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HUMAN CAPITAL
Background

Labour force participation in rural areas is 67.5 per cent compared to the
Australian average of 64.5 per cent. A corollary of the high participation rates
is low unemployment and many rural industries are now under-supplied with
both unskilled and skilled workers.

The National Farmers Federation report, 2008 Labour Shortage Action
Plan, released in March 2008, also noted that many of those affected by job 
losses were said to have permanently left the industry, with some leaving
the community altogether. The NFF and other industry organisations
are concerned that when better seasonal conditions return, numbers of
skilled workers will be needed. This would generate career and employment
opportunities and the report makes strong recommendations for the early
promotion and development of the range of skills required by the agricultural
sector in anticipation of increasing demands for labour. This concern about the
ability to replace skilled staff is not limited to those in the agricultural sector. 
A report by the Bureau of Transport and Regional Economics
 reviews the
consequences for rural communities of skills shortages in a range of other
sectors of rural and regional Australia.

The BTRE report notes that discussions about the regional impact of skills
shortages are made more difficult by the fact that available data on the
location and extent of skill shortages is ‘patchy at best’. In particular, there
are few detailed reports on the geographic distribution of skill shortages.
Although the impact of skill shortages on the economy is not well defined
in the research, it is agreed skills shortages will have consequences for
productivity.

Employment in agriculture is being affected by the impacts of dryness,
changes in the availability of and access to water, trade reform, global markets,
productivity improvements, and more reliance upon specialised contractors
than local labour. Overall, employment in agriculture, forestry and fishing has
fallen by 89 300 to 346 400 in the ten years to February 2008, a 20.5 per cent
fall. The pattern of decrease is broadly consistent across the country. In 2006,
agriculture accounted for up to 3.1 per cent of total employment in Australia,
down from 4.4 per cent in 1996
.

The grain, sheep and beef cattle sectors dominate employment, accounting
for 43.5 per cent of agriculture employment as at February 2008. Horticulture
and fruit growing are second, at 22.9 per cent of employment, and services to
agriculture are third at slightly more than 7 per cent.
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Of the 17 broad industry groups, agriculture, forestry and fishing has the highest proportion of workers aged 45 years and over (54 per cent), compared with the average for all industries (37.2 per cent). The industry also has the highest share of workers aged 65 years and over (13 per cent)

compared with just 2.3 per cent for all industries. The share of younger workers, by contrast, is low for people aged 15 to 24 years (10.3 per cent compared with 17.7 per cent for all industries) and even more so for workers aged 25 to 34 years (14.4 per cent compared with 21.7 per cent).

Farm expenditure can represent more than one-third of economic activity in small towns
. When there is a high level of dependence on a single agricultural commodity or production system and few alternatives, the impacts from dryness and other pressures on the farm, small businesses and the local community are likely to be greater.
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If the farming sector is undergoing financial hardship, farming families spend less money. This leads to other small businesses in the area experiencing financial hardship.
Gannawarra Shire Council, Kerang, Victoria
Generally, the population of farming regions is declining
. All of the 20 local government areas in Australia with the fastest population declines during the period 2006 to 2007 were in rural Australia; 14 were in NSW, five in Queensland and one in Western Australia. Bourke in NSW had the largest fall. The Bourke Shire Council advised the Panel the area had lost approximately 1000 people (25 per cent) over the past seven years.

The pressures of dryness can also require family members to seek off-farm employment to supplement income, sometimes at high personal cost.

Drought Force is an Australian Government program delivered through Community Work Coordinators providing farms and communities in exceptional circumstances declared areas with an opportunity to participate in Work for the Dole projects, provided they do not displace existing or potential paid employees.

Drought Force is designed to ease the burden of dryness for farmers and their families and to make sure farms and properties are maintained and able to cope once a drought breaks. Drought Force also encourages people to remain in their local community, retaining and building local skills and supporting the local economy.

An additional incentive is provided under the Australian Apprenticeships Incentives program to encourage primary producers to continue to offer skills development and employment in exceptional circumstances declared areas.

Diversification of industries increases the social and employment resilience of communities, providing a buffer against the impacts of shocks to the community associated with any particular industry
.

Recommendation 28

Governments, along with the education and industry sectors, must develop policies and initiatives to address trade and other professional skills shortages in farm families and rural communities. These policies and initiatives must be underpinned by regional-specific research on the location, extent and impact of skill shortages. Policy and initiatives should:

– recognise that training and education of people in rural settings leads to greater retention of that skill base in rural communities; 

– recognise the important role rural universities play in educating and training skilled workers for rural areas; 

– promote rural-bonded scholarships as a means of addressing agriculture and rural trade and other professional skills shortages 

Observations

Securing a strong workforce for the future, in the face of strong competition for available labour in rural communities, is a major challenge for the Australian agriculture and food sector. Labour and skills shortages, as well as recruitment difficulties, are being experienced in a wide range of agriculture industries in rural and regional areas. Shortages exist for core jobs in these industries, such as farm managers and fruit pickers, as well as for support services such as traditional trades.

There is little hard data about what and where labour and skills shortages are occurring. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the extent and impact of shortages is likely to vary widely between industries and regions. Based on pre-drought labour requirements, the National Farmers’ Federation anticipates an additional 80 000–100 000 workers are required to fill employment vacancies in Australian agriculture when the sector emerges from this period of dryness.

Coupled with the regional location of jobs in agriculture, attracting and retaining workers in a competitive employment market is challenging. Complicating labour attraction for agriculture is a general perception of the industry having poor working conditions and low wages; long hours outside, sometimes involving heavy work; and lack of professional development. The ongoing drought exacerbates these diﬃculties, leading to a negative perception of the future viability of agriculture industries and contributing to a signifi cant decline in people employed in agriculture. Having secured employment elsewhere, the agriculture industry may not be able to attract workers back. This is likely to impede recovery from dryness.

Dryness has meant farmers have had to cut costs, usually through the laying off workers and spending less in town. In consequence, local businesses and services are declining, and skilled labour, particularly younger people, are moving to pursue other employment opportunities.

The Panel heard suggestions that governments should intervene to encourage or compel employers to establish (or stay) in rural areas. While some proposals may have merit, generally these decisions are best made at the enterprise level and the priority of government should be to assist communities to respond effectively to the new and emerging pressures.
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Increasingly, families are adapting to pressures by seeking alternative dual or multiple family income streams, often involving both partners physically spending time away from the farm. The Panel strongly believes these types of arrangements need to be acknowledged as successes, and not deemed to be failures.

The Drought Force program which encourages unemployed farm workers to undertake on-farm work and help farmers maintain their property during dryness was rarely mentioned in public forums and mentioned in only four submissions; twice favourably and once to say it had too much red tape.

Recommendation 29

A formative evaluation of the Drought Force program, as well as other employment pro-grams, must be undertaken to better address the functioning of the labour market in the agriculture sector during periods of dryness, and to encourage people to remain in their local community.

A number of parents with young children on a farm raised the issue of their family’s need to take off-farm work to maintain income through dryness and that, at times, this placed them in a difficult position regarding child care and their farm work. Parents told of their concern about sometimes putting their own children in unsafe environments by having them stay with the parent that worked the farm. For example, young children spending time within the confines of a tractor cabin or the ute as one of the parents went about the farm work. These parents confirmed they would prefer to dedicate more time to their children or have child care readily available.

Findings

Many have suggested governments should intervene to create employment in rural industries and communities to counteract socio-economic pressures associated with declining and ageing populations. While there are opportunities for governments to improve health and education employment in rural Australia generally, the Panel considers governments are unlikely to be effective in dealing with drought-related employment issues in a segregated manner and the desired changes should be led by industry.

Recommendation 30

Governments, along with the education and industry sectors, must promote and educate people on the rewards and risks associated with careers in agriculture and other rural industries.

The Panel notes that dryness appears to be straining human resources in health and education, and makes employment related comments in the sections addressing: health; education; services; and values, attitudes and policy.
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HEALTH AND WELLBEING
Background

Mental health

Mental health is one of Australia’s National Health Priority Areas
. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1997), almost one in five Australian adults will experience mental illness at some stage in their lifetime. Mental illness affects people in urban and rural areas, both sexes and all ages, with females accounting for 53 per cent of mental illness in 2003 and males 47 per cent
.

Evidence is mixed as to whether rural and remote communities experience a significantly higher incidence of depression than urban areas
. However, there are a range of factors faced by people in rural and remote which may contribute to poor mental health outcomes. These include a lack of resources, having to travel long distances to access care, reluctance to admit there is a problem and reluctance to seek care because of the high visibility within a close-knit community. Rural populations also have a significantly lower supply of mental health services compared with capital cities and are disadvantaged in the distribution of specialist services such as psychiatrists and psychologists
.

With the exception of several valuable reports which target the impacts of drought on the mental health of specific rural populations
, 
, 
, 
, 
, 
, 
 little is known about the specific impacts of chronic long-term dryness on the mental health of farm families and rural communities
.

A submission by the Australian Institute of Family Studies provided results from a survey conducted in 2007 of 8000 people living in rural and regional families. This is one of the few quantitative studies containing results about the impacts of drought on the mental health of farm families and rural communities. The results show almost twice the rate of mental health problems in areas where survey respondents perceived they were currently in drought compared with areas where people perceived they had not been in drought during the past three years.

The Panel commissioned the Bureau of Rural Sciences (BRS) to undertake research into the personal wellbeing of people working in agriculture in drought-affected areas. BRS found that, compared against the Australian population, people working in agriculture in drought-affected areas were:

· approximately 40 per cent more likely to report feeling less satisfied with their future; 

· approximately 12 to 16 per cent less likely to be satisfied with their life as a whole and their standard of living; 

· approximately 14 per cent less likely to feel satisfied with their future security; and 

· approximately 8 per cent less satisfied with their spirituality or religion. 

The Panel questioned how these findings might potentially relate to suicide rates.

Nearly 80 per cent of all suicides in Australia are males, with the highest rates occurring in males between 20 to 34 years
. Suicide accounts for approximately 20 per cent of deaths of males in this age group. Recent studies examining trends in Australian suicide rates have consistently demonstrated male rates are higher in rural and remote areas than in major cities
, 
, 
. Further, there is evidence linking suicide to drought in New South Wales, with an 8 per cent rise in the long-term mean suicide rate being associated with a decrease in precipitation of about 300 millimetres
.

Access to mental healthcare services and cultural aspects such as reluctance to seek help, may be significant factors in the higher suicide rates in males in rural areas
, 
, 
, 
. It has been argued men do not seek healthcare for a range of reasons, including:

· a tendency to use indirect sources of help
· the perception that seeking help will show their vulnerability
· fear and denial
· difficulty in relinquishing control
· a range of systematic barriers
 . 

Mental health literacy may be a particular problem for young men in rural areas because they are less likely to recognise or report symptoms of distress or to know what can be done to help
. These reasons may also apply more generally to males in other age ranges in rural areas, resulting in recommendations being made by some researchers for suicide prevention strategies to include referral access to help through trusted sources, such as rural financial counsellors and agricultural advisors
, 
, 
, 
.

Recommendation 31

There is an ongoing need to evaluate and enhance existing strategies aimed at overcoming reluctance by farm families to access health services in times of stress.

Physical health

There is considerable variation in health outcomes for rural and regional Australia within each geographical location that is masked by broad statistical patterns
. Despite this, it is possible to detect a number of common patterns and to identify common factors affecting the health of people living in rural and remote Australia. Populations in rural and remote Australia generally have poorer access to healthcare services and experience poorer health than people living in major cities
, 
. They also have higher levels of mortality, morbidity and health risk factors than those who live in major metropolitan areas
, 
, 
.

People in rural and remote areas also have different patterns of use of health services
 . For example, given the shortage of general practitioners and specialists in rural and remote areas, there is a greater tendency for people in these areas to use remote area nurse led clinics or rural hospital emergency departments as a source of primary care than people in major cities. People report postponing their visit to a health service until it is unavoidable, which may lead to poorer health outcomes. People living in rural and remote areas were also more likely to be admitted to hospital for conditions which could have potentially been prevented through the timely provision of non-hospital services and care.

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare report, Australian Health 2008, notes it is difficult to measure or forecast with any precision how climate conditions or environmental hazards affect human health
 . This is because the links often involve indirect and complex relationships and the effects are often delayed or displaced. In a submission to the Garnaut Climate Change Review, Bambrick et al.
 also advise it is not yet possible to quantify the extent of the adverse health outcomes (deaths, injuries, infections, stress disorders, etc.) specifically caused by extreme climatic events. The submission suggests this is because methods to separate out the specific impacts of climatic events from co-existing health risk factors have not yet been developed.

The Panel believes its observations are consistent with findings in a report by Alston and Kent
 on the social impacts of drought. In contrast to other reports, Alston and Kent present people’s perspectives as evidence of the day-to-day impacts of drought on the health and wellbeing of rural Australians. Most of the evidence relates to stress-related health impacts. This includes increased anxiety about future prospects, often leading to depression, poor sleeping patterns, and to increasing suicidal thoughts and actions. Some people reported their loved ones were being treated for high blood pressure since the onset of the drought or were drinking more heavily. It is reasonable to expect that there will be a rise in cardiovascular disease rates as many of the risk factors are experienced by individuals in stressed conditions. There is, however, a time lag from exposure to risk to the on-set of disease, hence the importance of robust primary healthcare services and health promotion activities.

Alston and Kent
 also found the drought represented an additional stress in dealing with pre-existing conditions. For some, the drought meant people could not leave the farm because livestock had to be hand-fed. This limited the time available for loved ones to support each other in seeking medical treatment.

However, the decline in farming work through drought can result in less accidents. For example, Coleman et al.
 suggested a downward trend in the number of fatal tractor run-overs between 1988 and 1995 may have resulted from a reduction in farm work because of continued drought, rather than any changed work practices or protective structures.

Observations

Mental health

It is clear to the Panel that extended dryness has a significant negative impact on the mental health of farm families and others within rural communities. In particular, the Panel heard repeatedly during the public forums and in written submissions that the pressures of drought were leading to an increase in the incidence of depression, anxiety and stress in rural and remote areas.

In some cases the negative impacts of drought on the health of farm families and rural communities has reportedly resulted in an increase in prescription drug consumption and increasing social isolation. For example, a rural pharmacist informed the Panel he had seen, “a substantial increase in the prescribing of most psycho-active drugs during the drought”. There were also reports that drought can lead to an increase in alcohol consumption and illicit drug use in rural and remote areas. The Panel also heard of people not filling their chronic disease prescriptions because of financial pressures, illustrating the range of responses by individuals.
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“Stress, financial hardship, lowering of self esteem, frustration, loneliness, fear and jealousy are some feelings I have experienced because of the drought”.
Farmer, Walgett, New South Wales
“The sense of spirit and hope has reduced over time. Most telling is the effect that this is now having on the wives of farmers who until recently remained resilient and strong”.
Murrindindi Shire Council, Alexandra, Victoria
“Other natural disasters like fire and flood unite communities as we all draw together to help one another. Drought isolates us through a slow strangulation leaving our moods bad, our self-esteem low and our decision-making difficult”
Farmer, location withheld
Farm families have no respite from witnessing the damage drought causes to their farming business. This has the potential to amplify the impact of drought on the mental health of farm families because the experience is constant.

The increased pressures and sadness caused by drought can permeate beyond farm families to throughout rural communities. Many people at the public forums spoke of drought impacting on their mental health by:

· increasing stresses and anxieties about finances, family and the future
· increasing feelings of sadness at experiencing stock losses, failed harvests and dying orchards
· increasing children’s anxieties as they witness their parent’s growing levels of stress and depression
· increasing feelings of isolation as financial constraints and depression result in them withdrawing from community activities and emotionally from family relationships. 

People raised concerns about the psychological effects on school children from drought-affected families. Children are keenly exposed to the financial and emotional condition of their parents. A number of school teachers reported this was leading to behavioural problems in school children from drought-affected families. There is also a reported shortage of school psychologists in rural Australia.

The Australian Government primary and secondary school mental health initiatives, called KidsMatter and MindMatters respectively, are currently limited in their reach to rural schools. The Panel believes it warrants special consideration that these programs are extended to schools in drought affected communities, particularly those rural schools with part-time or no psychologists.
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Recommendation 32

The Australian Government’s primary and secondary school mental health initiatives must be extended to schools in dryness affected communities, particularly those rural schools without existing counselling support

Some forum participants told of feeling isolated when one partner needed to pursue off-farm work to improve the family’s cash flow, leaving the other partner to work the farm alone. In some cases this situation was seen as permanently separating families. For example, where a farm was located far from town, one partner may move with the children into town during the week to be close to off-farm employment and schooling, while the other partner remained behind to work the farm. Depending on distance, the family may not be reunited for weeks at a time.

The Panel acknowledges this phenomenon is being driven by factors beyond drought and is not unique to the farming sector, with occupations such as truck drivers and fly-in/fly-out miners experiencing this situation as a way of life. However this isolation can exacerbate health problems during times of high stress brought on by the pressures of drought.

The issue of suicide was touched on in several forums and written submissions. Given that suicide rates for males in rural and remote areas are known to be higher than in major cities
, 
, the Panel was particularly concerned about the potential impact that drought may be contributing by isolating people and increasing financial stresses.

Physical health

The Panel heard that drought can cause deterioration in the physical health of farm families because of a range of reasons such as:

· increased workloads because farmers undertake more labour on the farm themselves rather than through employees. Farmer workloads are further increased when one farming partner is left to operate the farm while the other pursues off-farm employment
· increased workloads when farmers are pursuing off-farm employment in addition to operating the farm
· lack of time / financial resources leading to increased risky behaviour in seeking or continuing appropriate treatment for physical health conditions and injuries
· increased physical symptoms of mental health issues relating to increased levels of stress and anxiety. 
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Findings

Despite there being a lack of research about the specific impacts of drought on mental and physical health, the Panel recognises a strong link between drought and health outcomes.

Recommendation 33

To improve existing response strategies, governments must support research on the extent to which dryness and access to primary healthcare in rural Australia impact on the health and wellbeing of people.

Drought overlays other determinants of health such as mastery (control), education, employment, health behaviours (smoking and nutrition), access to primary and allied health-care services and impacts on the ability of individuals to seek help. As such, the Panel believes individuals need to become more health literate, aware of their own health and wellbeing needs, to be supported to focus on their ongoing wellbeing at all times and to understand that during times of dryness, that risk factors are heightened.

On this matter, the Panel is pleased there appears to have been remarkable progress made within rural communities in acknowledging the existence of mental health issues and the impact that periods of added stress can have. However, there are still improvements that can and should be made in assisting people in rural areas to recognise symptoms of health and wellbeing problems with themselves, friends and families and to make it easier for people to seek appropriate help in a timely way. In addition, the Panel notes a large number of recent health initiatives have specifically focused on the needs of rural men. The Panel considers it is also important that women’s health needs are recognised and supported.

The Panel strongly believes that if improvements in the wellbeing of farm families and rural communities can be achieved, it will result in healthier and more productive agricultural and rural businesses.

The Panel considers that rural areas need to have their own long-term strategies for building, up-skilling, diversifying and bolstering primary and allied healthcare services rather than the current ad hoc approach of attempting to bring in extra resources during times of drought. This is not to say services employed specifically for drought are not currently assisting; the Panel believe improved levels of primary healthcare services would be more sustainable and better placed to scale up in times of dryness. It believes this would aid health protection, prevention, early intervention strategies and facilitate improved networks and referral pathways.

Access to primary healthcare services was described as very limited in areas where GP services were present but did not bulk bill for services provided.
Recommendation 34

The current ad hoc approach of bringing in extra health resources during times of dryness should cease and instead the capacity of existing primary and allied health care services in rural communities must be sustainably built upon to enable them to respond to the health and wellbeing of the community and the impacts of future dryness. This includes improving access to affordable services.
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“Many people regularly miss being supplied with their regular medications for periods of days or weeks because of the business demands and economic impact of the drought… For example, one middle-aged grazier asked me to advise him which three of his five prescribed PBS medicines (two for blood pressure, two for Type2 diabetes and one for cholesterol) he could most safely stop taking because, at an average cost of more than $25 each per month ($125 per month total), he could only afford two of them. He had previously conducted a similar conversation with his doctor. When I explained that it would be unethical of me to provide such advice, he asked me to write down what each medicine was for so he could make up his own mind about which to cease.”
Pharmacist, New South Wales
“For three months, when my partner first re-started milking, he was still working full-time off-farm. He would not tell his boss what he was doing, because he did not want to be put off, as business there was quietening down… He was convinced that all he had to do was work harder. By Christmas I was quite beside myself, watching him push himself harder and harder, working longer and harder hours; never seeing him. My heart ached watching him, knowing there was nothing I could do. At one stage he spilt acid on his hand and the white-tail spider bite he had received the previous year flared up. His hand looked like it was rotting away. Even then, I could not convince him to see a doctor. His mother, a nurse suggested that he should see a doctor, but he did not have time. I had to watch and wait. I prayed. I prayed that he would come home each night, that there would be no accident”
Female farmer, New South Wales
The Panel found there was an absence of adequate communication from governments to farm families and rural communities about what health services can realistically be provided and maintained in local areas. While it is rational that population levels will have a bearing on the services available locally, the absence of a better understanding in this area is causing great stress, which is compounded during times of dryness. Services provided by remote area nurses and nurse practitioners are currently indistinguishable in the national data and are not supported by mainstream primary care support strategies. This compounds the sense that people and families do not have access to adequate primary healthcare services.

Recommendation 35

Governments must make better efforts to engage with rural communities and the primary health-care sector, to ensure there is no continuing mismatch between needs and capac-ity of the remote and rural primary healthcare services and local people’s expectations of these services.
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The need to travel long distances to access specialist services can cause further stress. Some women reported that the absence of childcare services inhibited their ability to travel to access medical treatment. In this regard, the Panel believes initiatives such as Patient Assisted Travel Schemes (PATS) are critical for assisting farm families and people in rural communities to access specialist services where they are not available locally.

Recommendation 36

The Panel supports adopting the recommendations relating to Patient Assisted Travel Schemes outlined in the then Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs September, 2007 report Highway to health: better access for rural, regional and remote patients and that the approval for access to Patient Assisted Travel Schemes be vested in the providing primary healthcare professional.

The stress of drought appears to have affected whole communities in parts of rural Australia. The Panel found that although most people will experience short-term stress at various stages of their lives, the longevity of the current drought is causing sustained distress for some. The Panel believes it is important people understand that stress and depression should not be feared and that it is natural when people have feelings of grief and sadness when they are under financial pressure. What is essential is that people and their families can recognise these issues and are able to identify symptoms and have access to appropriate support at an early stage as sustained symptoms can become more serious.

The Panel believes it is essential there be a move away from the current crisis-framed approach to drought support and instead focus on the ongoing, long-term wellbeing of farm families and rural communities. Strategies to make genuine improvements in the areas of health and wellbeing should form a critical part of future planning for dryness, and must include ways to ensure adequate levels of primary and allied healthcare services across remote and rural Australia.
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Recommendation 37

Existing physical and mental health services must be easily accessible and responsive to the needs of drought affected families. This could be achieved in a number of ways, including:

– government assistance for mental health and emotional support services for rural communities being examined with a view to improving and the streamlining the on-ground services available, including building stronger linkages and referral capacities between support services; 

– offering farm families and rural people incentives and tools to enable them to become more self-aware of their own physical and mental health needs and to focus on their ongoing wellbeing at all times; 

– assisting farm families to understand that during times of dryness the risk factors in determining health are heightened and that people have clear pathways available for them to seek appropriate help, with this preferably being at an early stage; 

– healthcare services in remote and rural Australia be strengthened to provide health promotion and regular health assessments that include risk factors (eg cardiovascular, stress) known to contribute loss of productivity, quality of life and premature mortality for farm families and people in rural communities; 

– people who are employed in drought support roles being required to possess mental health literacy, referral and first aid skills, and; 

– the professionals providing primary healthcare in rural Australia have ready access to support, upskilling, relief and professional networks to enable them to provide quality care. 
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Recommendation 1

An improved policy for dryness must focus on preparing for dryness and planning for personal and family wellbeing.

Recommendation 2

Governments must make a high-level statement of commitment to a strong, healthy, vibrant and sustainable rural Australia.

Recommendation 3

Existing and improved policy for dryness should be based on principles that include:

3.1  integrated development of individual and family wellbeing plans consistent with farm business and natural resource management planning as a mutual responsibility for future public-funded assistance. 

3.2  a transition strategy so that when current drought declarations are concluded there continues to be government investment to assist farm recovery and planning for future periods of dryness. 

Recommendation 4

The drought support roles of federal, state and local governments should be clarified and a lead agency or coordinating committee be established across government and within each jurisdiction to ensure proper implementation of dryness-related policy.

Recommendation 5

People who provide support to farm families, rural businesses and rural communities during times of stress, including those working in government and non-government organisations should be respectful and understanding of the stress facing farm families and rural communities, and in particular ensure they are clear and factual in their communication and do not impose or offer their own value judgements.

Recommendation 6

To alleviate the stress of future dryness, governments and non-government organisations must move away from crisis-framed responses and:

6.1  adopt more long-term sustainable approaches based on the delivery of existing human support services, focused on planning for the wellbeing of farm families, rural businesses and rural communities prior to periods of dryness; and 

6.2  provide incentives to support the development of individual and family wellbeing plans as part of a shift towards better preparedness for dryness. 

[image: image18.jpg]


Recommendations
Recommendation 7

The needs of farm families and rural communities in remote and dryness affected areas should be an item for consideration by the Australian Social Inclusion Board. The specific circumstances of Indigenous populations in such communities should be considered a priority by the Board.

Recommendation 8

To effectively prepare communities for the social impacts of future dryness, governments must ensure support of community development initiatives reinforce social changes that will endure. Community development initiatives, such as community socialising events, should have clear objectives aimed at linking farm families and rural communities with various human service providers and/or facilitate clear referral pathways.

Recommendation 9

In the light of the availability of income support, non-government organisations should carefully consider whether there is a genuine need for food parcels or whether other forms of support would provide enduring benefits.

Recommendation 10

Effective and improved policies which support farm families and rural communities to live with dryness should be:

10.1  delivered by appropriately qualified and supervised individuals, organisations and service providers; 

10.2  have clear criteria and guidelines and ensure that funding provides scope for rigorous independent evaluation. 

Recommendation 11

To account for the needs of farm families, an improved policy for dryness must consider:

11.1  the changing demographics of farm families and rural communities 

11.2  impediments to farm succession to enable effective intergenerational change 

11.3  the contribution of women and youth to farming and rural communities 

Recommendation 12

The Australian Government’s Review of Taxation should consider whether existing tax laws present institutional barriers to farm succession, and whether changes could provide improved succession planning incentives for farmers.

Recommendation 13

Government policy should focus on encouraging farm families to properly assess and to access human support services.
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Recommendation 14

Further research is needed into understanding the wellbeing of farm families facing periods of dryness.

Recommendation 15

In planning for dryness, improved human support services, must be available and responsive to the needs of farm families and rural people.

Recommendation 16

The distributors of community assistance and social services, including volunteers, should themselves have access to professional support.

Recommendation 17

The outreach mobility of human services to respond to rural people in times of stress, such as future periods of dryness, needs to be improved, with one option being an expansion of the Centrelink Rural Services Officer program.

Recommendation 18

An independent formative evaluation of the Rural Financial Counselling Service must occur as soon as practical to: assess the progress that has been made in delivering a case-management approach; identify the institutional barriers that exist, and; to determine any improvements and adjustments that may be needed.

Recommendation 19

The word “counselling” should be removed from the name of the Rural Financial Counselling Service and replaced by a more appropriate title, better fitting the service’s broader role.

Recommendation 20

Access to government drought assistance and services must be improved by making applications and referral pathways simpler.

Recommendation 21

An urgent audit should be conducted on the extent, experience and qualifications of human support services being implemented on-the-ground in rural Australia (government and non-government).

Recommendation 22

Following this audit, strategies must be developed to achieve the most appropriate distribution and allocation of resources and linkages between human service providers, including clear hierarchies to facilitate better region-specific coordination and referral pathways.
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These strategies should also consider:

22.1  co-locating service providers where possible to form service hubs for rural centres; 

22.2  Providing specific mental health first aid training and health promotion for service providers to better identify, react and refer clients with mental health issues; 

22.3  establishing minimum standards and appropriate qualifications for human support service providers and their employees, including non-government organisations; 

22.4  ensuring funding terms for human support services are of an appropriate length to enable effective establishment, delivery and review of the services provided. 

Recommendation 23

State governments must consider the short to medium-term social and economic impacts, when dryness is a contributing factor, when assessing the viability of classes, schools and bus services.

Recommendation 24

Where school closure is the judicious option, state governments should assist rural families to access other education options for their children.

Recommendation 25

There must be more flexible training delivery methods for adult learning (using adult learning principles), including providing outreach training, for farm families and people in rural communities who find it difficult because of dryness to attend training opportunities. This could be achieved by:

25.1  vocational education and training programs aimed at assisting farm families with up-skilling or re-skilling, including recognition of prior learning, to broaden opportunities to earn off-farm income; 

25.2  funding for vocational education institutions to help farm families and people in rural communities more readily access further education opportunities. 

25.3  careful consideration of the timing and appropriateness and potential effectiveness of delivering education and training programs during times of stress, such as dryness. 

Recommendation 26

Further research is needed to better understand how reoccurring stressors such as dryness affect the education outcomes for young people.

Recommendation 27

The Australian Government’s Review of Australian Higher Education must consider the education challenges facing rural Australia and specifically examine whether the nature of farm families income and asset circumstances disadvantages farm families accessing youth allowance assistance.

Recommendations
Recommendation 28

Governments, along with the education and industry sectors, must develop policies and initiatives to address trade and other professional skills shortages in farm families and rural communities. These policies and initiatives must be underpinned by regional-specific research on the location, extent and impact of skill shortages.

Policy and initiatives should:

28.1  recognise that training and education of people in rural settings leads to greater retention of that skill base in rural communities; 

28.2  recognise the important role rural universities play in educating and training skilled workers for rural areas; 

28.3  promote rural-bonded scholarships as a means of addressing agriculture and rural trade and other professional skills shortages. 

Recommendation 29

A formative evaluation of the Drought Force program, as well as other employment programs, must be undertaken to better address the functioning of the labour market in the agriculture sector during periods of dryness, and to encourage people to remain in their local community.

Recommendation 30

Governments, along with the education and industry sectors, must promote and educate people on the rewards and risks associated with careers in agriculture and other rural industries.

Recommendation 31

There is an ongoing need to evaluate and enhance existing strategies aimed at overcoming reluctance by farm families to access health services in times of stress.

Recommendation 32

The Australian Government’s primary and secondary school mental health initiatives must be extended to schools in dryness affected communities, particularly those rural schools without existing counselling support

Recommendation 33

To improve existing response strategies, governments must support research on the extent to which dryness and access to primary healthcare in rural Australia impact on the health and wellbeing of people.

Recommendations
Recommendation 34

The current ad hoc approach of bringing in extra health resources during times of dryness should cease and instead the capacity of existing primary and allied health care services in rural communities must be sustainably built upon to enable them to respond to the health and wellbeing of the community and the impacts of future dryness. This includes improving access to affordable services.

Recommendation 35

Governments must make better efforts to engage with rural communities and the primary health-care sector, to ensure there is no continuing mismatch between needs and capacity of the remote and rural primary healthcare services and local people’s expectations of these services.

Recommendation 36

The Panel supports adopting the recommendations relating to Patient Assisted Travel Schemes outlined in the then Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs September, 2007 report Highway to health: better access for rural, regional and remote patients and that the approval for access to Patient Assisted Travel Schemes be vested in the providing primary healthcare professional.

Recommendation 37

Existing physical and mental health services must be easily accessible and responsive to the needs of drought affected families. This could be achieved in a number of ways, including:

37.1  government assistance for mental health and emotional support services for rural communities being examined with a view to improving and the streamlining the on-ground services available, including building stronger linkages and referral capacities between support services; 

37.2  offering farm families and rural people incentives and tools to enable them to become more self-aware of their own physical and mental health needs and to focus on their ongoing wellbeing at all times; 

37.3  assisting farm families to understand that during times of dryness the risk factors in determining health are heightened and that people have clear pathways available for them to seek appropriate help, with this preferably being at an early stage; 

37.4  healthcare services in remote and rural Australia be strengthened to provide health promotion and regular health assessments that include risk factors (eg cardiovascular, stress) known to contribute loss of productivity, quality of life and premature mortality for farm families and people in rural communities; 

37.5  people who are employed in drought support roles being required to possess mental health literacy, referral and first aid skills, and; 

37.6  the professionals providing primary healthcare in rural Australia have ready access to support, upskilling, relief and professional networks to enable them to provide quality care. 

Glossary
GLOSSARY AND ACRONYMS

	ABARE
	Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics

	ABS
	Australian Bureau of Statistics

	ANZSIC
	Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification

	BRS
	Bureau of Rural Sciences

	DAFF
	Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry

	EC
	Exceptional Circumstances: EC events are defined as rare and severe events that are outside those that farmer could normally be expected to manage using responsible farm management strategies. To be classified as an EC event, the event: 
· must be rare, that is, it must not have occurred more than once on average in every 20 to 25 years 
· must result in a rare and severe downturn in farm income over a prolonged period of time (eg greater than 12 months) 
· must be a discrete event that is not part of long-term structural adjustment processes or normal fluctuations in commodity prices

	MP
	Member of Parliament

	SSP
	Social Sciences Program, Bureau of Rural Sciences

	CSIRO
	Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

	farmer
	encompasses male and female farmers unless specifically stated

	human support services
	includes all government agencies and non-government organisations associated with the delivery of support services

	peri-urban
	the area immediately adjoining an urban area; between the suburbs and the countryside

	rural communities
	regional, rural and remote areas of Australia, excluding coastal centres with a population of more than 100 000 people
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