less of an 
impact on non-farm small businesses and communities that the devastating 1994 drought. 
The key factors seem to be:

n Lower interest rates – allowing easier servicing of debt by producers and non-farm small 
businesses; 

n Higher land values – allowing higher borrowings (in dollar terms) against equity held in 
producer properties or non-farm small business property assets; and

n Better farm management in general, and better farm fi nancial management in particular 
– linked to the availability of more sophisticated tools like climate modelling and 
forecasting, international commodity market information, Farm Management Deposits, 
futures markets, weather derivatives and even the introduction of the Goods and Services 
Tax (GST).

There is another important factor, also mentioned by many interviewees. The role of women 
in regional communities has changed dramatically since the 1982 drought, and even since 
the 1994 drought. Many more women are actively involved in farm management, are 
working for wages in nearby towns, or are running their own businesses now than they were 
20 or even 10 years ago. All these activities diversify farm income bases and enhance farm 
resilience to drought.

Another differentiator of this drought from previous droughts is the robustness of Australia’s 
national economy over the period, in particular the coastal economies and the construction 
sector. This has meant that skilled labourers (from farm hands to diesel mechanics to people 
in building trades) have left rural communities for jobs elsewhere. This has reduced the 
unemployment effect of the drought, but has caused a migration of skilled labour away from 
regional areas, which most regional leaders we spoke to are very worried about not being 
able to reverse.

A fi nal differentiator is the pervasiveness of this drought across almost all of Australia. This 
has helped keep commodity prices reasonable. Beef, lamb and wool prices have stayed 
relatively high, while grains have fl uctuated. These circumstances mean that producers who 
have been able to sell crops or stock, have generally been able to fi nd reasonable prices – a 
far cry from 1982 when starving sheep were being bulldozed to save the cost of bullets.

The Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) provides a different 
perspective on differences between this and previous drought, by looking at changing land 
use patterns and productivity in Australian agriculture. In the March quarter publication 
of Australian Commodities Outlook 2004, ABARE published information on the impact of 
the 2002-03 drought and how it has differed from previous droughts in  1982-83 and the 
early 1990s. ABARE suggests that much of the difference is related to changes in resource 
use, as agricultural enterprises have moved towards using more arable land for cropping 
rather than livestock or wool production due to the greater profi tability of cropping. As a 
result much of the impact from the recent drought has occurred through a severe decline 
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in grain production, in contrast to the 1982-83 drought when the majority of the decline in 
production occurred through the impact on the cattle numbers.

1.2  Impacts of Current Drought
While the current drought seems better handled than previous major drought, it is still having 
a severe impact on producers, their families, their communities and the non-farm small 
businesses in their districts.

The current drought has already had a major quantitative impact on Australia’s economy. 
Treasury estimates that: “... farm gross domestic product fell by 24.3 per cent through the 
year to the June quarter 2003, rural exports fell by 26.6 per cent, and agricultural income fell 
by 46.2 per cent. The drought is estimated to have directly reduced agricultural employment 
by about 100,000 people”.2

To help offset the very signifi cant loss of income for farmers, the Australian and State 
governments have provided a variety of relief measures. The bulk of cash income support 
for farmers has come from the Australian Governments Exceptional Circumstances (EC) 
program, and total payments to farmers through this program are expected to be some 
$1.2 billion over the fi ve years 2001-02 to 2005-06. This amounts to around $24,000 per 
year for each eligible recipient.

1.3  Impact on Non-farm Small Businesses 
The interviews indicated that the core issues for non-farm business have been loss of 
cashfl ow, extended credit provisions, loss of skilled staff, and limited ability to secure 
business fi nance.

The interviews have also indicated that the extent of the impact on a non-farm business 
depends very much on the nature of the business. After considering the interview fi ndings 
across business types and towns, we developed the model described below that takes 
into account two drivers of drought impact on non-farm small businesses consistently 
nominated by interviewees groups. The model divides businesses into four types along 
two intersecting axes:

1. Reliance on producers as customers; and

2. Extent of ‘essentialness’ in goods or services sold.

Interestingly, we also found that the impact depends on the determination and creativity of 
the business owner. 

2 ibid
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A model of drought impact on small business
The model that emerged from the interviews takes account of two factors driving the 
intensity of the impact of drought on small businesses in regional and rural areas – the 
level of dependence on farmers as customers; and the extent to which a business sells 
‘discretionary purchases’. Figure 1 below presents the model graphically.

Figure 1 A Model of Drought Impact on Small Business 
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Our interpretation from the interviews is that the most intense drought impacts are felt 
by the rural support businesses in the 2nd quadrant – small businesses that are highly 
dependent on farmers but that also sell goods and services that can be ‘done without’ 
when money is tight. 

This interpretation is based on consistent feedback that the ‘inner circle’ – the ‘bedrock 
businesses’ – see a drop in turnover in drought but maintain some (lower) level of sales. 
The distinctive feature of this group is that sales of some product lines continue even when 
production and harvesting levels are low. For example, some items of heavy machinery are 
still turned over, and farmers typically take the risk and invest in preparing soil and planting 
crops in the hope that conditions will improve and they will get a harvest. It seems there is a 
suite of products and services that farmers and non-farmers buy (to some degree) whatever 
their circumstances, and that these purchases buffer the direct drought impact on the 
bedrock businesses.

Some examples of business in the four quadrants are set out below.

Bedrock Businesses: Farmers are essential customers, and the goods/services are 
purchased even when production levels are low.

n Stock and station “seed, feed & weed” suppliers

n Machinery dealers

n Farm maintenance
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Rural Support Businesses: Farmers are essential customers, but there is some 
discretion in what is purchased and when, and purchases are closely aligned to 
production.

n Crop purchase brokers / wholesalers

n Farm-related transport

n Cars

n Hardware

n Plumbing/drainage

Local Essentials Businesses: Farmers are less important as customers, and the goods 
and services are ‘essential’ to local residents.

n Food 

n Health care

n Essential services

n News and local paper (but not magazines or books)

n Some (work) clothes

n Real estate

Local Luxuries Businesses: Farmers are less important as customers, but the goods 
and services sold are seen more as ‘luxuries’ that can be done without when cash is 
tight.

n Gift shop

n Florist

n Hairdresser

n Non-work clothes

n Motels

n Travel services

1.4  Impact on Communities 
We found that the community impact is based largely on where the community is located in 
the drought cycle – from just entering drought, to enduring protracted drought, to emerging 
from drought. Individual stresses can be extreme during protracted drought, and these can 
permeate their way through a whole community. Unfortunately, one of the ironies of drought 
is that a community’s capacity to provide this support is also at its weakest when the need is 
greatest.
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This fi nding was also reached in a review by the Anglican Church of the impact of the 
drought on its work.3 The Church found greater demand for assistance – especially welfare 
assistance and pastoral care – at a time when capacity for support is reduced. For example:

n Time, energy and funds are prioritised according to farm needs which can leave parish 
life depleted;

n Marginal parishes may fi nd it diffi cult to raise stipend income as resources of parishioners 
are depleted;

n Demands for ministry escalate through increased personal visitation as few are willing to 
speak about the drought’s affect on their livelihood or personal relationships; 

n Many members of the church may not be well placed to provide ministry as they suffer 
the very same problems as those whom they are expected to support. 

The core family impact during drought is the extra labour required – carting water and 
feeding stock. Labour is being supplied by the family rather than paid contractors – to keep 
costs down. 

One focus group we held with nine parents of isolated children found that all the families 
present used to employ casual labour, but that only half still were. They also commented 
that casual workers had now left the area, making it hard for farming families to fi nd staff and 
return to the pre-drought labour mix. There was animated discussion of an itinerant worker 
seen by several participants walking along different roads in the Shire, with several other 
participants keen to bring the man onto their farms for a few days.

1.5  Policy Issues
Our interpretation of the case study interviews has raised a number of issues for policy 
makers to consider. While mindful that the case study approach is restrictive, and so the 
fi ndings should not be seen as defi nitive or more broadly representative, we suggest that 
in illustrating the human face of drought experience the following issues are worthy of 
consideration. 

Drought policy in Australia has moved through several phases. Figure 2 (below) is drawn 
from the Beyond Drought compilation and illustrates how policy approaches to drought have 
changed. 

The table characterises drought policy in Australia since 1992 according to whether 
intervention targets farm businesses or farm families, and whether intervention is interpreted 
as being based on economic or welfare principles. 

3 These comments have been drawn from an unpublished discussion paper on the impacts of the drought on the 
Anglican Church prepared in October 2003.
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Figure 2 Model of Drought Policy in Australia

Farm business intervention

Farm business model Agrarian model

1992 National Drought Policy 
Enhanced interest rate 

subsidies available to viable 
farmers in EC drought areas

1994 Drought Relief Payment
Available to all eligible farmers 

in EC areas

Less 
intervention

Farm family 
intervention

Exit assistance 2002 EC Relief
Impact on income is the key 

measure to determine whether 
an event constitutes an EC

Free market model Welfare model

Less intervention

Source: “Government responses to drought in Australia”, by Linda Botteril, in Beyond Drought – People, Policy and 
Perspectives, edited by Linda Botteril and Melanie Fisher, p 61.

The table suggests that in offering interest rate subsidies, National Drought Policy in 1992 
came from a ‘farm business model’, focusing on supporting the business aspects of 
farming using an economic support tool. In contrast, the drought relief measures in 1994 
are characterised as an ‘agrarian model’, offering support payments for all eligible farmers in 
EC areas. The 2002 measures are characterised as being a ‘welfare model’ as they provide 
payments to eligible farm families to compensate for lost income – refl ecting the inclusion of 
the income effects of drought on farmers as an important determinant of EC status. 

The interviews we conducted for this report confi rmed the perception of a current 
policy focus on income support for families rather than on business management – and 
interviewees supported this focus. 

An important fi nding is that people are not looking for business re-engineering during 
periods of drought – support for families is accepted as a higher priority. 

We recognise that policy responses to drought will continue to evolve, and have highlighted 
seven main policy issues arising from our research:

1. Signifi cance of EC measures and outstanding gaps 
2. Take up rates
3. Labour loss
4. Recovery time
5. Vulnerability to interest rates
6. Eligibility criteria

7. Getting beyond anecdotes and ‘rural myths’
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It is worth noting that only three of these relate to the core elements of drought policy itself 
– suggesting that as understanding of the impact of drought improves, more cohesive 
policy responses can be formulated. We believe that the impacts of drought work their way 
through many parts of the policy map, and demand a cross-portfolio response.

1. Signifi cance of EC measures and outstanding gaps 

EC support for farmers is having a signifi cant impact on regional economies and 
communities as the EC payments can typically be some $33,000 pa for an eligible farm 
family – offsetting some of the loss of farm income for eligible recipients. The result is that 
farmers are better prepared for drought and are maintain spending to a degree. 

An important fi nding of the interviews is that EC support to farmers is fi ltering through to 
non-farm small businesses and communities. 

Nevertheless, the interviews show that fi nancial support for farmers on its own is not enough 
to mitigate all non-farm and community impacts, and gaps still exist that would justify 
specifi c policies for non-farm small businesses and their communities. These gaps include:

n Help with business planning and risk management. This is one form of support that has 
helped farmers to strengthen their businesses and similar support is required for non-
farm businesses.

n Help retain skilled labour (see 3 page 9)

n Help communities develop resilience and leadership to better cope with drought events 
and their community impacts.

2. Take up rates

With EC payments an important buffer on drought impacts on non-farm businesses, it is 
important to communities that all eligible farmers are accessing this relief. There seem to 
be modest take-up rates by farmers of EC payments, with up to half of Australia’s 32,000 
drought-affected broadacre farmers receiving payments. This is due to a range of factors 
including:

n Falling outside eligibility criteria;

n Pride and an unwillingness to seek a handout;

n Perception of ineligibility;

n Complexity in the forms; and

n Reluctance to visit Centrelink offi ces.

On the small business side, few small business operators applied for the Small Business 
Interest Rate Relief Payment, and only a small number of applications were accepted. Issues 
raised by small business operators we interviewed included:
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n Unawareness of scheme;

n Ineligibility as many small businesses either cannot obtain debt fi nance because of 
inadequate non-business assets, or do not want debt; and 

n The cost-benefi t of the application process making it not worth the effort as a typical 
small business debt would yield only a small subsidy payment.

3. Labour loss

Small business operators and regional leaders all expressed great concern over the loss of 
skilled labour from the two case study areas – seen as a direct consequence of the drought. 
Farm contractors left as the work dried up for them, as farming families internalised their own 
labour costs, and small business operators cut costs by shedding casual staff. Unfortunately 
the staff to leave were generally those most skilled and able to get work elsewhere, and their 
departure depleted the areas of skills needed during non-drought times. 

The Treasury estimates job losses from the current drought at 100,000, just in the 
agricultural sector. Using standard ABS multipliers,4 the fl ow-on job losses stemming from 
the estimated loss of $4 billion from farm GDP would be some 50,000 people in other (non-
farm) sectors. The small business operators and regional leaders that we interviewed are 
concerned at the time it will take to bring these skills back to their communities.

4. Recovery time

The time anticipated for the two case study areas to recover from the drought is itself a 
major concern to people in the regions. Estimates consistently pointed to a 5 to 7 year 
recovery period – meaning 5 to 7 consistently reasonable seasons. We still feel this is very 
optimistic given the patchy run of seasons since the 1994 drought – with many interviewees 
saying they had only paid tax once or twice in that period – meaning their returns had rarely 
exceeded their ongoing costs.

There is a signifi cant policy risk associated with this length of recovery time. It is outside the 
electoral cycle, and is way outside the length of time general public interest in the drought 
can be maintained. 

An important fi nding from the interviews is that people in the case study areas are very 
concerned that the support measures will have dried up long before they are back on 
their feet, and they will be perceived as being ‘whingers’ rather then genuinely needy 
constituents.

4 The ABS Information Paper Australian National Accounts, Introduction to Input Output Multipliers (ABS Cat 5246.0) 
indicates that a $1 million drop in agricultural output leads to a consequential loss of 13 jobs across the non-
agricultural economy.
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5. Vulnerability to interest rates

The impacts of the current drought on non-farm business and communities have been 
buffered by the ability of producers to borrow against the asset value of their properties to 
maintain the level of funds they need to run their properties. While this is welcome, it leaves 
producers who have geared themselves heavily vulnerable to interest rate rises. On a typical 
loan of $400,000, a rise in interest rates from 7.5% to 10% would mean an extra $10,000 
per year in debt servicing costs that will have to come from somewhere.

6. Eligibility criteria

Accessing EC assistance seems to be a crucial factor in mitigating the fl ow-on of drought 
impacts through the community. This is due to the top up that these funds are providing 
going a long way to covering the immediate loss of income from loss of production for the 
half of drought affected farms accessing support. The fi nancial circumstances of the half 
not accessing support needs further analysis to determine if they are simply ineligible due 
to reasonable farm income despite drought, or if they are stuck in a double bind of poor 
circumstances and no relief. If the latter, then the restriction on spending by such farmers 
would be impacting on their communities. 

Many interviewees spoke openly about the tensions in their communities caused by the 
current system of drought relief eligibility assessment, specifi cally the differences in eligibility 
between State and Australian Government assistance, and the restriction of the EC Relief 
Payment to farming households with less than 50% off-farm income. The income test 
has caused divisions in communities as farmers who ‘do the right thing’, diversifying the 
business base of their farms and households, are ineligible, and resent seeing neighbours 
who have ‘done nothing’ sit back and access government assistance. This has been 
described as an incentive to not diversify, which if true would exacerbate drought impacts in 
communities.

The eligibility criteria for the small business interest rate relief scheme (no longer in 
operation), were seen as complex and overly restrictive by those who knew of the scheme. 
Combined with small debt levels (compared to farmers), problems obtaining debt fi nance, 
or an unwillingness to take on debt, the process has been perceived as being not worth the 
effort, for a relatively small gain.

7. Getting beyond anecdotes and ‘rural myths’

Finally, a somewhat sensitive policy issue is one that we identifi ed that relates to the 
promulgation of ‘rural myths’ about the impacts of the drought – stories that we have 
heard but had diffi culties in substantiating. Some examples are that of children pulled out of 
boarding school to save money, or turning up exhausted at school as a result of having to 
help on the farm (there being not enough money to pay contractors to help). As with most 
myths we were able to fi nd some signs of these incidents, but were not able to fi nd large 
numbers of people who were affected in the short time available for this project. 
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An important fi nding from the interviews is that it is likely that many of these incidents get 
passed around communities, and passed on to lobby groups, and perhaps get exaggerated 
along the way.

Asa Wahlquist quotes Tim Fischer on this topic:

“The ability of many Australian farmers and some, not all, farm leaders to maximise the 
negative mantra has reached the stage where it is counter-productive and damaging for 
the future of the agricultural sector of the Australian economy”.5

1.6  Recommendations
Our recommendations refl ect the needs of the non-farm small businesses and communities 
consulted during this project. 

Our overriding recommendation is that responses to the current drought recognise the time 
scale of the drought and the long recovery time that is expected. This is a diffi cult issue for 
policy-makers, but we believe that the most critical time for these two case study areas will 
be over the next 18 months, long after the images of devastation have left the front pages, 
when producers are balancing debt obligations with returns from production in a climate of 
varying prices and fl uctuating interest rates.

General Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Policy for non-farm small businesses and communities

Specifi c drought policy and support for non-farm small business and communities should 
be developed to complement that for farmers. This support should be developed with a 
cross portfolio approach involving DOTARS, the Offi ce of Small Business, the Department of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF), the Department of Employment and Workplace 
Relations (DEWR) and the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS). 
Recommendations 5 to 11 provide more details.

Recommendation 2: Work on a smaller town

Temora and Roma were chosen for these case studies as they have reasonably diverse local 
economies, but this may bring a sense of unreality and perception that the ‘true impact’ of 
the drought on remote townships has not been taken into consideration. We recommend 
that similar work should be undertaken developing case studies on smaller towns such as 
Hay (pop approx 2,500) or Hilston (pop approx 800) in drought-affected western New South 
Wales to compare to the case studies on Temora and Roma. 

5 Beyond Drought – People, Policy and Perspectives, p 73
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Recommendation 3: Closer analysis of changing farmer spending patterns

These case studies have been premised on the importance of the impact of the drought on 
the spending patterns of those in the ‘front line’ – the primary producers. The case studies 
have explored the impact of the drought on businesses ‘beyond the farm gate’ through 
interviews with the non-farm businesses, and explored the extent to which drought, and 
farmer spending patterns, have infl uenced their businesses. 

We believe it would also be valuable to explore the issue from the farmers’ side. This would 
enable assessment of the impact of drought on cash fl ows within a community from both 
the seller (non-farm business) side, as well as the buyer (farmer) side of the local economy. 

Research by ABARE6 breaks farmer spending into three categories – farm inputs, capital 
items and household items. Information from the interviews suggests that this is a sensible 
categorisation, with small businesses in each of these categories faring very differently when 
money is tight, or when production is down during a drought, or both. 

We feel there is likely to be strong correlation between these categories and the business 
quadrants we have suggested above. Further analysis would: improve understanding of how 
farmers manage income shortfalls; map out the items of farmer expenditure most vulnerable 
to drought; and identify the highest intensity of drought impacts on non-farm businesses. 

Recommendation 4: Address length of drought recovery time

Given the length of time recovery takes and the fact that non-farm small business recovery 
lags behind that of farmers, by one to two years, we recommend revisiting Temora and 
Roma in a couple of years time to study the process of recovery for non-farm small 
businesses and communities.

Recommendations for Non-farm Businesses

Recommendation 5: Specifi c measures for non-farm businesses

The case study interviews indicate that specifi c support for non-farm small business is 
required in drought affected areas. While fi nancial support to farmers is helping keep dollars 
circulating in communities, two specifi c measures for non-farm businesses are needed:

a. Better business management skills; and

b. Support for retention of skilled staff.

Recommendation 5a: Foster better business management skills

Community leaders, business advisors and small business operators that we spoke with all 
recognised and appreciated the value of business management skills – and the importance 

6 “Country Towns:  Impact of Farmers’ Expenditure on Employment and Population” by Caroline Levantis, published 
in Australian Farm Survey Report 2001 pp29-35.
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of these skills in riding out a period of drought. Many commented that small businesses that 
had closed, or were likely to, were those that were on a downward path anyway.

On the other hand, we have seen small businesses do well in unlikely circumstances 
throughout regional Australia – with two success factors being drive and access to support 
tools. Several businesses interviewed for this project have demonstrated these success 
factors and have been able to grow their businesses in the case study areas through the 
drought.

We were encouraged by the interest from interviewees in building their business 
management skills, though access to support and skill building seems poor in the two case 
study areas in particular, and in regional Australia in general. 

Initiatives like local Business Enterprise Centres, mobile Small Business Answers Offi cers, 
business advisors, and council Economic Development Offi cers seem to be just scratching 
the surface of the depth of demand for business building services. More skilled business 
advisors and analysts are needed in the case study areas, along with advisor training and 
mentoring.

One example would be extension of the popular FarmBis program to become a RuralBis 
program catering to the needs of non-farm small businesses as well as farmers. Another 
example could be extension or particular targeting of the Small Business Answers Program 
and deployment of Small Business Assistance Offi cers employed under the program.

Recommendation 5b: Investigate wage support for skilled staff

A key concern of leaders and small business operators in the case study communities is the 
loss of skills from their regions as a result of workers moving to growth areas. Accordingly, 
we recommend that the Australian Government look again at the costs and benefi ts of this 
phenomenon, and at ways of passing a wage subsidy to non-farm small business operators 
to enable them to keep staff on. 

Some interviewees suggested that such a mechanism might be as simple as extending 
‘work-for-the-dole’ payments to employees in eligible non-farm businesses in drought 
affected areas so these businesses could keep their staff engaged even if they had to be 
retrenched because of the drought. 

As there are likely to be complications with this approach, we feel it would be worth 
investigating other ways of ensuring that skilled employees stay in regional areas. Other 
mechanisms could involve a combination of support measures, possibly including 
training subsidies and government assistance in meeting workers compensation and 
superannuation obligations.

Another approach, not canvassed in the interviews, would be to help ensure that the 
regional communities are themselves vibrant and attractive enough that skilled workers 
choose to locate there in the future – once the impact of the drought has passed. This 
approach is based less on stemming the outfl ow during drought, and more on stimulating a 
fl ow of people to help ensure the return of skills in a post-drought labour market.
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Recommendation 6: Review effectiveness of loan interest subsidies 
for small businesses 

The Small Business Interest Rate Relief Payment does not seem to have hit the mark and 
we support the closure of application process that took place in mid-2004. We have come 
across few small businesses who knew about the initiative, fewer still that applied for or 
received the support. 

Small businesses in Australia generally have diffi culty accessing debt fi nance, especially 
if they do not have non-business assets to secure against debt. The amounts of these 
borrowings, where they are available, are generally small in dollar terms so that an interest 
rate subsidy was seen as a lot of work for little help.

Small business access to fi nance is an issue in all industrialised economies with deregulated 
fi nancial services markets. Other countries have taken more active steps to close this market 
failure and provide greater access to fi nance for small business than is the case in Australia. 
For instance in the United States, the United States Small Business Administration offers a 
wide range of inducements and incentives to banks to lend to small businesses (including 
interest rate subsidies and loan guarantees) and provides fi nancial management support to 
small businesses through accredited loan brokers.

Recommendations for Communities

Recommendation 7: Reframe negativity

We were surprised at the level of entrenched negativity and ‘poor us’ feelings in the case 
study communities. These sentiments run counter to the self-reliance and underlying 
optimism more usually found in such communities. Our interpretation is that in the current 
political climate a community needs to focus squarely on its defi ciencies, emphasising the 
extent of its troubles in order to win special assistance when seeking government funds. 
Tim Fischer has ascribed this “ability to ... maximise the negative mantra” as “part of 
exercising leverage on State and Federal Governments”.7 

We recommend that DOTARS and related agencies look closely at an alternative model 
of community development – one based on assets and capabilities rather than needs 
and defi ciencies. The Asset-Based Community Development model pioneered in rural 
communities in the US is a good model – which starts with an asset mapping process 
to identify the leverage points for growth in a community. This type of approach will help 
neutralise the ‘negative orthodoxy’ or ‘negative political correctness’ whereby communities 
talk themselves down to receive assistance. 

Another like-minded approach is that being used in Surat (near Roma) which uses a 
model of bottom-up community development based on the ideas of Ernesto Sirolli, an 
internationally renowned expert in local economic development.8

7 quoted in Beyond Drought, op cit, p 74
8 See, for example Ripples from the Zambezi (New Society Publishing, 1995) and www.sirolli.com
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Recommendation 8: Foster leadership

Drought is a very challenging time for a community. We recommend a policy focus on 
fostering and empowering local leaders, to embed local skills and generate local solutions. 
We believe that such support would appeal to the self-reliant nature of rural communities. 

Supporting leadership is recognised as a key way of ‘enabling’ communities to manage 
disasters. It is also an approach that fl ows right through a community, promoting personal 
development and an ability to creatively cope with stress alongside the community-wide 
outcomes. The Coolah Story is a good example of the impact a focus on leadership can 
have on strengthening a community.9

There is a wide range of tools to build leadership in small communities – from structured 
programs for ‘emerging regional leaders’, to competitions for youth and young leaders, 
to programs that build the skills of local community boards. An example of the latter is 
the Show Skills initiative designed to improve the community leadership and business 
management skills of show societies in New South Wales.

Recommendation 9: Help communities help themselves

Our interviews showed that for many communities and non-farm businesses it is the small 
things that matter during a crisis like drought. In particular, the withdrawal of people from 
social and volunteering activities, and the loss of community spirit that this entails. We 
recommend that the Australian Government’s agencies look closely at a modest scheme 
of low-cost ‘community building’ grants to EC-declared communities. These grants should 
be untied, not prescribed by tight program guidelines, to enable communities to choose the 
kinds of activities they feel would be most valuable for them.

We note that some such grants provided by the Victorian and South Australian 
Governments, were received well and helped promote community spirit in those States, 
according to the national Drought Review Panel report.10

Recommendation 10: Maintain local services

Both case study areas, and Roma in particular, value their role as regional service centres. 
Yet both feel vulnerable to population changes that might reduce those roles. The example 
was given of a school where teacher numbers could be put in jeopardy as a result of mobile 
families leaving town and taking their children with them. Similar concerns were expressed 
about police, and health services.

Accordingly, we recommend that the Australian Government work with the States to obtain 
commitments that the population fl uctuations during and after drought will not be triggers for 
service reductions in drought-declared communities.

9 Telling the Coolah Story, available through www.dotars.gov.au/rural/rdp/ research_reports
10 Preparing for the Future, pp 60 & 79.
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Recommendation 11: Help community support services

Our interviews raised concerns about the ability of community support services to handle 
drought-related demands. The interviews also suggested that there is a pattern to the types 
and extents of demands on community services as a result of drought. With community 
support services focused on their own community and its needs, however, there seemed to 
be little awareness of the strategic, cross-community impact that drought has on community 
support services across Australia. 

Accordingly, we recommend that relevant agencies engage in their own ‘drought 
preparedness’ work to understand and quantify the impacts of drought on their services. 
A strategic approach like this would enable adequate in-service training for community 
workers, including material on the likely impacts of drought on their fi eld of service. 

Service agency staff also need to be aware of techniques for engaging clients before they 
reach crisis point. One approach suggested was to include stress management modules in 
farm and business management courses.
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2. Methodology

Background to Project
As previously noted this project was initiated by DOTARS as the second stage in its 
examination of the impacts of the current drought “Beyond the Farm Gate”. The project 
used interviews to assess the impact of the drought on non-farm businesses and 
communities in two case study areas – Roma and Temora. 

The non-farm businesses and community organisations identifi ed for interview in this project 
are set out in Table 1.

Table 1 Target Business Types and Community Groups

Non-Farm Businesses Community Groups

Services to agriculture (eg. fertiliser, machinery 
businesses)

Counselling/Medical Services 

Retail trade (other than food retail) Employment Services

Transport and Storage Education industry - preschool, childcare, 
teachers

Hospitality (ie. accommodation, cafes and 
restaurants)

Sports/cultural and volunteer groups

Non farm businesses in small regional towns Police

Financial institutions/Chamber of Commerce Women’s groups

The project was designed around answering four broad questions:

1. Defi nition of drought impacts, both social and economic, on specifi ed non-farm business 
and community groups;

2. Assessment of whether current government measures are effectively addressing identifi ed 
impacts;

3. Assessment of whether support services are adequately addressing identifi ed social 
impacts; and

4. Assessment of the Australian Government’s role and options for the provision of 
assistance addressing identifi ed impacts not effectively addressed.
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The use of face-to-face interviews in Roma and Temora provides a platform for showing 

the human side of the drought, and its impact on non-farm businesses and communities. 

Using interviews, we were able to probe responses on how much the drought was affecting 

the two areas, in what ways, and what measures would improve their ability to survive and 

recover from the drought.

The case study interviews provide a narrative component to drought analysis, and should 

therefore not be seen as defi nitive or representative. We recognise that the two case study 

areas have quite different characteristics from many other drought affected parts of Australia 

– in terms of population, agriculture mix and remoteness, for example – and that only small 

samples of businesses and community representatives were interviewed. We situated the 

case study work in a wider context by conducting a review of recent literature on the impact 

of the drought on farms, local economies and communities.

These case study fi ndings should be seen as contributing to a review of the effectiveness of 

national drought policy measures, not as a review of these in their own right, as the scope of 

our work was deliberately narrow and focused. 

Methodology

There were six main stages in undertaking the project:

1. Consultations with policymakers

2. Literature review

3. Selection of case study areas

4. Case study preliminary fi eld work

5. Case study follow-up fi eld work

6. Analysis and review.

The fi rst stage involved consultations with Australian Government representatives from 

DOTARS, the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Department of Industry, 

Tourism and Resources and Centrelink on drought initiatives.

The second stage involved a review of a wide range of recent material on drought and 

its impact from sources in Australia and overseas. The reference list for this material is 

included at the end of this report. The review helped frame the context for the selection of 

the case study areas and the also framed the interview template (included as an Appendix). 

The interview template allowed us to structure the interviews to gather information on a 

consistent framework across towns, business types and community groups. 

The two case study areas were selected in the project’s third stage, using a multi-faceted 

set of selection criteria:
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n In EC declared areas;

n Rated as being highly drought affected in a quantitative study by the Centre of Policy 
Studies;11 

n High level of drought impact according to feedback through the relevant Area 
Consultative Committee (ACC) for phase 1, Beyond the Farm Gate conducted by 
DOTARS;

n Towns in agriculture-dependent areas;

n Towns between 3,000 and 8,000 residents – large enough to have a diverse non-farm 
business sector but not too large as to have minimal impact from the farm sector; and

n With active support from ACC and other local business and community networks to 
facilitate access.

Several towns were selected using these criteria, and the fi nal choices of Temora and 
Roma were made after close consultation with the relevant ACCs, business and economic 
development offi cers from the two towns, and DOTARS.

Following the selection of the two towns, stage four involved preliminary fi eld trips by two 
researchers in May 2004 to confi rm suitability, conduct pilot interviews and prepare the way 
for further interviews and focus groups during the follow-up visit. The stage fi ve follow-
up visits took place in May and June 2004 with two researchers completing the suite of 
interviews and focus groups in the two towns.

In each town some 20-25 interviews were conducted, alongside focus groups with key 
groups like regional mayors, women on farms, and community and social support workers. 
People selected for interview came from the business and community sectors outlined in 
Table 1, above, and interviewees were found using local business networks for assistance. 
Each interview took between 15 minutes and one hour, and was conducted in confi dence 
with the assurance that the interviewee would not be identifi ed in the analysis and report.

Once the interviews and focus groups had been conducted, the research team pooled the 
notes and fi ndings and conducted an internal review workshop before drafting the report.

11 Using a highly disaggregated multi-regional single-country model to analyse the impacts of the 2002-03 drought 
on Australia by Horridge, M., Madden J. and Wittwer G., Centre of Policy Studies, Melbourne, 2003.
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3. Temora Case Study

3.1  Background
Temora is a rural town with a population of some 4,500. Mixed farming (cropping and 
grazing) is the mainstay of the region’s economy, and there are some 1,200 farming families 
in the Shire. Unemployment in December 2003 was estimated at 185 people (6% of a 
labour force of 3,091).12

Temora has a modest role as a sub-regional service centre, and has representation from a 
small number of public service offi ces – the main one being Greater Murray Health. Temora 
hosts fi ve doctors and two dentists, and the Shire has around a dozen churches and 
congregations.

Some of this has been hard fought. One former Mayor interviewed emphasised the 
importance of maintaining population and services – especially through drought:

“If anyone moves a transportable building out of our community, it’s very hard to 
get it back”. 

He said that Council is putting in community infrastructure now, “… but it certainly wasn’t 
our role 10 to 15 years ago”. 

Temora has worked hard to maintain health services, and has been able to entice and 
keep overseas-trained doctors practicing in the community. Council went a step further a 
few years ago, buying and equipping a dental practice which is now leased to the principal 
dentist – an innovative solution to the diffi culties in retaining skilled services in a regional town.

Temora used to be a traditional wheat/sheep area but, like many of Australia’s agricultural 
areas, things have changed. A long-term farmer described a “cropping revolution in the last 
15 years”. Wheat is still important, but is now matched with oil seeds and other pulses and 
grains. Cattle are raised in addition to sheep, with some of the Shire’s cattle bred specifi cally 
for export. One well-known property raises high value Wagyu cattle for the Japanese 
market, bred from tightly controlled blood lines.

According to Temora Shire’s Economic Development Offi cer, Andrew Robbins, there’s a lot 
of ‘old money’ in the district. 

“Temora was a gold mining town in the late 1800s, and that still has an infl uence on us. 
We have fi ve banks, a building society and more accountants and fi nancial advisors than 
is usual for a town of our size”.

12 Small Area Labour Markets, DEWR.
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While predominantly a farm-dependent community, like most regional towns there are other 
factors infl uencing Temora’s economic environment. These include:

n The aviation museum;

n A new feedlot piggery; and

n Recreational facilities around Centenary Lake.

But despite these new initiatives, the drought is proving long and hard in the Shire. Local 
wisdom says that the eastern and middle parts of the Shire have been in drought for three 
years, while it is four years without decent rain in the west. A local agronomist described 
the last few seasons as poor; “We had half a crop last year, with low grain prices, and just a 
quarter of a crop the year before”.

Farmers in the district expect one or two bad seasons – one local producer said “We all plan 
for it. But it’s getting tough now that there have been two poor seasons following a run of at 
best mediocre returns”. 

How farmers are managing the drought is having a crucial impact on how its impacts are 
fl owing through the community. Non-farm businesses in Temora are generally doing much 
better than would be expected given the reductions in farmer incomes. 

There are no offi cial estimates of the loss of farmer incomes in Temora due to the drought. 
But ABARE data13 shows that for Australia’s 69,000 broadacre farms, farm cash income 
(receipts less costs) averaged $100,796 in 2001-02 (a good year leading into the drought), 
before falling to $58,290 in 2002-03 and looking to an estimated slight rebound in 2003-
04 of $74,300. Overall, 34% of broadacre farms in 2002-03 and 32% in 2003-4 showed 
losses. On these statistics it is likely that farmer incomes in Temora have dropped by around 
a third during the drought. 

Research by ABARE also helps estimate the impact of this farmer income loss on non-farm 
businesses. ABARE research on the impact of farmer spending patterns of country towns 
was published in 2001.14 This research shows that the average spending per farm depends 
on the size of the town, with bigger towns claiming a larger share of farmer expenditure on 
farm inputs, capital items, and household items. The pattern of farmer spending ranged 
from 7% spent in very small towns with under 1,000 residents, through to over 50% spent in 
towns with more than 20,000 residents. 

On these benchmarks, a loss of farmer income of around a third in Temora would fl ow 
through to an across-the-board drop of some 2% of local spending.

Our interviews indicated that farmer cash fl ow and fi nancial management is having a major 
buffering impact on the Shire’s non-farm businesses. The big difference this time round has 
been land values – going up and allowing more borrowing from banks secured against the 

13 Australian Farm Survey Results March 2004, p4.
14 “Country Towns:  Impact of Farmers’ Expenditure on Employment and Population”, op cit, pp29-35.
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asset value of the farm. Still, increasing land values are making it diffi cult for many, especially 
younger farmers, to buy up enough land to have a viable property. These higher land values 
are enabling farmers to borrow to meet daily running costs – and keep local spending 
levels up.

But many local people were worried, commenting that, as one farmer put it; “There will be a 
day of reckoning”. High land values are enabling borrowings, but the borrowings still need to 
be serviced. And that requires good cash fl ow – from production at non-drought levels.

There have not been any forced sales of farms by banks yet in the Shire during this drought. 
And people are worried that if farmers are forced to sell, there could be a cascading drop in 
land values that will leave all those who borrowed against property fi nancially exposed.

Good commodity prices are a positive sign at the moment – anyone who has grain, sheep 
or cattle for sale is getting reasonable money. But farmers know how fi ckle these markets 
can be. One said; “Two years ago we got $340/t for feed wheat, last summer it was $180/t 
for export-quality. Even if we got a crop we didn’t get much for it”.

3.2  Non-farm Business Impacts
The interviews revealed that the extent of the impact of the drought on non-farm businesses 
in Temora depends on the nature of the business. The ABARE research referred to above 
suggested that, in any small town, reliance on farmers as customers varies from 10 to 33%. 
Figure 1 set out an interpretive model of four categories of small businesses stemming from 
the degree of dependence on farmers as customers and the level of ‘essentialness’ in the 
goods and services sold. The case study interviews showed how the effect of the drought 
changes across these two axes.

Bedrock Businesses

The ‘bedrock businesses’ (where farmers are essential customers but where a lower level of 
sales continues despite low production levels) show a fairly stable, lower level of turnover as 
a result of the drought.

As a typical example, a business in Temora that relies heavily on farmers had a good year 
in 2002, with a 20% lift in turnover leading into the last drought, as farmers improved their 
water supply infrastructure. This fell away the next year, with a 20% drop in turnover in 2003. 
It’s been ‘back to basics’ since then, with low sales of what are described as discretionary 
purchases. 

The business has not yet had to lay off staff, and the manager describes the drought as 
“ ... not the death of the business, but it’s taken off more than the cream on the cake”. 
Drought assistance has been of indirect help to that business, providing two customers with 
enough cashfl ow to pay for him to install water tanks. But the manager has had to cut credit 
to customers “I was a bank ... but I had to stop it”.
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Similarly, an equipment supplier has seen turnover drop by around $1 million since the 
impact of the drought was fi rst felt and sales have stayed at the lower level.

Seed and fertiliser sales have been lower than they have been in good rainfall years, but 
with farmers remaining optimistic about the winter season many bought seed and fertiliser 
and sowed almost as usual. In some cases farmers dry sowed in the expectation of rain – a 
signifi cant gamble on the weather at a sowing cost of around $1,000 per acre.

Rural Support Businesses
There is a category of businesses in Temora for whom farmers are a vital part of their 
customer base, but whose products and services are not essential to farming activity, with 
purchases fl uctuating in parallel with agricultural production levels. 

The interviews indicated that it is this category of businesses that have been hit the hardest 
by the drought. Turnover has dropped and skilled staff have been lost as purchases of their 
goods and services have not been buffered by relief measures – as sales rely on active farm 
production and not just farm disposable income. One sub-group in this category, outside the 
scope of interviews targeted in Table 1, are the rural contractors and harvesters.

The experience of a regional commodity broker is typical of this rural support category 
of businesses. For this business, turnover in 2002-03 was down on the back of a 20% 
reduction in the volume of material handled that year. In the interview, the Manager said:

“We have been in business in the district for over 80 years, and were on a growth 
path before the drought. We have had to make 4 to 5 people redundant, including 
casual staff, as well as reducing overtime and offering time in lieu instead. We are 
prepared for another bad year – budgeting for another 15% fall in turnover. Though it 
may not be that bad as new customers will soften the impact. 2004-05 is looking like 
another very tough year”.

For this business, a particular concern is the loss of training pathways enabling staff to 
building experience in their specialised fi eld. The Manager is fi nding it is impossible to offer 
employment certainty in the current environment. Junior staff and trainees in administration 
have left and not been replaced – and this is not good for the district or the business. 
“Retraining staff is a big learning curve for us”, the Manager acknowledges. 

The business is also acutely aware of the impact its employment patterns are having in the 
district. Most of the staff are from farms – and the manager knows that cutting back on jobs 
is having a negative multiplier effect on the local economy. 

This business also provides short-term credit to farmers through an advance – up to 
$10,000 on the expectation that production hopes will be realised. Applications for this 
advance over the last 18 months have been well above average, and as a result the 
business has had to tighten up requirements for providing the advance. The business now 
requires written confi rmation of circumstances and that other commitments of funds will not 
prevent repayment of the advance. 
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As with the employment issue, this change in business practice too is having a fl ow on effect 
through the community.

A retailer in the rural support category said that he had a good start to 2004, but that 
it dropped back a bit by the middle of the year. The goods sold are highly competitive 
between Temora and bigger retailers in Wagga and Griffi th, meaning there is no room to 
increase sales margins. Last fi nancial year was this business’s worst in 43 years – but it was 
still profi table. 

The manager says, “rain infl uences everyone”, and while the business has diversifi ed, 
farmers still account for around one-third of turnover. The manager said that, “last minute 
‘impulse buys’ at the end of the fi nancial year dried up in May-June 2003. But in the same 
period in 2002 we sold 14 large items!” 

Transport is another business type that has been affected, with less material to move. One 
farmer used to have a trucking business alongside the farm. The farmer stopped it in August 
2002 as the drought was hitting it too hard, sacking two staff and selling one truck. Spending 
patterns have also altered by deferring purchases – the farmer would by now have replaced 
some machinery and changed over a ute but has kept the older machinery working longer. 

Another, much larger, transport company in the Shire has diversifi ed into raising meat 
– using the truck movements to carry feed and supplies in, and animals and compost out. 

Locals Essentials Businesses
There is another category of small businesses in Temora that are not so reliant on farming 
families for sales. These businesses service the townspeople and visitors as much as 
farmers, and sell ‘staples’ of various types. These businesses include electrical and clothing 
retail, newsagency, health care, food, essential services and the local newspaper.

The managers of these types of businesses reported that trade has been mixed, as there 
are many factors impacting on their businesses other than the drought.

One retailer commented that the changes in his product mix have more impact on his 
business than the drought. He commented that he needs to stay on top of shifting 
technologies and consumer needs, as country consumers are six months or more behind 
their city counterparts in adopting new trends. The retailer sold only one high value item in 
the six months, and this is partly due to poor communications infrastructure. 

 “We won’t get digital TV, and we still can’t get local call internet access. So it really 
doesn’t help me that these new categories are driving sales in the cities. And the 
margins are still dropping … so that I’ve got sell ten times as many units to make the 
same money, and there’s just not the market for that in Temora”. 

In this shifting environment, the retailer needs to stay on top of his staff, stock and sales 
levels and he reported that the business is now running very lean on staff. A concern for 
the manager is the timelag after rain and before farmers might start spending again as the 
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manager knows from experience that he is way back in the spending queue – after the 
bank, planting, harvesting and productivity-related farm purchases. 

Another retailer in this group recently let another staff person go and will not replace them 
until circumstances improve. This is a double whammy for the community as it is a sign 
of their falling turnover – and it also means another local off-farm job has disappeared. 
Conversely, another female employee from a farming family left because the family was 
stuck – needed the off-farm income but couldn’t afford to have the wife away from farm 
and family. The business is carefully monitoring stock and staff numbers, and has brought 
additional services to the shop in a bid to bring more customers in. 

The owners of a business in another retail segment recognise that their segment is known 
for combining a baseline of demand for ‘staples’ with highly sensitive fashion-based fads. 
For these businesses, credit (either direct fi nance or indirectly via customers taking goods 
home ‘on approval’) is a major issue. The manager feels they cannot remove credit entirely 
– as they know all their customers and know how much they rely on the credit, but also 
recognise that credit provision is placing their businesses under strain.

“Farm families are being very cautious this year, but it’s not the worst year. That was 
in 2001 with the GST coming in. We had a good hard look at the business in 2002, 
changed our product lines and styles and have been building slowly but steadily since 
then. But with so little rain in 2004 we’re heading into new territory for everyone”. 

One retailer cut credit to 30 days when the GST was introduced, and though he did lose 
some customers, people are now used to it. Although many customers still take items home 
“on appro” – on approval, a de facto form of credit. With 60% of his sales to farm families, 
their changing shopping patterns have had a big impact on takings:

“The second half of 2003 was much better for us than the fi rst half of 2004. We’re 
making a smaller number of sales each day, but each sale is a bit bigger. I think the 
farmers are coming in to town less often, but are still managing to keep their expenditure 
up. But this won’t last past June without some good rain. And we’ll feel it hardest 
another 12 months down the track, as if they get a crop they’ll give it to the bank, then 
buy seed or stock and then machinery”.

Another retailer in a similar retail segment commented that informal credit is a problem 
– local customers expect it and it is hard to wean them off it. But it slows his cash fl ow:

“A customer will take something home ‘on appro’ and let me know by the end of the 
month, then they’ve got another month to pay... But it’s still easier than re-crediting 
credit cards and handling refunds on the computer”.

He would like help with running costs rather than an interest rate subsidy. The business is 
struggling now, and is likely to close next year if things do not improve:

“Now we’re just selling things people really need. But rain gives us hope as well as the 
farmers. They’ll start buying again once they get their fi rst wheat cheque, 30 days after 
their fi rst delivery in January”.
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Locals Luxuries Businesses

There is a fourth category of businesses in Temora that again have a diverse customer base, 
but which sell more discretionary goods and services. These include retail segments like 
gifts, jewellery, fl oristry, hairdressing, other clothes, and specialty services. Managers in many 
of these businesses have noticed a marked drop in sales.

A shop in Temora’s main street that operates in one of these segments was up for sale at 
the time of the interviews. The proprietor told us that she has had the shop for over seven 
years, and recently had the fi rst day ever when there was not one sale.

Another provider of discretionary services told us of a similar decline in sales:

“People don’t spend on luxuries for themselves. In the second year of the drought they 
still did, but this year they don’t even take the Sydney tours and they only cost a couple 
of hundred dollars….there is no money … they miss seasons in fashion and when they 
suffer, I suffer. If they don’t spend the money, I don’t make the money and I can’t spend 
either then”.

At the other end of the spectrum, a shop in another of these segments has reinvented itself 
(at considerable cost and effort) and is steadily building sales. The shop has been run by 
the current owner for over 14 years, and is now coming out of a major reshaping of every 
aspect of the business. 

The work started early last year, and has meant sales are up this year over last year, and 
have been steady over the last few months. Christmas sales were good, though the average 
sale was smaller than the previous year. The manager told us that she thought a few good 
sales in recent months could be farming families “cheering themselves up”.

The manager used a private business coach to get the shop through “... its darkest hour”. 
It had got to the point mid-2003 when the choice was to make signifi cant changes to the 
business, or give it away. The manager says that it was a very expensive approach – via 
a business coach based in Sydney – but that the effort is working. The manager’s goal is 
clear:

“To have the business run without me – with two full-time staff by the end of this year. 
What I’ve done is to create and improve business systems, so the staff can run it without 
me. It’s been the saviour of the business – especially as around 60% of our sales are to 
farmers. We’ve been testing and monitoring quite a few different customer service and 
marketing tactics too – and some of them are working well”.

3.3  Family and Community Impacts
The drought is impacting on some parts of the Temora community and its families. Particular 
impacts have been seen in the education sector, in the employment market and community 
health.
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Schools and education

While attendance rates have not changed, the principal of Temora High School has had 
to shoulder extra costs to maintain the morale of his students. In particular, he decided to 
pay the extra water costs during the drought in order to keep one fi eld watered and green. 
He felt it was good psychologically for kids who were otherwise surrounded by the daily 
reminders of drought. The school has borne the cost of this community need – with its 
annual water bill up from around $13,000 in 1999 and 2000 to around $20,000 in 2003. 

The school principal feels the State Government should pick up the tab for the extra water 
bills for keeping an area of the school green:

“It is important that the kids have some greenery in their lives, we believe it creates 
a positive environment at the school. It is a spiritual thing and you see so many of 
our students kicking a ball around or just standing in groups on the green grass. 
Unfortunately it costs a lot of money for excess water to maintain the oval as it is”.

Employment services

One of the local Job Network Providers described changes right through their operations. 
The service originally served Temora on a part-time basis, but has now been reduced to an 
outreach site. One staff member just had their hours reduced from 20 hours to 7 hours per 
week, but this is making the service unviable as they can’t get work done in this short time 
period. As with all Job Network Providers, the agency is funded according to outcomes. The 
catch in the drought is that if they aren’t open and there is no work, there is no funding. 

The manager noted that the local job market is very tight: 

“More women are looking for work. Both men and women are willing to do anything, 
volunteer or anything to get a foot in the door for a job. Many positions in town are only 
part-time so some people have several part-time jobs”.

Community services

The local Police reported no discernible impact from the drought, saying there has been no 
increase in traffi c accidents, fatalities, suicides or domestic violence.

Community health services, though, reported that they are stretched. One community health 
worker commented that she knows she only sees a small proportion of the farmers who are 
suffering:

“We only see the men after they end up in hospital or have gone through emergency 
thinking they have or actually having heart attacks, or stress/anxiety attacks. Our 
services are reactive instead of preventive. We get them when they’ve arrived at hospital 
with an anxiety attack and the reason is that they’re stressed about money”.
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This community worker said that farmers are suffering from depression, but the stigma 
around mental health prevents them from coming to a mental health centre. They will seek 
help from their medical doctors instead. She said they were suffering from stress related 
reactive depression due to drought. Farmers are anxious and afraid to admit their fears, 
and “Many don’t know why they are getting out of bed each day”. The community worker 
commented that some farmers who have worked the land for years have replaced their 
assets with debts, as land prices have almost doubled in the past nine years. 

A community health worker confi rmed that men are being hit harder by the drought than 
women, because women are more likely to be working in town and have a chance to get 
away from it all:

“Men are far more isolated than they should be for good mental health. To the extent 
that more women come in to seek help for their depressed husbands rather than 
themselves”. 

The service is seeing a small increase in reported domestic violence.

The mental health service is concerned that this drought is different because it is so much 
longer:

“It’s been six years since a bumper crop has come in and last year when they got one, it 
was hit by frost. The New South Wales government has a three year wait before banks 
can foreclose but farmers around here remember it happening last time, saw their mates 
lose their land and livelihood and are getting very worried”.

Church and welfare services

Church-based welfare agencies are experiencing different sides of the drought. A 
spokesperson for one organisation reported no real impact from the drought, saying that 
they rarely see farming families coming to them for help. While the organisation’s food 
hamper bill in March was largest in ten years, they believe that this was not because of the 
drought but because unemployed people have moved from the city to the town where it 
is cheaper to live. The agency’s retail outlet saw its profi ts up last year by $5,000, but the 
agency feels this too was not drought related.

Another agency sees little distinction between farming families and town families, and has 
noticed that people across the parish are keeping to themselves:

“People have become very discouraged and when things are tough they stop coming to 
church. They come and pray for rain but when it doesn’t come, they stop coming. Town and 
farmers can’t be separated – everyone’s livelihood is dependent on farming so everyone has 
lost hope. And I don’t think country people would look to the government for help”.

The church did a survey to fi nd out what the church community thought was important, and 
‘loving relationships’ was the category thought to be suffering most:

3402 Farm Gate Text.indd   283402 Farm Gate Text.indd   28 13/4/05   11:41:09 AM13/4/05   11:41:09 AM



Drought Impacts Beyond the Farm Gate  29 

 “People aren’t getting together with friends and family for meals and gatherings. Grief is 
kept hidden, and so giving is marginalised”.

This view was echoed by a spokesperson from a village in the Shire, who said that people 
are forced to spend more time on farms and less time on community projects:

“Our village has great community spirit, but is fragile. Any withdrawal of effort and spirit 
could undo what’s been achieved”.

3.4  Drought Relief Measures – Effectiveness and Impact
The EC drought relief measures for farmers have had a signifi cant impact on the Temora 
economy. To illustrate their impact, a typical EC Relief Payment amount – from Centrelink 
– for a fully-eligible family of four (with two dependent children under 13) would be $24,960 
per annum. And the farm debt interest subsidy on an average drought affected broadacre 
farm debt of $239,000 would be in the order of $8,360 per annum. This suggests that a 
typical fully-eligible farming family might be receiving in the order of $33,300 per annum in 
EC relief payments.

These EC payments are likely to have helped offset the estimated loss of farm income in the 
region due to the drought, keeping money circulating in the local economy. 

The drought support for farmers seems to have been the most effective and signifi cant of 
the drought relief measures available to Temora. The small business interest subsidy was not 
well known or used.

The payments to farmers are perceived as helping maintain sales of many goods and 
services in the local economy, though many interviewees felt that this expenditure was 
focused on ‘the essentials’. Businesses selling non-essential items talked of the turning 
on and off of the tap (purchases by farmers), relating the timing of this to farmers receiving 
payments for crops or stock. Operators of these businesses reported that farm customers 
were deferring purchases and minimising payments on existing purchases, pending crop or 
stock sales.

3.5  Experiences with Drought Relief Measures
We found only two business operators in Temora that were aware of the small business 
interest relief payment, and only one of these had gone to Centrelink to apply. That person 
did not proceed with the application as he was put off by the paperwork and said he would 
prefer to see assistance with subsidies for running costs rather than an interest rate subsidy.

Some of the farmers interviewed acknowledged that they were receiving EC relief payments. 
Others said that they were not for a variety of eligibility reasons (including diversity of 
activities, the non-farm business income test or the assets test). Those receiving EC 
payments were not proud of that status, with one commenting that “ ... of course I qualifi ed 
for EC, but I feel like a business man pushed on to welfare”.
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One farmer interviewed commented on the EC payment eligibility criterion of two failed 
crops, saying that this is too tight. Given the run of poor seasons in the area, he said that 
two failed seasons would mean his farm would be “out the back door”. This farmer said he 
had only paid tax once since 1990 – after a good year in 2000 and, that like many in the 
district, he never had enough money to put into Financial Management Deposits: “I’ve got 
no chance to lock it away for 12 months”. 

3.6  Improvements Canvassed
Small businesses that we interviewed raised a range of options that would help them 
manage the reduced cash fl ow caused by the drought. These included:

n Wage subsidies for small businesses to enable them to keep staff on and keep skills in 
the district; 

n Better fi nancial management systems to enable tighter credit control;
n Better business management skills more generally – product development, opening of 

new markets, improving business systems; 
n Recognition of the role played in supplying short-term credit to farmers – through cash 

advances paid by commodity brokers and lengthened credit terms; and
n Recognition that there will be a signifi cant time lag between rains coming, crop and stock 

sales and when retail and service business sales pick up as these small businesses are 
seen as being ‘far back in the queue’.

We found little interest from small business operators in tax measures for short-term 
assistance, though several interviewees commented that the legal form of their business did 
not allow them to roll over losses and offset them against any future profi ts.

One retailer said that tax concessions would not have a big impact, as “We’d need to make 
a profi t for that to really help”. The manager also commented that debt is not really an option 
for the business, so an interest rate subsidy is not very helpful. 

The manager of an employment services organisation said that the solutions include funding 
for small businesses to train staff and funding for Occupational Health and Safety (OH&S) 
legislation implementation:

“I think money should be used to get or keep or train employees. Or put another way, 
mutual obligation should be extended to small businesses when they are struggling so 
that they can use ‘work for the dole’ people too”.

The manager saw these as short-term measures, though, and emphasised the need for 
more investment in the region in order to attract industry and diversify the local economy.

One small business manager summarised the mixed feelings of desire for support and 
passion for autonomy:

“We work hard and we’re proud so we don’t want handouts … but some subsidies 
would be helpful”.
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On the community side, the options for improvement were similar, in that they also 
emphasised the desire for independence and self help rather than handouts. A health 
worker we interviewed saw a key part of the solution as a requirement for a new model of 
counselling services introduced at the clubs or public halls. 

“We need more ‘walk in’ resources made available. We need to be open at night and 
need more advertising of services. They should be free and without stigma. We need a 
variety of resources for people. We need to show how economic stress leads to mental 
stress and how it can happen to anyone, and there is help available”.

The interviews suggested that there is a drought induced stress impact across a spectrum 
from the personal level to the community-wide level. Many interviewees spoke of their 
concerns about people feeling stressed and isolated, and of dropping out of their usual 
social activities. The negative feelings seem to be strengthened for farmers due to their 
discomfort with asking for help and applying for relief measures. 

The Ariah Park community meeting commented on the need for positive leadership 
to maintain the momentum they had built up before the drought in strengthening their 
community. Many interviewees commented how they had survived fi nancially so far, 
they expected a bad season, but were running low on reserves. There was a sense of 
‘determined optimism’ across many interviewees, determined that there had to be a good 
winter crop, or the district would suffer. 
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4. Roma Case Study

4.1  Background
Roma is a town of about 6,400 people in southwest Queensland. It is seven hours drive 
from Brisbane, making it the overnight stopping place for people (tourists and transport 
drivers) heading west. Roma has a workforce of around 4,150 and an estimated 550 small 
businesses. Unemployment in Roma township is low, estimated at 134 in December 2003, 
just 3.2% of the labour force.15

Roma is a cropping, grazing and wool area. A typical mixed wheat/grazing property would 
be worth around $4 million, and in a good year would bring in $600,000 to $800,000 gross 
income before taking out costs of production – seed, harvesting, labour, equipment and 
freight.

Roma’s largest employer is Golden West, a group training company with around 550 
employees across Queensland, and 90 in Roma (most of whom are trainees and 
apprentices employed under group training arrangements). Golden West had over 100 more 
apprentices and trainees on its books before the drought.

Roma has a strong regional service role with a base of public service offi ces which helps 
underpin the town’s population and economy. Roma is also the main service centre of the 
region’s oil and gas fi elds – incorporating both exploration and production. The Big Rig is a 
tourist attraction in Roma that celebrates the region’s oil and gas history, with natural gas 
fi rst tapped in Roma itself in the early 1900s. The direct impact of oil and gas activity on 
Roma is mitigated by the common use of fl y-in fl y-out teams for exploration, drilling and 
extraction. This practice reduces the spending by workers on their days off in Roma.

The Queensland Department of State Development has been supporting initiatives to 
strengthen the links between the oil and gas companies and local businesses – to get more 
economic fl ow-on. The Department has also been supporting tourism initiatives that will 
make Roma a more desirable place to visit. The two new motels are 4-Star and the trend 
towards more upmarket services is expected to continue – and to fl ow through to local 
cafes and restaurants.

Roma is also an important service town for the region’s graziers, and hosts the saleyards 
which are reputed to have been the biggest in Australia for the last fi ve years. The saleyards 
bring visitors around sale days, and Roma has more than a dozen hotels and motels to 
cater for these visitors and for travellers needing a night’s accommodation on their way 
west out of Brisbane. The Grey Nomads, retired people with new four wheel drives towing 
comfortable caravans, have become a common sight on the roads around the town.

15 Small Area Labour Markets, Dec 2003 (DEWR)
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The South West Downs has seen major changes in farming practices – so that nearby 
St George is now a cotton town, and Cunamulla (which used to be sheep area) is having 
trouble fi nding sheep to truck in for the annual show. 

These structural changes have already brought signifi cant reductions in farm employment 
– as cattle grazing is less labour intensive than sheep farming. This is a long-term trend that 
extends beyond the reach of the current drought, and a representative of the Department 
of State Development said the State Government is well aware of the long-term decline in 
wool production, exacerbated recently by the drought. But these structural declines are also 
bringing a second round employment and economic impact as people leave. Fortunately, 
the labour is being replaced by not only oil and gas, but new industries like macropod 
(kangaroo) harvesting and processing. 

There is reported to be a major skills shortage in Roma – especially in trades. This appears 
to be a combination of a shortage of qualifi ed tradespeople due to them leaving town and 
getting better-paid work on oil and gas projects, and a shortage of young people getting 
into trades. The local group training company had just two applicants for a mechanic’s 
apprenticeship advertised recently, and those that do start generally drop out before 
completing their apprenticeship to chase work elsewhere.

The Chamber of Commerce has had some success working with the Department of 
Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs to foster skilled migration to Roma – 
so far two accountants and two computer programmers have taken up residency offers.

The Roma district has been hit hard by the current drought – coming as it has on the 
back of “no decent rains in the last fi ve to six years”. Partial wheat crops were recorded 
in November 2002 and November 2003 (10,000 tonnes compared with full production of 
150,000 tonnes). The immediate impact of the current drought was softened by some rain in 
December and late March – leading to Roma being taken off the Queensland Government’s 
list of drought-declared areas.

Despite the diversifying economy, locals believe the area to be still highly dependent on 
farming. The Chamber of Commerce looked at the value of rain to the local economy, and 
came up with an estimate of a million dollars. One Chamber member said:

“And it’s not just the absence of rain, it’s the recovery time as well. Farmers have had to 
get rid of their stock [during drought] and it takes seven years to recoup. It all reduces 
activity in the economy”.

4.2  Non-farm Business Impacts
The Chamber of Commerce said that, as far as they know, no business had closed as a 
result of the drought. But one member said:

“There wouldn’t be a small business in Roma that hasn’t been affected. Things are still 
tight .... and [it] will take 5 to 7 years for breeding to catch up and herd numbers to get 
back to where they used to be”. 
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The Chamber recognises that there is a wider change in customer buying patterns – where 
people are using better roads to make trips to larger centres. Roma is a little insulated from 
this as the largest town in the district, but the surrounding towns and villages have all lost 
retail activity to Roma. One business in Roma may have closed (curtain making) – with 
drought a signifi cant (but not the only) factor.

In interviews, local business advisors were more worried about the next 18 months than they 
were about the last 18 months. “The big drought impact won’t really hit the town businesses 
for a couple of years after it hits the farmers”, said one. 

One leading business person said:

“The rest of the town is affected 3 – 6 months after our [business] is. It takes 12 months 
to come back and start spending right away. It’s two crops before clothes and luxuries 
are purchased. Even the chemist’s turnover is 10% down from previous year. Everything 
slows down. Only food is the least affected”.

A local business advisor reported that local small businesses have tried getting bank fi nance, 
but have been knocked back as debt fi nance is limited to around $10,000 - $15,000 
and needs to be backed by assets. These debt levels are not high enough for people to 
persevere with the paperwork involved in applying for the small business relief payment 
– which might be worth $300 - $500 a year. A Queensland Rural Adjustment Authority 
spokesperson said they are processing just four or fi ve interest rate subsidy applications 
from Roma.

Overall, businesses in Roma servicing the farming sector have had a rough ride in recent 
years, with the intensity of the drought impact depending on their customer base and 
product / service mix. 

Bedrock Businesses

The ‘bedrock businesses’ are the suppliers of hard-to-defer farm inputs, with sales of 
some product lines continuing (albeit at lower levels) even during the halt in production and 
harvesting activities induced by drought.

The owner of one of Roma’s machinery dealerships described his business as “The fi rst tap 
to be turned off ... and the fi rst to be turned back on again”. The owner reported a drop 
in turnover of some $1 million in 2002 (at the early signs of drought) compared with better 
years in 2001 and 2003. Sales appeared to have stabilised since 2003, despite the drought. 

A key challenge for the owner was to maintain staff, at considerable expense, because of 
his experience that he would not be able to replace mechanics if they left town. His business 
has already lost three mechanics to oil companies: “They are US owned and driven, and 
their approach is to take staff from others. The oil companies don’t train – they poach”. He 
knows of a similar business in the district which reduced staff from 21 to 9 during the worst 
of the drought.
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The manager said there is strong personal side to these pressures: 

“There is a mental strain on business people because we have to work more and have 
to lay off our part-time staff. Drought has the same impact on us as high interest rates. 
When the rates went up we couldn’t keep staff and went from 31 to 13. We kept the 
high skilled staff and I did the cleaning”.

Another business in this ‘bedrock’ category is a relatively new business supplying feed and 
nutritional supplements. The manager said that drought had not hurt his business, and in 
contrast the business was growing as its products are able to provide a more economical 
and healthy way to feed stock.

The manager was a primary producer himself for many years, before a series of FarmBis 
workshops led him to think he would be better off selling the farm and moving into the feed 
business. He said of his decision:

“I needed a job that didn’t need me out every day, and that didn’t rely on the sun and 
the rain. The wool prices did shearers in, but the drought fi nished the industry off. 
Stock feed suppliers were stuck in the mud and selling rubbish. Farmers got smarter, 
and I got smarter”.

The manager said that the growth is due to a strategic approach to new product development, 
and to the use of more effi cient business systems. As an example, OH&S has been integrated 
into how the business runs, and is now a high priority.

Rural Support Businesses

The ‘rural support business’ category comprises businesses selling farm inputs (and other 
goods and services) that are easier to defer when incomes are reduced. These businesses 
also have product and service lines for which demand is tied closely to farm production and 
harvesting activities – which stop during drought. This category of businesses includes crop 
brokers and wholesalers, transporters and plumbing/drainage suppliers, and seems to be 
the most affected by drought.

Roma’s two business advisors nominated credit control as the number one issue for non-
farm business people in the town, especially for businesses in the ‘rural support’ category 
where buying patterns have changed signifi cantly as a result of the drought.

The advisors reported that many businesses in Roma still feel they have to offer 90 day and 
120 day payment terms, and this can cause severe cashfl ow problems. One rural support 
business is known to have over $1 million outstanding from farm customers. And customers 
are known to move from one store to another, stretching their informal credit limits further. 
A common practice, for example, is to reach the credit limit at one of the town’s hardware 
stores, and then move to the other one. Customers hope they will have the income to pay 
off their account at the fi rst store before they reach their limit at the second and get really 
trapped. 
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Another business in this category provides fi nancial services, focusing on helping farmers 
manage their property and share investments. The business has helped a few farmers cash 
out their farm assets and leave farming, managing their investments to generate enough 
to make a living. The owner of this business did not see his business, or Roma overall, as 
being particularly hard hit by the drought, given the diversity in the local economy into non-
farm activities like tourism, government representation in the town, oil and gas.

The owner commented that: “Interest rates and economic downturns affect us more that the 
drought”. He said he felt that the district still had money tucked away, invested wisely, and 
that most of it was invested outside the area. 

Locals Essentials Businesses
The ‘locals essentials’ businesses are those selling goods are services that are more or less 
essential to local customers – with farmers a less signifi cant part of the customer base.

The local essentials businesses interviewed in Roma all reported some impact from the 
drought – primarily through reduced purchases by farmers – but not to an extent that their 
businesses or staff numbers were put under pressure. 

For example, two of Roma’s real estate and stock and station agents reported that the 
drought has not really impacted on them, saying: 

“We’ve had periods of high stock sales and now land prices are up. Outside investors 
are buying everything up so we’re busy and making money”.

Similarly, the owner of a used clothing store says the business is doing well, with little direct 
competition:

“All they had here was St. Vinnies. This store is managed differently. Clothes are 
displayed and promoted and this appeals to customers. I’ve only been here for six 
months but I’m doing well and am busy”.

Locals Luxuries Businesses
The ‘local luxuries’ category comprises businesses selling goods and services that can be 
done without when cash is tight. As expected, businesses interviewed in this category seem 
to have been more affected by the drought than those in the ‘local essentials’ category. 

For example, the manager of one of Roma’s motels explained that while business was 
picking up at the time of the interview:

“... the drought knocked us badly. Farmers are good travellers but they weren’t coming 
in for the sales, and the contractors stopped coming as well – or stayed in the caravan 
park. But we’re booming now that the drought’s over. January, February and March 
have all been very good, and we’re on a run of nine straight full days”.
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The low point for Roma’s motels was in mid-2003, as it is not so much farmers themselves 
who are the customers as farm-related workers who usually drive trade, though sale days 
are usually busy when stock numbers are up. But Roma’s location, a day’s drive from 
Brisbane, alongside an increasing number of retiree road travellers is underpinning a steadily 
growing market for motel accommodation. One new motel is being built in Roma and 
another is being planned. 

Similarly, one of Roma’s travel agencies reported a low point in mid 2003, with business 
picking up in 2004.

One of Roma’s business advisors said that the drought has affected everyone to some 
degree, but that:

“The hardest hit have been the luxury item retailers. Things like clothing, picture framing, 

and homewares that farmers’ wives used to come and buy for their house”. 

Some employers have let staff go, and others have moved from having permanent 
employees to casuals. But the advisor is also realistic: 

“I know the drought gets blamed for things that it shouldn’t be. If you believed what 

everyone said you’d think that the drought had the broadest shoulders in the world!”

4.3  Family and Community Impacts
The drought appears to have had a strong impact on families and communities in the Roma 
area, but it is an impact that is diffi cult to measure as it is often very personal and can 
appear in many different guises. The interviews we undertook covered a variety of family 
and community support services and organisations – including schools, social services, 
churches and community groups.

Family impacts

The high stress levels faced by families were identifi ed in a focus group of women on farms. 
Several focus group participants emphasised their need to ‘do things’, saying they were too 
busy to stop, too busy to talk to people, and that as long as they were able to ‘just keep 
going’ they didn’t need any help. 

One participant spoke of the need to maintain routines in the face of these stresses – and 
of the importance their household placed on having everyone together at breakfast. When 
asked about the role of the evening meal, she responded that:

“Dad is just worn out at that end of the day. He likes to sit in the lounge by himself and 

watch the news. It’s his thing”.
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These stresses were also noted by social workers during a social service providers’ focus 
group. One participant highlighted the intense personal nature of drought-related stresses:

“Mum at work is loss of labour at home and increased work for dad who is already too 
isolated and alone too much. Men are too alone. There is too much isolation. People 
can’t take it. There have been three male suicides in the bush in the last 3 months and 
more in the last year. They have such a feeling of failure”.

Many interviewees commented that younger men are more open to support than older 
farmers. One social worker said:

“Younger men are aware of the problems of stress and depression, though that 
doesn’t mean they’ll do something about it. But they are more likely to reach out than 
men over 40”.

Many interviewees also commented on the pressure the drought is putting on women: 

“It’s twice the work for women too. They work the farm, have jobs and housework and 
child care, and help with homework”.

Others thought that the drought was just one part of wider social and economic changes 
and pressures facing women in the workforce: 

“Regardless of the drought, women would still be working off-farm – many are running 
their own businesses as well”. 

Another area of concern for social workers was the splitting of families due to partners 
needing to fi nd work:

“Working off-farm means travelling more than an hour each way and that gets expensive. 
So women live in town because the travel isn’t economical and two incomes are needed 
to pay off debt”.

But one interviewee felt that this too may not be a new phenomenon – or one that is 
exclusive to drought: 

“My parents lived apart for 11 years. My mum and us kids were in town for school. Dad 
hired some help and we went home on weekends but for 11 years we had six days a 
week away from our dad”.

A social worker commented on a recent similar scenario:

“I had one case where mum worked in town and dad had to go on the road to sell 
stock so their child, who was in grade fi ve, got pulled out of school to go on the road 
with dad. Otherwise he would have had to change schools completely to be with mum. 
A temporary pullout was a better choice, but the parents really didn’t have any choice 
but to bring him along”.

The family impacts of the drought can also be intensely personal. One farm-based woman 
who now works in town said “I felt guilty because my garden was green”. Another said, 
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“One thing I made sure to keep going was my garden. I needed a patch of green for my 
sanity”. And another said, “If I had to go home to a brown lawn, that would have been the 
fi nish of me”.

Two social workers at a focus group commented that the drought has changed farming 
families’ behaviours, and even diets. “The trouble is they don’t invite people over any more 
as they are embarrassed by their lack of decent food”, said one. And another said, “They 
seem to have plenty of meat but struggle for vegetables”.

Schools and education

The main issue explored during interviews on schooling and education in Roma was the 
extent to which children’s schooling was being affected by the drought.

One of Roma’s family support workers reported that: 

“ ... some kids are pulled out of school to do farm work…they are falling asleep at their 

desks...parents aren’t involved with their homework because they are too busy”. 

The principal at one of the private schools agreed: 

“There is an impact on the kids when they are pulled out of education to help with the 

farm work because the farmer can’t afford to employ anyone and the work still needs to 

be done”. 

While this is clearly a troubling scenario, when we explored the issue further with school 
staff and parents, it became clear that these are not really common occurrences, and the 
incidence of them is quite low.

Another drought impact suggested was on enrolments and school fees. The head mistress 
of a private school told of a parent coming in and seeking delayed payment of her school 
fees. When the head mistress explored the context it seemed that the child needed to get 
up early and do a day’s work before school, so that he was suffering in his school work due 
to tiredness, and his parents were at a loss as to what to do. Parents also reported that 
there had been some children in school whose parents did not have money for voluntary 
school fees and school excursions. While troubling, on further interviewing, the incidence of 
these kinds of events seems low.

Parents reported that they knew of children who had been brought back from boarding 
school to go to the local school to save money. And Roma High School confi rmed that 
there was an increase in enrolments late last year, for this year, but that the enrolled children 
never turned up. The school expects that the rains over Christmas gave farm families hope, 
encouraging them to leave their children in boarding school and not taking up their places at 
the public school.
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Employment services

Several interviewees from Roma and surrounding districts talked about the practice of 
small business owners cutting costs by letting casual staff go, and putting in longer hours 
themselves. The Mayor of one of the neighbouring shires is worried about the long-term 
implications of this practice, saying:

“Once the staff go, they leave the district – and we know it’s going to be very hard to 
bring them back. It’s going to take at least fi ve years to get the businesses back up to 
where they were before the drought”.

The drought is having a major impact on the distribution of jobs in Roma, and in particular 
on the shrinking number of casual and part-time jobs. Social workers commented that: 
“Even jobs that are 10 hours a week – everyone wants them”. And: “There’s no crop or 
saleable stock so outside work is necessary”.

Community services

The discussions in Roma included a Community Services Focus Group with people from 
mental health services, Anglicare, family support workers, the emergency relief offi cer, and 
staff from the housing and neighbourhood centre.

The focus group heard that there is a diffi cult fl ip side to the appreciating land values that are 
allowing farmers to borrow and buffer the effects of the drought on their community: 

“It’s expensive to rent here. Outside investors buy up the low end of the market in real 
estate so there is nothing available to rent any more. We need more money for crisis 
housing, and we also need money for youth housing”.

One side-effect of the drought on young people is that some apprenticeships have been 
terminated. One youth worker said that:

 “The spin-off of the drought means the tyre stores and mechanics shops don’t follow up 
with apprenticeships so youth leave and don’t come back. There is a shortage of skilled 
tradesman here because there is no work. But now we wait nine months to get a builder 
and it’s really hard to get a plumber”.

We also heard suggestions of other social problems in Roma which may be exacerbated by 
the drought. One community worker stated:

“We have the highest rate of assault in Queensland and we also have the highest rate 
of domestic violence. We have no Safe House in town and we need one. If there is 
domestic violence and someone has to be evacuated she has to go to 
North Queensland”.

An emergency services worker said that the money allocated in emergencies to families that 
used to last six months now only lasts four – and 80% of it is used on food vouchers. The 
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worker told of a couple, who came to town with their 3-year-old to do farm work, but the 
farmer could not employ them and they slept under a bridge for a few nights. They were too 
proud to accept charity but Emergency Services ended up helping them out.

The worker said: 

“Emergency services has had no increases in funding allotments for 10 years. We 
provide a great service but need more funding. Because the service is struggling so 
much, I’m inclined to give people looking for help a bus ticket out of town”.

Another focus group participant advocated a petrol subsidy for farm workers. The logic 
being that social support workers see their clients experiencing shame when seeking help 
with mental health issues from people they knew, so they used to leave town to access 
services. The community worker commented:

“Now they can’t afford the trip so they don’t get the help they need. And the solution is 
to take the services to them”.

Church and welfare services

Church groups in Roma report helping a range of people with food packages and 
emergency assistance. As in many rural communities, the small communities in the Roma 
area are happy to ‘do a bit extra’. They try to pull people together for events that will bring 
everyone together and keep people’s spirits up. 

As an example, the Principal of one school talked about the “Bush Connection” group 
that operated as a support group for people who had lost their farms. They are a group of 
people who have lost everything and started over, and who help people in similar situations 
with moral support. The Principal felt that this one connection literally saved her brother’s life 
when he was foreclosed on during the 1994 drought.

4.4  Drought Relief Measures – Effectiveness and Impact
As with Temora, the most signifi cant impact of the drought relief measures available to the 
Roma community has been the cash contribution to farming families – through Centrelink 
payments, interest and other subsidies. These drought relief measures have helped 
producers maintain their operations and maintain their local spending. 

Roma’s Rural Financial Counselling Service counsellor says of the relief measures for 
farmers:

“The relief payment did free cash fl ow a little and reduce debt at some local stores. 
And interest rate subsidies have helped producers – there’s no question about that. 
But I don’t think it’s the answer. It just encourages bigger debts. It doesn’t help those 
with smaller debts”.
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The Counsellor said that he has helped a lot of farmers with the EC applications – but very 
few small business people: “Most people think they don’t qualify”. We were not able to 
fi nd a small business that acknowledged applying for the small business interest rate relief 
payment.

4.5  Experiences with Drought Relief Measures
Roma’s Rural Financial Counselling Service has played an important role in helping farmers 
navigate through the application process to receive relief payments. The Centrelink forms 
were described by the Counsellor as “not too bad, but no one wanted to be seen walking 
in for a handout”. Centrelink put on some specialist staff in Roma, trained in farm matters, 
and the feedback on them was quite positive. But the Counselling Service still needed to 
provide some ‘neutral ground’ to fi ll in the forms and then take them over to Centrelink for 
lodgement. The Counselling Service is in a building tenanted by the farm services group 
Agforce, and it is seen as an offi ce that is not embarrassing to walk in to, unlike Centrelink’s 
offi ce. Another Agforce staff member said that farmers often need to be encouraged to 
apply for support:

“They self assess, and say that there’s always someone worse off than them. Someone 
who really needs the help – but it’s not them”.

One local bank manager confi rmed that farmers are getting much better at preparing and 
presenting their accounts (the introduction of the GST has helped this), but that they are 
not always well placed to service loans. He expressed concern about the high proportion 
of interest only loans being taken out, which buy breathing space but which do not help 
farmers improve their circumstances in the long run. 

Another particular concern for the Roma district is that the EC-related Centrelink payments 
and interest rate subsidy payments will stop in March 2005, and farmers need to be 
weaning themselves off them now, especially now that the State Government has already 
removed drought status of the district. The Financial Counselling Service expects the EC 
declaration to not be renewed next May – but is concerned that farmers may not have 
adequate income fl ow by then:

“Farmers will need to sell 80 head of cattle to cover the $20,000 interest rate subsidy 
for a typical eligible farm – further running down herd numbers and extending recovery 
costs and time”.

4.6  Improvements Canvassed
Most ideas for improvements were directed at how to better service the farm sector – to 
keep farmers’ cash fl owing through the economy. No interviewees specifi cally canvassed 
fi nancial aid for non-farm businesses, though many acknowledged the value of improved 
business practices in managing drought. It appears that for the town’s small businesses, 
credit control and better business techniques for managing an extended drop in turnover are 
some of the most important skills needed.
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The small business interviewed said they were either not aware of the small business interest 
subsidy, or felt they would not be eligible, or were put off by the complexity of the application 
process. A common and much greater concern amongst many interviewees was the loss 
of skilled workers to the oil fi elds or other areas, and their desire for measures, like wage 
assistance, to enable them to keep skilled staff in the district.

While many interviewees in Roma were optimistic about their town’s future, support services 
for farmers seem stretched. Support service providers identifi ed a need for outreach support 
to foster self help amongst farming families. Support services also sought resources to fi nd 
and engage with clients before their circumstances become too diffi cult.

On the farm side, interviewees indicated that there is some knowledge of and experience 
with the current suite of fi nancial and farm drought relief measures amongst farmers, though 
few farming families were aware of and accessing personal support services. One social 
support worker suggested that a good way of getting stress management information out to 
male farmers, especially older ones, is to build it in to other activities: 

“We should have awareness raising of mental health issues at other farm related 
workshops such as fi nancial panning or chemical management”.

Experience with the fi nancial relief measures had exposed some problems in the system. 
One change sought by several interviewees was to the assets and off-farm income tests 
which make many farming families in the district ineligible for relief payments. 

Off-farm income is seen as necessary for survival in the district, yet pursuing off-farm income 
makes families ineligible for support for the farm. And in terms of assets, many of the more 
established farms have assets like houses or units in Toowoomba or Brisbane – often being 
used to support their adult children while pursuing higher education. The value of these 
assets frequently tips these families over the threshold into ineligibility. The Rural Financial 
Counselling Service argues that the assets test should include offsets for liabilities, and 
notes that the State measures excluded people with net assets of over $1 million. 

A level of resentment was evident from those farmers who felt they had done the ‘right thing’ 
by diversifying their income sources or asset bases to better cope with drought, against 
those who had not and were consequently eligible for (and drawing on) government support.

Another diffi cult issue for eligibility is the need to demonstrate that the applicant farm is a 
viable farm and will recover after the drought. With such a long run of patchy seasons in the 
district, farm income has been below average for many years, making farms appear non-
viable. Viability can only be assured with projections of a run of good seasons, when there is 
in fact no certainty of that in the current environment.

The use of equity to fund running costs is the main factor underpinning these concerns 
about viability. Two fi nancial advisors we interviewed emphasised the need to maintain 
income support for farmers, and not to use interest subsidies as the main support tool as it 
encourages the use of debt to fund running costs. One advisor stressed that he wanted to 
see farmers restructuring their business practices and reducing debt levels, not increasing 
them. The other advisor is worried about the next couple of years:

“Equity won’t pay the bills. There will be a day of reckoning”. 
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Appendix: Question Template

1. How has the drought affected your business or organisation?
-  For example: Have you lost staff, clients, students, turnover, customers etc? If so how 

many or how much?

2. Has the drought relief available to farmers softened the impact of the drought on your 
activities or community?

3. What do you think about the drought support available for farmers, non-farm businesses 
and community organisations?

4. Have you used any of the government supplied drought relief measures?
-  If so, which ones, what was your experience in accessing relief, and how helpful and 

effective has it been?

5. Do you know of other people who have used any of the government supplied drought 
relief measures?
-  If so, which ones, what was your experience in accessing relief, and how helpful and 

effective has it been?

6. Do you have any ideas for improving drought support measures?
-  For example: Financial, non-fi nancial, risk management planning, counselling, wage 

subsidy, transport, childcare etc.
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