Executive Summary

The Lower North East NSW social assessment has defined the demographic characteristics of the region and of those people and communities that depend on the forests in the region. A social profile of the social conditions within case studies is described as well as the recent history and community vision from the perspectives of those communities. In addition, community attitudes to forested lands in the region have been sought, and a history of changes and mitigation processes in the region. People who depend of forest-based industries are linked to communities of residence through analysis of primary research data.

The following is a summary from a series of technical projects which were proposed and approved by the joint CRA Technical Committee and which are separately available. 

The approach taken to social assessment was to make an assessment of the sensitivity to forest use and management changes at the community or township level. Communities to be included in the assessment for sensitivity to changes in forest management were broadly selected on the basis of forest industry presence, confirmed in consultation with industry and stakeholder groups. 

The final list of communities under consideration in the Lower North East comprehensive assessment phases were: Bellingen, Bulahdelah, Kempsey, Kendall, Bowraville, Walcha, Dungog, Stroud, Gloucester, Millfield, and Wauchope.

Social indicators used in the social assessment

As part of the initial development of the assessment framework, the Social Assessment Unit of the Department of Primary Industries and Energy and the Technical Committee approved a range of social indicators which may be used in the assessment of impacts following the identification of land-use options. Broadly, these options were:

· Population changes
· Social well-being

· Economic diversity
· Community resilience

· Employment and labour force
· Mitigative change factors

· Infrastructure and amenity
· Community attitudes

· Community vitality


Regional profile

The region covered by the Lower North East social assessments includes 24 local government areas. These local government areas, described in detail in the regional profile, are Armidale, Bellingen, Cessnock, Dumaresq, Dungog, Gloucester, Gosford, Greater Taree, Great Lakes, Hastings, Hawkesbury, Kempsey, Lake Macquarie, Maitland, Muswellbrook, Nambucca, Newcastle, Nundle, Port Stephens, Scone, Singleton, Uralla, Walcha and Wyong. Hawkesbury local government areas has not been included in this regional profile. 

The Lower North East study area has a steadily growing population. In the period 1991 to 1996, the population change in the Lower North East study area (5.10%) was similar to that of New South Wales (5.34%).

Within the study area, the fastest growth occurred in the south eastern section of the study area around the central and mid north coast. The local government areas with the highest growth rates were Port Stephens (17.35%), Hastings (15.92%), Wyong (15.47%), Gosford (12.33%) and Great Lakes (10.15%).

Population decline occurred in the northern inland areas of Walcha (-10.01%), Armidale (-1.14%) and Uralla (-0.15%).

The 1996 census figures showed unemployment was higher in the Lower North East study area (11.84%) than in New South Wales (8.8%). Unemployment rates ranged from 19.6% in Kempsey to 5.4% in Dumaresq.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics 1996 census showed 3312 people were employed in the timber industry, including both hardwood and softwood sectors, in the Lower North East area. Of these, 681 were employed in forestry and logging, 1015 were employed in sawmilling and timber dressing and 1616 in other wood product manufacture. These figures do not include those employed in the local government areas of Newcastle and Nundle. Therefore they under-represent timber industry employment in the Lower North East area.

Based on available information, the largest proportions of people working in forestry and logging were employed in the Greater Taree and Walcha local government areas, each accounting for 12.77% of this category. The largest category of those employed in sawmilling and timber dressing (15.96%) was those employed in the Great Lakes local government area. Other wood product manufacture was focused on Gosford (20.73%) and Wyong (20.42%).

Summary results of case study communities

A case study community approach has been taken to the detailed social assessment work as described in the chapter Methodologies. Results of these studies are presented here, including perspectives from the case study community. Participative workshops were not held in all case study communities, however, and qualitative data has been obtained from secondary sources where available. The following case study summaries provide socio-demographic data to agreed social indicators.

Bellingen community profile

· Population 1996: 2690 people (1991: 2301 people);

· Population change 16.9%;

· Median age 1996: 34 years (1991: 34 years);

· Dependency ratio 43.62%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 17.6%;

· Major industries: health and community services (17.76%); retail trade (13.36%); manufacturing (11.8%); education (11.5%); accommodation, cafes and restaurants (8.2%);

· Fifty six people employed in timber industry 1996 (ABS);

· A change from predominantly timber industry and farming base. Three quarters of sawmills in the area closed;

· An influx of people looking for an alternative lifestyle has meant changes in community culture, the development of a strong arts and crafts focus, and an expansion in ecotourism;

· A multi-purpose hospital with medical, surgical, paediatric and emergency services; also an immunisation clinic, physiotherapy, mental health, disability and other services;

· A range of children’s services, youth services, unemployment services and other services;

· Numerous community halls, environment and conservation groups, service clubs, performing arts groups and sports and leisure groups;

· A public high school, primary school, pre-school, and two long day care centres;

· An active community trying to develop alternative industries to improve its local employment rates, economic base, and to encourage eco-tourism. 

Summary of sensitivity

· Some conflict of values between traditional and new residents around forest values and management;

· A perceived need to maintain traditional cultural values and forest uses and capitalise on tourism potential;

· High unemployment rates and perceived need to develop sustainable small industries;

· A number of small mills in the area reliant on private property. Recent job losses in the largest mill in the town.

Bowraville community profile

· Population 1996: 884 people; 1991: 969 people;

· Population change -8.77%;

· Median age 1996: 33 years; 1991: 34 years;

· Dependency ratio 44.7;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 21%;

· Median weekly household income 1996: $300–$500;

· Major industries include retail (15.28%); manufacturing (14.41%); education (9.6%); and health and community services (8.73%);

· Eleven employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· Major contraction of the timber industry, closure of mills, loss of mill and contracting jobs. Now only two mills, Mitchells and Langhams, both dependent to some extent on state forests;

· A central school (K–10), primary school, preschool, and alternative school;

· Health services include dental, general practitioners, and a pharmacy, early childhood clinic. Monthly outreach from Coffs Harbour Women’s Health Centre;

· Community services include a range of supporting and leisure facilities, and Aboriginal-specific services reflecting the indigenous population including health, culture, TAFE programs, public housing, and a strong Aboriginal Christian ministry through the Catholic church;

· Closure of Midco smallgoods factory in 1998 meant loss of income for 36 families in town;

· Arrival of 14 new families in town in October/ November 1998;

· Growing tourist industry in town, supported by community initiatives;

· New agricultural pursuits include growing garlic, hemp, liquorice, teatree and macadamia nuts. 

Summary of sensitivity

· New industries developing and an identified need for feasibility studies for these;

· Now only partially dependent on the timber industry, mostly an agricultural service town.

Bulahdelah community profile

· Population 1996: 1113 people (1991: 1092);

· Population change 1.92%

· Median age 1996: 40 years (1991: 38 years);

· Dependency ratio 41.22%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 6%;

· Major industries include wholesale and retail trade (20.74%), health and community services (12.6%), and accommodation, cafes and restaurants (10.5%). Others are manufacturing (13.2%), agriculture, forestry and fishing (8.66%);

· Sixty-one people in the town directly employed in the timber industry (ABS 1996);

· A closure of two mills and a loss of around 40 jobs;

· A loss or downsizing of essential services;

· Expansion of tourist activities and services;

· A 13 bed hospital providing accident and emergency services, a 40 bed nursing home, an ambulance and community transport service, one doctor and one dentist;

· Most community services are provided by outreach from Taree, Gloucester, or Forster-Tuncurry. However, Bulahdelah does have sporting clubs, a progress association, and a visitors’ information centre;

· A combined high and primary school, a Catholic primary school, and a preschool.

Summary of sensitivity

· A community suffering from a loss of morale and a belief that government does not care about its social and economic well-being. Loss of employment has led to a loss of self-esteem, increases in domestic violence. Mental health worker hours have doubled. Able to pull together to achieve community goals, yet very anxious about its ability to survive; 

· A strong association with the timber industry. A perception that changes to forest management, loss of timber resource will close remaining mills and result in further jobs losses, a loss of cultural identity, further break-up of families, and increased crime;

· Some conflict between those who want to maintain/develop Bulahdelah as a timber town and those who want to develop tourism potential.

Dungog community profile

· Population 1996: 2181 people (1991: 2187 people);

· Population change -0.27%;

· Median age 1996: 39 years (1991: 38 years);

· Dependency ratio 42.73%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 10.6%;

· Median weekly household income 1996: $300–$500;

· Major industries include retail (14.85%), education (10.61%), manufacturing (10.48%), health and community services (8.22%) and forest-based industries. Manufacturing closely linked with forest industries as well as dairying and grazing;

· Forty seven employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· An influx of either retired or semi-retired people, some developing cottage industries;

· An increase in tourism and tourist based industries;

· Diversification of agricultural production includes olives, grapes and timber plantations;

· Health services including a public hospital, general practitioners, ambulance service, accommodation for adults with developmental disabilities, a baby health centre;

· Two primary schools, one high school, and two preschools;

· Community and welfare services for youth, children, aged, and disability. Also community transport, home based respite and palliative care, and community hostel and nursing home. 

Summary of sensitivity

· Large Boral processing plant at Maxwells Creek. 100% reliant on state forest resource. Also timber laminating plant in Dungog.

Gloucester community profile

· Population 1996: 2634 (1991: 2468 people);

· Population change 6.73%;

· Median age 1996: 38 years (1991: 37 years);

· Dependency ratio: 43.90%;

· Unemployment rate 1996 9.1%;

· Median weekly household income 1996: $300–$500;

· Major industries include retail (15.61%), manufacturing (12.44%), health and community services (10.92%), accommodation, cafes and restaurants (7.58%) and education (7.01%). Manufacturing in Gloucester is closely associated with the dairy industry;

· Seventy people employed in the timber industry (ABS 1996);

· Closure of the Boral mill in March 1998 which employed 31 people;

· Developing tourist based industries;

· Opening of a new coal mine three to four years ago, currently employs 120 people. Employees high disposable incomes are being spent in town;

· Health services include a hospital which provides general medical, geriatric, paediatric, and palliative care, a community health service, ambulance, general practitioners, pharmacy and dentist;

· A high school, two primary schools, and community training centre;

· Numerous community services for children, youth, aged, and disability. Emergency services. A high level of voluntary committees and community service organisations associated with sport, self-help support groups, arts and crafts etc.

Summary of sensitivity

· Closure of Boral mill may affect Australian Consolidated Foods factory;

· Increasing employment at coal mine and high disposable incomes may offset some impacts from mill closure;

· Low.

Kempsey community profile

· Population 1996: 8630 people (1991: 9039 people);

· Population change -4.52%;

· Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population 1996: 1166 (13.51%), highest on the North Coast;

· Median age 1996: 35 years (1991: 34 years);

· Dependency ratio 41.62%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 18%;

· Major industries: retail (20.9%), wholesale (3.94%), health and community services (12.11%) and manufacturing (11.3%);

· Thirty-nine employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· Large decline in essential services leading to employment losses in electricity, gas and water, communications, manufacturing and primary industries. Closure of Midco small goods factory 1988 which had employed 250 people;

· Expansion of Kempsey Timbers as a major value-adding plant, leading to an increase in employment opportunities;

· A comprehensive range of health services including disability, aged care, Aboriginal, women’s, home nursing, palliative care, dental, counselling, drug and alcohol;

· A TAFE college, two high schools, and four primary schools. A high school and two primary schools are funded under the disadvantaged schools program;

· A large number of youth and children’s services, service clubs, specialist Aboriginal programs, employment services, law and order services, church groups, and sporting groups.
Summary of sensitivity

· Major value-adding plant currently expanding. Forestry Industry Structural Adjustment Program assistance (1998);

· A perception that the creation of reserves will close mills, result in a loss of timber industry infrastructure and specific skills, and negatively affect plantation development potential;

· Low community morale, high unemployment, community conflict between employed and unemployed, and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal residents.

Kendall community profile

· Population 1996: 715 people (1991: 714 people);

· Population change 0.14%;

· Median age 1996: 33 years (1991: 32 years);

· Dependency ratio 39.52%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 24%;

· Major industries include retail (12.92%), manufacturing (10.83%), transport and storage (10%), construction (9.58%) and accommodation, cafes and restaurants (8.75%);

· Ten people employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS). Boral mill at Herons Creek major employer for Kendall residents;

· A loss of jobs in the timber industry;

· Changing from a strong agricultural and forestry base to an emphasis on small arts and crafts industries following an influx of new people in the area;

· A loss of young people — moving to other areas to look for employment;

· No health services in town, some outreach services from Laurieton;

· A Central school with high and primary school students and a preschool. TAFE outreach courses provided at the school;

· Very few community services; two community halls, two service clubs, and one church;

· Nearest location for services is Laurieton, the service centre for the Camden Haven area; 

· An active, vibrant community generating ideas and activities to develop locally based small industries and improve community services and infrastructure. 

Summary of sensitivity

· Perceived need to capitalise on timber industry and skills for development of cottage based industries, a flow-on to tourism development;

· A heavily polluted river has led to fears of increased sickness and negative impacts on the environment. A felt need to have sewerage connected quickly and begin the process of river regeneration.

Millfield community profile

· Population 1996: 468 (1991: 391 people);

· Population change 19.69%;

· Median age 1996: 29 years (1991: 29 years);

· Dependency ratio 35.24%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 25%;

· Major industries include retail (19.35%), manufacturing (17.74%), health and community services (9.68%), mining (8.87%) and accommodation, cafes and restaurants (8.06%);

· Ten employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· Three sawmills in Millfield — two rely on public resource to some extent;

· New settlers, rural subdivisions, mill closures, and development of tourist-based accommodation and other businesses following increase in visitors to vineyards in the area;

· No health services in Millfield. Residents use these at Cessnock;

· A primary school which receives funding under the disadvantaged schools program;

· Very few community services in the village. A post office, school bus service, service club, community hall, sportsfield, park/playground, and tennis court.

Summary of sensitivity

· Some conflict between traditional settlers with strong affiliations with the timber industry and new settlers wanting to develop Millfield as a tourism town;

· A perception that changes to forest management will force mills to close, lead to increased unemployment rates;

· Perception that closure of mills will have negative impact on the few community services in the town.

Stroud community profile

· Population 1996: 598 people (1991: 558 people);

· Population change 7.2 %;

· Median age 1996: 36 years (1991: 36 years);

· Dependency ratio 43.89%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 13.9%;

· Median weekly household income 1996: $300–$500;

· Major industries include manufacturing (13.9%), agriculture forestry and fishing (12.83%), transport and storage (9.63%), retail (8.56%) and health and community services (8.02%);

· Twenty-two employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· Most health services are outreach from Forster-Tuncurry, Taree or Gloucester. Stroud has a doctor’s surgery, ambulance station and community health centre;

· A primary school and a preschool;

· Community services include a hostel, aged day care, community transport and a meal service. A number of voluntary groups which support emergency services, business, senior citizens, youth and children’s services and recreational activities;

· Three mills closed in the last 10 to 15 years, leaving only two. One large mill 60% dependent on state forest resource;

· Traditionally a dairying area, now 38 to 40 in the district producing chickens for meat for Steggles and Inghams. This has created extra employment for people who live in the town;

· Influx of new settlers, using it as a dormitory town and working in Raymond Terrace, Kooragang and Newcastle;

· Opening of new coal mine in Stratford has created employment for residents of Stroud.

Summary of sensitivity

· Low.

Walcha community profile

· Population 1996: 1623 people (1991: 1786 people);

· Population change -9.13%;

· Median age 1996: 37 years (1991: 34 years);

· Dependency ratio 36.88%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 9.3%;

· Major industries include agriculture, forestry, fishing (22.64%), retail (12.74%) and health and community services (9.28%). Primary industry focus on sheep, beef and timber industry;

· A large number of timber industry workers in the town including mill workers, contractors, and bush crew workers;

· Successive events have contributed to a sustained decline of the town and its economy including: a fall in rural commodity prices; a long period of severe drought; closure of mills and timber industry jobs; loss of or reduction of public sector/community services;

· A hospital with emergency, paediatric, and aged care services. A community health services providing a wide range of specialist services, which outreach from Tamworth and Armidale;

· Walcha has an Adult Community Education, a central school (K–12), a Catholic primary school, and a preschool/kindergarten;

· A range of youth, aged care, and emergency, services mostly provided by volunteers. Business, arts, historical support/development groups;

· A perception that the future social and economic well-being of Walcha is highly dependent on agriculture and the timber industry;

· A perception that there is an opportunity for tourism especially nature-based tourism, a secondary, not primary industry;

· Community very anxious about the future of Fennings mill and the impact on employment, community services, and community morale if it closes. 

Summary of sensitivity

· Fennings mill employs 51 people and is reliant on State forest resource;

· A potential to attract secondary businesses, encourage softwood ventures and farm forestry in joint ventures with State Forests and private land owners if a timber industry continues to operate in the town.

Wauchope community profile

· Population 1996: 4963 people (1991: 4305 people);

· Population change 15.3%;

· Median age 1996: 37 years (1991: 36 years);

· Dependency ratio 41.95%;

· Unemployment rate 1996: 16.6%;

· Major industries include retail (19.74%), manufacturing (11.49%), health and community services (11.02%);

· There has been a decline in the timber industry since the late 1980s. The plywood mill closed in 1993 and the last sawmill closed in 1996. The town also lost jobs with the rationalisation, regionalisation and downsizing of public utilities;

· Sixty nine people employed in the timber industry in 1996 (ABS);

· A decline in social services, infrastructure, and small business;

· A significant net migration of 15–29 years olds between 1986 and 1991;

· A loss of people with specialised skills/highly skilled from the area;

· Wauchope health services include a public hospital run by a private operator, and a community health service;

· Wauchope has a TAFE college, a high school, two primary schools, and two preschools.;

· Community services include youth services, emergency services, post office, banks and numerous clubs. Town has a thriving voluntary sector with numerous events organised by clubs and chamber of commerce;

· A perception that development initiatives are towards Port Macquarie, that this is at the expense of Wauchope;

· A perception that a higher percentage of people in Wauchope were affected by changes to forest management than happened in Newcastle with the closure of BHP;

· Attempts to develop tourism base largely unsuccessful. Timbertown closed in early 1998 after proving to be unprofitable.

Summary of sensitivity

· A perception that the proposed deregulation of the dairy industry will be the last straw for Wauchope.

· A belief that attracting businesses and industries will be very difficult to achieve; in competition with other parts of rural communities in similar situations, compounded by a lack of an industrial area.

Summary results of forest-related occupational communities

Demographic and occupational information was gained from four types of surveys:

· Forest and forest product workers covering employees working in hardwood mills, private property mills, and contractors’ employees (bush crews on salary);

· Contractors and subcontractors covering harvesting and hauling where work was undertaken on a contract basis;

· Other forest users including beekeepers and graziers;

· Tourism operators.

Summaries of the characteristics are presented below. The full details are available in the chapter ‘Occupational Communities’.

Hardwood mills (principally dependent on State forest resource)

Age
Between 17 and 70 years. A mean of 34 years

Annual salary
49.6% $12 000–25 000

Household income
50.4% >$25 000

Average length of time in the industry
50% >10 years

Aboriginal representation in sample
4.5%

Education


Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Kempsey (17.5%), Walcha (17.1%), Bulahdelah (13.8%), Bellingen (4.5%)

Dependent children
43.5% have dependent children

Home ownership
49% either own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: AFFA Social Assessment surveys 1998 (N = 246)

Hardwood processing (principally dependent on state forest resource)

Age
Between 18 and 63 years.

Annual salary
54% $12 000–40 000

Household income
37% >$40 000

Average length of time in the industry
50% >10 years

Aboriginal representation in sample
2.4%

Education
47.6% only completed Year 10

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Raymond Terrace (22.6%), Port Macquarie (10.7%), Wauchope (8.3%), Herons Creek (7.1%), Laurieton (7.1%), Kendall (6.0%)

Dependent children
43.5% have dependent children

Home ownership
57.1% either own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: AFFA Social Assessment surveys 1998 (N = 84)

Hardwood salvage (principally dependent on state forest resource)

Only three employees who responded to surveys worked in sawmills that are solely reliant on hardwood salvage. To maintain confidentiality, survey data will not be provided for these workers. However, they will be taken into account in any impact assessment phase.

Hardwood mills (depending primarily dependent on private property resource)

Age
18–69 years. A mean of 37 years

Annual salary
47.1% $12 000–25 000

Household income
39% >$40 000

Average length of time in the industry
65% >13 years or more. Mean 18 years

Aboriginal representation in sample
12%

Education
17% completed Year 12 or TAFE certificate

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Gloucester (41%), Cessnock 24%, Stroud (12%), Millfield (12%), Quorobolong (6%)

Dependent children
47% have dependent children

Home ownership
59% own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: DPIE Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 17)

Contractors and subcontractors

Age
Mean age 39 years

Annual salary


Household income
20.0% $12 001–25 000, 26.7% $25 001–40 000

Average length of time in the industry
90% >10 years

Aboriginal representation in sample
0.0%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Macksville (20.0%),; Walcha (13.3%), Karuah (6.7%), Wauchope (6.7%), Wingham (6.7%), Port Macquarie (6.7%), Dungog (6.7%), Gosford (6.7%), Dorrigo 6.7%), Booral (6.7%), Nabiac (6.7%), Taree (6.7%)

Dependent children
40% have dependent children 

Home ownership
60% own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 15)

Contractor employees (bush crew)

Age
22–56 years. Mean age 32.7 years

Annual salary


Household income
37.5% earn $25 000–40 000

Aboriginal representation in sample
6%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Wauchope (37.5%), Dungog (31.3%), Kempsey (6.6%), Wootton (6.6%), Gosford (6.6%)

Dependent children


Home ownership


Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 17)

Haulers

Age
27–48 years. Mean age 37 years

Annual salary


Household income
46.7% $25 001–40 000

Average length of time in the industry
60% > 10 years; mean years 7.7

Aboriginal representation in sample
0.0%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Walcha (33.3%), Wingham (26.7%), Bulahdelah (13.3%), Stroud (6.7%), Karuah (6.7%), Macksville (6.7%), Port Macquarie (6.7%)

Dependent children
67% have dependent children

Home ownership
60% own outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 15)

Other forest users

Beekeepers

Age
32–68 years. A mean of 46.6 years

Household income
27% $12 001–25 000, 27% $25 001–40 000

Aboriginal representation in sample
0.0%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Taree (13.3%), Walcha (6.7%) , Bulahdelah (6.7)%, Kempsey (6.7)%, Wauchope (6.7)%, Port Macquarie (6.7)%, Wootton (6.7)%, Tamworth (6.7)%, Sydney (6.7)%, Comboyne (6.7)%, Mittagong (6.7)%, Gunnedah (6.7)%, Carey Bay (6.7)%, Warrell Creek (6.7)%

Dependent children
33.3% have dependent children

Home ownership
93% own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Family employed
73% employ family members full/part-time

Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 15)

Occupational leases

Age
29–87 years. A mean of 42 years

Household income
27% $25 001–40 000, 27% >$40 000

Aboriginal representation in sample
0.0%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Kempsey (9.1%), Cessnock (9.1%), Wauchope (9.1%), Ourimbah (9.1%), Cooranbong (9.1%). 

54.5% unspecified

Dependent children
36% have dependent children

Home ownership
100%

Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 11)

Tourism

Age
35–65 years. A mean of 41 years

Household income
50% >$40 000

Aboriginal representation in sample
0.0%

Communities of residence (>4% of sample)
Gloucester (18.8%), Dungog (18.8), Bellingen (18.8%), Bulahdelah (12.5%), Wauchope (6.3%), Newcastle (6.3%), Walcha (6.3%), Dunbogan (6.3%), Port Macquarie (6.3%)

Dependent children
31% have dependent children

Home ownership
81% own house outright or are paying off a mortgage

Source: AFFA Social Assessment Surveys 1998 (N = 16)

Locational impact of forest-based industry expenditure

This research project has examined the locational consequences of forest industry expenditure resulting from change in the native hardwood timber industry in the Lower North East CRA/RFA region of New South Wales. The approach adopted has employed a ‘cascade’ principle, of conducting research with businesses in the timber industry itself (mills, contractors, hauliers) and consequently with local businesses who are suppliers to the timber industry.

The research was conducted using face-to-face interviews with selected businesses, together with questionnaire surveys carried out face-to-face, by post and telephone, with: (i) all known businesses in the timber industry, and (ii) suppliers to the industry. The relatively small number, and the variability of responses from timber industry businesses in the region has put a premium on careful interpretation of the results.

Businesses in the timber industry

Available information suggests that in the Lower North East there are about 122 milling businesses, employing about 1000 individuals. These mills vary in size from technically advanced processing mills employing over 80 people, to small mills operated — perhaps on a part-time basis — by a single person.

The Newcastle region is the most significant focus of timber industry activity in the Lower North East region, followed by a range of secondary centres including Coffs Harbour, Kempsey, Walcha, Wauchope and Bulahdelah. Macksville, Gloucester and Gosford also function as local centres for the industry.

The average wage for mill company employees in the Lower North East region is about $25 300 per annum, with a range over individual sites of $30 100 down to about $12 000.

The average wage for contractor employees in the Lower North East region is about $28 000 per annum, with a range of $31 000 to $15 000.

Just over half (54%) of mill employees live within ten kilometres of work, and just over three quarters (77%) live within 20 kilometres. Almost all live within 60 kilometres.

Expenditures by timber mills in the local economy (outside the timber industry itself), amount to about $12 200 per employee per annum on average.

There has been much change in the timber industry in the Lower North East region in recent years, with several major mills having closed. The present survey of operating mills shows that both large and small have experienced employment gains and losses. However, based on the evidence of the sample, there appears to have been little change in overall employment levels, and virtually no change in average annual wage ($25 300). 

Contractors’ businesses may have experienced a small rise (3%) in annual wages over the last three years.

Many timber industry businesses contribute in cash or in kind to their local communities, recognising that ‘it is important to put money back into the community’.

Levels of optimism about the future for companies in the timber industry vary from high optimism to deep pessimism. These attitudes do not appear from the sample to be dependent on the size of the mill operation.

Specific opinions expressed by mills and contractors in face-to-face interviews emphasised:

· the primary concern for resource security, and the consequences of uncertainty for their businesses

· small operators particularly expressed a sense of grievance about what was seen as discriminatory treatment of small mills by government vis-a-vis larger mills re decisions being taken about their future.

Local businesses supplying the timber industry

The businesses in the sample were concentrated on those sectors nominated by the timber industry businesses as suppliers to their industry: namely, automotive repairs/tyres; fuel/petroleum; business services; machinery wholesaling and manufacturing; general retailing and financial services etc. Almost all were ‘local’ in that the head office was within the Lower North East area in New South Wales.

The suppliers in the sample were concentrated in Walcha, Port Macquarie, Taree, Wauchope, Kempsey, Wingham and Gloucester, although a number of other townships were represented.

As of June 1997, the average staff numbers were: full-time 4.8; part-time 4.9; and casual staff 3.0. As of June 1998 the averages were: full-time 4.0; part-time 3.8; and casual 3.0. Thus, full-time averages moved very slightly downwards and part-time averages moved down from 4.9 to 3 per supplier.

Eleven per cent of the sample had a low gross income (up to $100 000) as at June 1997 and this proportion had decreased to 8% by June 1998, a drop of 3%. The proportions in the $100 000–$200 000 bracket rose by 4%. There were other small decreases in numbers in one income bracket being ‘matched’ by small increases in another. The median gross income remained the same in the two financial years. Highest income was apparent amongst suppliers in the automotive sector: retailers, fuel suppliers etc.

Most suppliers had 50 or more customers with the lowest client bases showing in the auto repairs/tyres/service; transport/storage, and property/business services sectors. On average over the total sample of 120 suppliers, 35% of sales have been to the ‘top 5’ (largest customers. Approximately 15% placed only from 1–10% with the top five customers. Those sectors with the highest concentration of sales in the top five customers are construction (56%), manufacturing (44%), petrol/fuel (42%) and transport/storage (38%).

The median gross wages recorded by 72 businesses as going into the community was $75 000–$100 000, and this remained constant across the two financial years 1996–97 and 1997–98. Nevertheless over the total sample there was a decline in the lowest gross wage figures between the two years of 4%, which was matched by a rise of 4% in the next highest gross wage figure.

The median amount spent on goods and services by the suppliers to the timber industry was $50 000: 13% spent $500 000 or more and 3% spent over $2 million. One in four were at the lowest end of the scale, spending between $1000 and $20 000, and a further 28% spent between $20 000 and $50 000. 

Three sectors appeared to spend larger amounts on goods and services than others: general retail trade, wholesale machinery, and the construction sector.

On average 61% of the spend on goods and services by the suppliers was spent locally. Three sectors were more likely than others to record a high local spend: petrol/fuel, finance/insurance, and property/business services. All three have a low dependency on the timber industry. Those with higher dependency for sales to the timber industry (transport/storage, construction wholesale), were sectors with relatively low average of purchases going into the local area.

The level of optimism across the total sample was about average at 3.2 out of 5. One in three said they were optimistic and about one in four sat ‘in the middle’ at 3 out of 5 (the scales runs from 1= not at all optimistic to 5 = very optimistic).

Community attitudes survey — Lower North East region

A telephone survey of 111 respondents living in the region was undertaken in July 1997. The following social values were recorded:

Social values of forests — Lower North East New South Wales
% agree

· Aboriginal sites of significance should be protected
61.8

· Environmental protection cannot co-exist with forestry industries
28.1

· The forestry industry can be economically important for some small communities, and therefore should be maintained
79.3

· Australia should draw its timber products from Australian forests rather than overseas forests even if overseas timber products are cheaper
66.0

· I would like to see more forested land conserved even if it means a loss of state income from timber harvesting
62.0

· Tourism from conserving forested areas may generate regional income and employment offsetting possible losses in the timber industry
69.0

· Timber harvesting may have an adverse impact on the abundance of native plants and animals. If the environmental costs are too high it might be better to compromise on forestry activities
67.0

· The current management of forested land is ecologically sustainable
28.0

· Forestry jobs may be lost to create environmental reserves. This may affect some small communities. I this is the case, it is unfortunate for these communities, but we need environmental reserves for the benefit of future generations
50.0

· Some forested areas are rarely visited by people. It is personally satisfying to know that there is forested land that is untouched by humans even it is never used for recreational or economic activity
86.4

Source: University of Sydney, Department of Geography, Consultants, 1997

Survey of mitigation and adjustment processes

A survey of structural adjustment and mitigative process in the Lower North East region was commissioned as part of the social assessment. The study intended to document the experiences of workers and contractors in the native hardwood timber industry affected by forest industry structural adjustment from January 1996 to August 1998. The study was completed by Rush Social Research consultants, and the data is held by NSW Department of Urban Affairs and Planning.

Social impact assessment modelling

Following collection of assessment data, a computer modelling exercise has been undertaken to identify community sensitivity to forest management changes and their capacity to respond to change. 
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Figure: Comparative community well-being — Lower North East
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