Farm exit
In recent decades large numbers of Australian farmers have left farming. Between 1981 and 2011,
40% of Australian farmers left farming (a total of 106,200 farmers). In the five years from 2006 to
2011 alone, 11% of farmers exited farming (ABS 2012).
There are a number of reasons for the decline, which range from difficulty maintaining a viable farm
enterprise, to retirement of older farmers, or farmers exiting due to a desire to seek a new
occupation. One of the most commonly discussed drivers of farm exit is the highly competitive and
global nature of modern agriculture in Australia. This has led to falling numbers of farmers in two
ways: pressure to increase production efficiency, which often leads to larger areas of land being
managed by fewer people, and an associated decline in numbers of farmers; and the economic
pressures associated with globalisation and market change, which have resulted in many farmers
being at a structural disadvantage that they cannot realistically overcome (Alston 2004; Sheng et al.
2011). While it is known that farmers leave farming for a variety of reasons, detailed statistics on
their motivations and desires have not been available, making it difficult to know exactly why
different farmers choose to leave, and equally difficult to make judgements about what can or
should be done to support their wellbeing as part of this process.
Leaving farming is a major life event and likely, therefore, to be stressful. If exiting farmers are to
have the most successful post-farming life possible then it is important that the exit process, and
what it means for farmer wellbeing, is well understood. Farm exit also has important implications for
the wellbeing of many rural communities. Farm exit is associated with concerns about potential loss
of population in these communities, depending on where exiting farmers choose to live after they
leave farming. Exit thus has potential to be associated with loss of customers for local businesses
and of social networks in local communities. Such losses can have a harmful effect on the whole
community.
Farmers who took part in the Regional Wellbeing Survey were asked how likely they were to leave
farming in the next five to ten years. Those who indicated they were likely to leave were then asked
whether they were planning to exit because they were getting older, because they were finding it
difficult to maintain a viable farm enterprise, or because they wanted to shift to a new location. They
were also asked if, when they exited farming, they planned to live in their local town or nearby, in a
rural area more than 100 kilometres from their current community, or in a town or city more than
100 kilometres away.
Across all farmers surveyed, 50.9% reported that it was unlikely they would leave farming in the next
five to ten years, 44.8% that it was likely, and 4.3% that it was neither likely or unlikely (Figure
10.11). Thus a substantial minority were actively contemplating leaving farming. There were some
differences by region, although this may reflect differing samples obtained in each state as farm exit
data were not weighted to correct for bias in responses from farmers of different age and gender.
Older farmers were much more likely to be considering leaving farming in the next five to ten years
compared to younger farmers. Female farmers were less likely to be considering leaving compared
to male farmers. There were small differences between dryland farmers and irrigators. Further
analyses will be needed to ascertain if these are important.
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The most common reason for being likely to leave farming in the next five to ten years was
retirement, followed by finding it difficult to maintain a viable enterprise. Relatively few farmers
planned to leave farming because they wanted to move to a new location (Figure 10.12). There were
some differences in the motivations for leaving by different types of farming, but it is important to
note that the small numbers of farmers in some categories makes it difficult to present clear-cut
findings without more detailed analysis. The differences that are highly likely to be significant were
that the relatively few younger farmers considering exit are likely to be doing so due to difficulties
with financial viability, whereas in older age groups a more dominant reason was getting older.
The majority of farmers who were considering farm exit planned to live in their local community
after they left farming (60.5%, shown in Figure 10.13), suggesting that farm exit may in many cases
not result in loss of population from rural communities (assuming farmers are able to live where
they are planning to once they do exit farming). Younger farmers and female farmers were more
likely than others to be planning to live in a region located more than 100 kilometres from their
current residence.
Farmers who were intending to exit on average reported lower levels of life satisfaction compared to
those who were not intending to exit (Figure 10.14), although the difference was not as large as that
for some other topics examined in this report (for example, the difference in life satisfaction for
those planning to leave farming was substantially less than for those planning to leave their local
area in the next 12 months). While small, the difference is significant. There was, however, no
significant difference in community wellbeing reported by farmers who did and did not intend to exit
in the next five to ten years.
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Figure 10.11 Proportion of farmers who reported they were likely or unlikely to leave farming in the next five to ten years, by region and group

31

31

Data shown on farm exit have not been weighted. This means that while a ‘rural and regional Australia’ average is shown, it is reflects the sample of farmers obtained,
not a representative sample of all Australian farmers; similarly, differences by states, and to a lesser extent data shown by other groups, have potential to be affected by
response bias. Where there are large differences between groups they are still likely to reflect important patterns occurring amongst farmers; smaller differences are less
likely to be significant.
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Figure 10.12 Proportion of farmers considering leaving who were doing so for different reasons, by region and group

32
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The age group ‘Under 30’ is not shown as too few farmers in this age group were considering exit in the next 5-10 years to be reported. Caution is needed in interpreting
results shown here as there were low numbers of farmers in some groups, which means the confidence that observed differences between groups are significant is low
when comparing views of different types of farmers.
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Figure 10.13 Proportion of farmers considering leaving who planned to live locally, or in rural areas or towns more than 100km from current residence, by region and group

33

33

The age group ‘Under 30’ is not shown as too few farmers in this age group were considering exit in the next 5-10 years to be reported. Caution is needed in interpreting
results shown here as there were low numbers of farmers in some groups, which means the confidence that observed differences between groups are significant is low
when comparing views of different types of farmers.
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Figure 10.14 Life satisfaction index and community wellbeing of farmers with different intentions to leave farming in the
next five to ten years

The findings point to the importance of further work that identifies when farm exit is associated with
positive and negative consequences for the wellbeing of farmers and their families, and the
experience of the process of exit. It is likely that the period leading up to and immediately following
exit is associated with compromised wellbeing for many, because it involves such a large change.
Those who are not affected in this way, or who recover particularly quickly, may offer important
insights into this extremely important event. Further work associated with this survey is being
undertaken to better understand what helps farmers adapt successfully to leaving farming to better
understand this important area.

References
ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics). (2012). Australian Farming and Farmers. Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Canberra.
Alston, M. (2004). Who is down on the farm? Social aspects of Australian agriculture in the 21st
century. Agriculture and Human Values, 21, 37–46
Kendler, K. S., Karkowski, L. M., & Prescott, C. A. (1999). Causal relationship between stressful life
events and the onset of major depression. American Journal of Psychiatry, 156(6), 837-841.
Monroe, S. M., & Simons, A. D. (1991). Diathesis-stress theories in the context of life stress research:
implications for the depressive disorders. Psychological bulletin, 110(3), 406.
Productivity Commission (2009). Government Drought Support, Report No. 46, Final Inquiry Report,
Melbourne
Schirmer, J., Berry, H. L., & O’Brien, L. V. (2013). Healthier land, healthier farmers: Considering the
potential of natural resource management as a place-focused farmer health intervention. Health &
place, 24, 97-109.
Sheng, Y., Zhao, S. and Nossal, K. (2011). Productivity and farm size in Australian agriculture:
reinvestigating the returns to scale

149

11: Water and water reform
Australia is the driest inhabited continent on earth. It has the lowest percentage of rainfall as
run-off, the lowest amount of run-off, the least amount of water in rivers, the smallest area of
permanent wetlands and the most variable rainfall and streamflow in the world. Ensuring
sustainable use of Australia’s scarce water resources is critical - Preston (2009, p. 1)
This chapter examines (i) access to water and (ii) water reform. Access to water is critical for all rural
and regional communities in Australia. It is important not only for ensuring agricultural production
and availability of safe water for these communities, but for wellbeing more broadly. When people
experience water scarcity, it can affect their wellbeing in important ways. For example, extended
periods of drought are negatively associated with increases in mental distress for people living in
rural areas (but not urban areas) (O’Brien et al. 2014). While drought is not the only factor that
influences water availability, these findings highlight the importance of ensuring access to water for
the wellbeing of rural and regional communities.
The links between water access and wellbeing will depend on a number of other factors. For
example, the positive views young people have about living in rural areas have been found to help
offset the extent to which water scarcity (such as that caused by drought) impacts on their wellbeing
(Dean and Stain 2007). Polain et al. (2011) found that the effects of water scarcity on wellbeing of
older farmers may be exacerbated by factors such as the stigma associated with seeking mental
health support in rural areas. These findings highlight the importance of understanding not only the
links between water and wellbeing, but also the many other aspects of living in rural and regional
communities (such as those examined in this report) that influence wellbeing.
A person or community’s access to water is influenced by many factors, including climatic variability,
availability of infrastructure, and water policy. In recent years, a series of water reforms have been
implemented in many rural and regional areas of Australia, which aim to change how water is
accessed and used in various ways. Water reform is a term used to refer to policies and legislation
that change the ways people are able to access and use water. Water reform can be put in place for
many reasons. Reforms implemented in some parts of Australia in recent decades have had
objectives ranging from reducing over-allocation of water, to providing more water to sites of
environmental significance such as wetlands, increasing flexibility of water trade and security of
water access rights for irrigators, and improving the ability of farmers to cope with drought, amongst
other things (Bark et al. 2014, Grafton and Horne 2014, Loch et al. 2014). These reforms have
resulted in change for many farmers, particularly irrigators.
Survey participants were asked a series of questions about water access in general, as well as more
specific questions about water reform. The results are presented in this chapter, focusing on:






Water access – how confident do residents of rural and regional Australia feel about their
access to water into the future
Water use priorities – what water uses are considered most and least important?
Water reform – irrigator’s experiences – how have the multiple changes made in recent
years to irrigation water use and trading been experienced by irrigators?
Water reform – Murray-Darling Basin Plan – how is the Basin Plan, one of the largest water
reforms in recent decades, viewed in different communities and by different groups?
150

Chapter 11: Key points


Access to water is critical to the wellbeing of rural and regional communities



Rural and regional residents are often confident in their community’s access to water in the
short-term, but less so in the longer term, and often lack confidence that their community can
cope with future change in water availability



Farmers and those living within the Murray-Darling Basin are less confident than non-farmers
and those living outside the Basin



People who have lower levels of wellbeing are likely to feel less confident about their future
access to water, no matter where they live. At the community scale, however, confidence in
access to water is not strongly associated with a community’s wellbeing score



People living in different regions have varying perceptions of what will most affect availability
of water in their community in the next five years. However, most people believe that drought
and increased climatic variability will influence water availability



The water use considered most important by people living in rural and regional Australia was
use for agriculture, followed by using water for the environment, for household use, for
industries other than agriculture, and for recreation. These views were consistent for all
groups except farmers: dryland farmers were more likely than non-farmers to consider using
water for the environment more important than using it for agriculture



In recent decades, a number of policies, rules and regulations have been implemented that
change how people are able to access and use water. These water reforms are intended to
better balance the distribution of water to different uses and address issues such as overallocation of available water



Water reforms that have made water trade easier in recent years are mostly viewed positively
by irrigators, as are investments made in improving water use efficiency and upgrading water
infrastructure. Other water reforms are viewed less positively by irrigators, including
environmental watering, and sale of water entitlements



The Murray-Darling Basin Plan is perhaps the best known water reform of recent years. The
views of Basin residents about the effects of the Plan differ depending on whether they are
considering the Plan’s effects on their household, their community, or the Basin as a whole



People living in communities with low or no dependence on irrigation overwhelmingly report
that the Plan will result in no change for their community’s future or their household



People living in irrigation-dependent communities are much more likely to believe the Plan
will result in change in their community or for their household, but views vary depending on
the location of the irrigation community: irrigation communities in southern NSW have more
negative views about the Plan compared to those in other parts of the Basin



Most people do not think the Plan will have any effect on their household: the only exception
to this is in irrigation communities in southern NSW. However, many residents are concerned
about its potential effects on their community.



Views about the environmental impacts of the Plan are more positive than views about its
effects on local communities and economies
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Water access
The confidence people feel in their access to water has the potential to influence overall community
confidence and wellbeing. This confidence will be affected by many factors, which will change
depending on the local context. People living in rural and regional Australia are mostly confident in
their access to water in the short-term (up to the next year), as shown in Figure 11.1. Most are
confident their communities will have access to the water they need in the longer term, but these
confidence levels are lower than for the short-term. Fewer again - less than 50% - were confident
that their community is well placed to cope with future change in water availability.

Figure 11.1 Confidence in local water access now and into the future – residents of rural and regional Australia

Some people are less confident in their access to water than others, shown in Figure 11.2. Younger
people are more confident about access to water in the future, as are men, and people who are not
working in farming. The least confident are irrigators and dryland farmers. Those living within the
Murray-Darling Basin report lower confidence in future water access than those living outside the
Basin.
Figure 11.3 shows how confidence in long-term water access varies by region across Australia, and
Figure 11.4 shows regional variance in how confident people feel in the ability of their community to
adapt successfully to future changes in water availability. The lowest confidence was reported by
residents living in the Wheatbelt region of Western Australia, and in parts of inland New South
Wales. The highest confidence was reported in north central Victoria, the Limestone Coast of South
Australia, and coastal areas south of Sydney extending into Victoria.
A person’s confidence in future water availability is linked to their wellbeing in complex ways. When
the views of individual people were compared, those who reported high confidence in future water
availability were more likely to report that they felt their community had high wellbeing (and vice
versa), and more likely to report high life satisfaction (Figure 11.5).
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Figure 11.2 Average level of confidence in access to water in the longer term, and in the ability of their community to adapt to change in water availability, by region and group
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Figure 11.3 Average level of confidence of different groups in access to water in the longer term, by RDA region

34

34

Numbers of respondents are not shown for each RDA region in this figure, due to lack of space. Information on numbers
of responses can be found in tables of data produced for different regions available at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au
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Figure 11.4 Average confidence of different groups in the ability of their community to cope with future changes in
35
water availability, by RDA region

35

Numbers of respondents are not shown for each RDA region in this figure, due to lack of space. Information on numbers
of responses can be found in tables of data produced for different regions available at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au
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Figure 11.5 Average community wellbeing and life satisfaction reported by individuals with different confidence in
future water availability and ability to adapt to change in water availability

However, when answers to these questions were compared for different communities, there was no
direct relationship. In other words, there was no clear pattern in which the people living in one
community had consistently lower levels of wellbeing and lower levels of confidence in water
availability, while those living in another community had consistently higher levels of wellbeing AND
higher confidence in water availability. This is illustrated in Figure 11.6. For example, Greater
Shepparton and Moira (VIC), Murray Bridge (SA), Berri and Barmera (SA), and Gunnedah Moree and
Narrabri (NSW) report similar levels of confidence in their long-term access to water, but have
differing Community Wellbeing Index scores.
These findings are different to those presented earlier in this report regarding access to capitals:
while having good access to some types of capitals is a strong predictor of the overall wellbeing of a
community, the average confidence of a community’s residents about their future water availability
was not directly associated with that community’s overall level of wellbeing.
It is known that people with poor wellbeing tend to have lower capacity to perceive and realise
opportunities or to cope with hardships than their healthier peers. The lack of association between
community confidence about water security and community wellbeing is not inconsistent with the
proposition that individual people who have poorer wellbeing are likely to feel less confident about
their future access to water, no matter where they live. At the community scale, however,
confidence in water availability is not strongly associated with the average community wellbeing
reported by people in that community.
Survey data are currently being analysed further to better understand when and how perceptions of
water security may be related to community wellbeing. This more in-depth analysis will help identify
which factors may protect communities from negative impacts on wellbeing in times of water
scarcity. To be notified when results from this analysis are available, sign up for research updates at
the survey website (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au).
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Figure 11.6 Comparison of average scores for (i) confidence in access to water in the long-term and (ii) community wellbeing, for different regions
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Access to water is influenced by many things, including variability in weather (e.g. drought), water
use policies (e.g. water trading rules), changing consumption patterns (e.g. growing demand from
urban areas), and changes in how efficiently water is used (e.g. technological changes that reduce
the volume of water needed to produce the same amount of a product). Survey participants were
asked their views about which of these things will have the greatest influence on the amount of
water available in their region in the next five years36 (they were not asked if they felt this influence
would be positive or negative, however). Box 11.1 on the next page defines some of the concepts
asked about in this part of the survey in more detail.
A majority of respondents believed that drought and increased climatic variability would have a large
effect on water availability in their local regions in the next five years, shown in Figure 11.7. Other
factors – such as changes related to water reform, farm dams, increasing water demand by cities,
and subdivision of rural land - were believed likely to have a large effect by fewer than 50% of
respondents, and more than one-in-five was unsure about the effects of these other factors.

Figure 11.7 Views of survey respondents about whether different factors will influence local water availability in their
37
community in the next five years

The proportion of people who believed different factors would influence local water availability in
their community varied by region and group, show in Figure 11.8. People living in South Australia
and Victoria, for example, were more likely than those in other states to believe growing water
demand from cities would affect water availability, while those in Queensland were most likely to
36

This question was asked of around 40% of survey respondents.
Note that the survey question asked participants whether different factors would affect water supply in their
region. Some people use the term water supply specifically to refer to delivery of water via water
infrastructure; in the survey it was used colloquially to mean water availability more broadly.
37
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report declining bore water would affect water availability, and those in Western Australia were less
likely than people in other states to report that any of the factors asked about would affect
availability of water in their community. When examined based on whether people lived in the
northern Murray-Darling Basin, southern Basin, or outside the Basin, people living in the Basin were
more likely than those outside to believe drought would affect water availability, and that several
actions associated with water reform, including sustainable diversion limits, water trading,
environmental watering, and water buyback (discussed more later in this chapter) would affect
water availability.
Irrigators were more likely than other respondents to report that water buyback would affect water
availability in the next five years. All types of farmers were more likely than non-farmers to report
that sustainable diversion limits, and regulations restricting farm dams would affect water
availability in the next five years. Dryland farmers were less likely than others to believe trading of
water, water buyback, growing water demand by cities, and technological development would affect
water availability.
People of different ages reported varying views about water availability, but the differences were
complex. For example, younger and older people were more likely than middle aged people to
report environmental watering would have a large effect on water availability. Men and women held
similar views, and are not shown in Figure 11.8. Because not all respondents were asked to answer
questions about factors that will affect future water availability, results are not reported for
individual regions. Views about factors influencing water availability were not strongly associated
with a person’s individual wellbeing, or their views about the wellbeing and future of their
community.
Box 11.1 Defining key terms related to water reform, water trade and water policy
Water management is complex, and involves many different actions. Some of the terms used
in this chapter are defined below.
Buyback: The purchase of water entitlements from irrigators by the government.
Environmental watering: The delivery of water to sites of environmental significance, such as
wetlands and forests. This is usually used in reference to government delivery of water, but
environmental watering can also be done with water owned by other groups.
Sustainable diversion limits: A sustainable diversion limit is the maximum amount of water
permitted to be taken (diverted) from either surface or groundwater systems for consumptive
use. Consumptive use means use by humans for things like agriculture, household
consumption and industrial production.
Water allocation: ‘The specific volume of water allocated to water access entitlements in a
given water year or allocated as specified within a water resource plan.’1 (also referred to as
‘temporary allocation’; trading of allocation is sometimes called ‘temporary trade’)
Water entitlement/water access entitlement/permanent entitlement: ‘A perpetual or
ongoing entitlement to exclusive access to a share of water from a specified consumptive pool
as defined in the relevant water plan.’1 In other words, this is the right of access to a specified
share of water.
Water trade: The buying and selling of either water allocation or water entitlements.
1

This definition was drawn from the following website, which also provides useful definitions of other
common terms used when people discuss water, water trade and water policy is
http://www.nationalwatermarket.gov.au/site-information/water-words.html .
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Figure 11.8 Views of different types of people about whether different factors will influence water availability in their community in the next five years
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Figure 11.8 Views of different types of people about whether different factors will influence water availability in their community in the next five years (cont.)
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Water use priorities
Different uses of water support the wellbeing of people and communities in differing ways. For
example, using water for Australian agriculture supports wellbeing through the production of food
for people living in rural and urban areas, in Australia and in other countries. It also supports
wellbeing through the generation of jobs, income and economic activity in rural and regional
Australia. Using water for recreation (for example, boating and fishing) supports wellbeing through
providing activities that support physical and mental health; it also provides livelihood opportunities
for tourism and recreational equipment supply businesses. Using water to support natural
environments supports wellbeing through improving the quality of the environment, which has
multiple flow-on benefits for human health and wellbeing (Tait et al. 2014).
When water is scarce, difficult decisions often need to be made about how to allocate water to
different uses. To better understand how people feel water should be allocated to maximise its
benefits, we asked the following question: When water is scarce, efforts need to be made to use less
water. Some users may need to reduce water use e.g. by making do with less water, improving water
use efficiency. Who do you think should be asked to reduce their water use first, and who last?
As shown in Figure 11.9, across all respondents the water use considered most important – meaning
that people felt it should be the last water use reduced in times of scarcity – was agriculture. Using
water for the environment was the next most important water use, followed by household use. The
water uses given the lowest priorities overall were using water for recreation, and using water for
industries other than agriculture.

Figure 11.9 Water use priorities identified by survey respondents
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When water use priorities were compared for different people and regions, shown in Figure 11.10,
there was high consistency in the priorities reported by different groups, and by people living in
different regions. Although there was variance in the exact scores, almost all groups on average
considered water use for agriculture most important, followed by water use for the environment, for
household use, for industries other than agriculture, and for recreation. There was only one group
for which the order of importance of water uses varied: farmers. Dryland farmers on average
considered water use for the environment to be slightly more important than water use for
agriculture, while for irrigators, the two were rated at almost the same priority. Non-farmers rated
water use for agriculture more important than water use for the environment. The reasons for
differences in the priorities given to each water use were not directly explored in the survey, and are
an important area for further research.
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Figure 11.10 Water use priorities, by region and group
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Water reform
A wide range of water reforms have been implemented in recent decades in Australia. Water reform
is the term used to refer to a wide range of changes to policies, rules and regulations about how
water is allocated to different users, how it can be traded between users, and changes to water
delivery and storage infrastructure. As described earlier, water reform can be implemented to
achieve many objectives. Water reforms generally seek to achieve a balance between
environmental, social and economic objectives, for a range of different users and the environment.
Perhaps the best known water reform in Australia in recent years is the Murray-Darling Basin Plan,
discussed later in this chapter. Water reform has been occurring for many years prior to the Basin
Plan, however, and other reforms have been occurring at the same time as the Basin Plan (Grafton
et al. 2014).
Therefore water reform was examined in two ways in the Regional Wellbeing Survey. The first way
involved examining how irrigators have been affected by multiple types of water reform in recent
years. Irrigators are the group often most directly affected by changes to rules and policies about
water use. To ensure the effects of water reform overall on this group were better understood, the
survey asked irrigators how they had experienced different types of water reform. The second way
involved asking all survey participants their views of the Basin Plan.

Irrigator’s experiences of water reform
The effects of water reform for irrigators were examined in two ways. First, irrigators were asked if
the various policies and other changes put in place as part of water reform had made it easier or
harder for them to trade water and access information needed to trade water. Second, they were
asked if they had done or been affected by any of a number of specific changes that have either (i)
been implemented as part of water reform, or (ii) may be influenced by water reform actions. These
included:









Improving on-farm water use efficiency: Many farmers invest in doing this without
assistance, and as part of several water reform policies government assistance has also been
provided to farmers to improve water use efficiency
Changes in water delivery costs: Water delivery costs are set by irrigation infrastructure
operators, but may be indirectly affected by water reform, as well as being influenced by
other factors
Upgrades of off-farm water infrastructure by water providers: Government investment in
infrastructure upgrade has been part of water reforms implemented in recent years
Buying or selling water entitlements, including sale of entitlements by other farmers out of
the local area, or the irrigator themselves buying or selling entitlements
Buying or selling water allocation, or being unable to sell water allocation due to regulations
capping the volume permitted to be sold into and out of certain regions
Environmental watering
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When asked about water trade, the majority of irrigators who felt able to express an opinion felt
that trade of both water entitlements and water allocation had become easier in the last five years,
that water trading options had grown, and that it was easy to access the information they needed to
trade water (Figure 11.11). Despite this, more than half disagreed with the statement ‘my rights to
access water (when it is available) are better protected than they used to be’.
Views about these things varied by region. Irrigators living in the Murray-Darling Basin, where the
majority of water trade occurs, were much more likely to report a view on how water trading has
changed, and more likely to be positive about changes in water trading, compared to those living
outside the Basin (Figure 11.12). This was particularly the case for those living in the southern half of
the Basin, where the majority of trade within the Basin occurs. Irrigators living outside the Basin
were much less likely to agree that any aspects of water trading had become easier in recent years.

Figure 11.11 Irrigator’s views about whether water reforms have led to improved ability to access water related
information, trade water, and to improved water access rights
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Figure 11.12 Irrigator’s views about whether water reforms have led to improved ability to access water related
information, trade water, and to improved water access rights, by region

Irrigators were then asked if they personally had done, or been affected by, the various waterrelated actions listed earlier38. Figure 11.13 shows how many irrigators had experienced each type of
action and, for those who had, whether it had a positive or negative effect on their farm enterprise.
An important limitation of this data is that some irrigators felt they had been affected by waterrelated actions, but had not directly experienced them. In future waves of the survey, questions will
be designed to more clearly identify who has directly experienced each action, versus having been
indirectly affected.
Fewer than 40% of irrigators had experienced most of the water-related actions asked about in the
survey in the last five years. The exceptions were improving on-farm water use efficiency and
increased water delivery costs, both of which were experienced by a majority of irrigators.
Four actions were usually reported by irrigators as having positive impacts on their farm enterprise:
upgrading of water provision infrastructure, improving on-farm water use efficiency, selling water
allocation, buying water entitlements and using other inputs on the farm in order to reduce water
use. The actions that were most commonly reported to have negative impacts on an irrigator’s farm
enterprise were changes in water delivery costs (which is not a water reform, but may be influenced
by water reform among other factors), sale of water entitlements of all kinds, being unable to sell
water due to regulation, and environmental watering.

38

Improving on-farm water use efficiency, changes in water delivery costs, upgrading of off-farm and on-farm
water infrastructure, and buying or selling water allocation and water entitlements.
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Figure 11.13 Effects of different types of water reform on the farm enterprise, as reported by irrigators who had experienced each reform
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The Murray-Darling Basin Plan
In November 2012, the first Murray-Darling Basin Plan (commonly known as the Basin Plan),
envisaged in the Water Act 2007 (Commonwealth), entered into force. The Basin Plan
provides a new water planning and governance framework covering, inter alia, limits on
surface and ground water extraction, new trading rules, and obligations concerning
environmental watering intended to enhance the security and reliability of water
entitlements, and the sustainability of water use in the MDB. – Quentin and Grafton (2014,
OnlineFirst)
The Murray-Darling Basin Plan (Basin Plan) represents one of the largest water reform processes
ever undertaken, and builds on previous reforms. It is described in detail in Box 11.2, which outlines
the objectives of the Plan and key actions included in it. The Basin Plan has been a source of ongoing
community debate for many communities within the Basin. As such, it was important to understand
community views about the Basin Plan, with an intention of continuing to track these views over
time as the Basin Plan is further implemented.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey asked all survey participants their views about the Basin Plan and its
effects on their household and community. First, participants were asked whether they felt the Basin
Plan would result in any change in their community and, if they thought it would, whether they
believed those changes would result in no impact, or in positive, negative or neutral impacts. This is
important as for many people and communities, the Plan has relatively little day to day visibility or
impact, while in others – particularly communities dependent on irrigated agriculture - it is likely to
have more visible and immediate effects.
Within the Basin, 55.1% of residents believed the Basin Plan would result in some change (either
positive or negative) in their community, while 7.7% believed it would not, 4.5% felt it was not
applicable to them, and 32.8% were unsure.
Outside the Basin, only 7.6% believed the Basin Plan would result in some change (good or bad) for
their community. Most of this 7.6% lived in regions bordering the Basin, particularly in regions that
use water from the Basin. The remainder of those living outside the Basin either believed the Basin
Plan would not affect their community (22.7%), was not applicable to them (35.7%), or were not
sure if it would affect them (34.0%).
As very few people living outside the Basin believed the Plan would result in change for their
community, survey findings about the Basin Plan are presented for people living within the Basin
only.
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Box 11.2 The Murray-Darling Basin Plan
This Box describes the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, its objectives, and key actions being undertaken as
part of the Plan.
The Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) is one of Australia’s most important agricultural areas. In 2011-12 it
accounted for about 40 per cent of Australia’s agricultural output and 49 per cent of irrigated
agriculture (by value). Cotton, fruit (excluding grapes), and dairy production were the highest value
irrigated agriculture activities in the Basin.
The Murray-Darling Basin Plan was adopted by the Commonwealth Parliament in November 2012,
and is a long-term, co-ordinated framework with an objective of achieving the sustainable
management of Basin water resources. The mandate to develop the Plan was developed in
recognition that Basin water resources had been over-used with the potential to lead to long-term
damage to key ecosystems and their associated industries (including agriculture) and communities.
The overarching aim of the Plan is to balance the water needs of communities, industries and the
environment as the Basin contains some of Australia’s most important environmental sites and
agricultural land, and is also home to 2.1 million people.
The Basin Plan builds on other well-established water management arrangements already
implemented in different states and regions, to achieve Basin wide objectives. The Plan aims to
provide greater certainty and confidence to industries (including agriculture) and communities on the
rules around water availability and water trading, and through this to facilitate longer term planning,
investment and innovation.
The Basin Plan:







Establishes limits on the amount of surface and groundwater that can be withdrawn for human
use. These Sustainable Diversion Limits (SDLs) come into effect in 2019 to allow time for
adjustment and adaptation. Nearly 70 per cent of the water that is required to meet this limit has
been recovered as of mid-2014.
Defines water trading rules, aiming to improve the efficiency of water markets through increased
information and transparency. These rules aim to establish a level playing field for trading in the
Basin, and to facilitate innovation through water trade by allowing the market to deliver water to
its most valued use.
Provides arrangements for the co-ordinated delivery and use of environmental water, with an
objective of ensuring that environmental outcomes across the regulated river system in the Basin
are maximised.
Sets water quality targets so that water is “fit for purpose” to support the continuation of
environmental, social, cultural and economic activity in the Basin including agriculture.

The Basin Plan is supported by $10 billion in Commonwealth investment to mitigate the impacts of
the Plan, support regional areas by diversifying their economic base, modernise water delivery
infrastructure and improve water efficiency in agriculture. It also supported the purchase of water
from irrigators.
Source: This description of the Basin Plan has been drawn from information provided by the Murray-Darling
Basin Authority, which has been edited by the authors of this report.

170

In total, 64% of survey participants who lived in the Basin indicated they either felt the Plan would
result in change for their household or community, or that they had an interest in the Plan even if
they did not feel it would affect them or their community. Of these people, most were confident
they could access information about the Basin Plan, but fewer felt they understood how the Basin
Plan would affect them, or that they could communicate their views about the Plan if they wanted
to. Most did not feel the Basin Plan had increased their certainty about the future, or that their
views would be listened to by decision makers if they chose to share them (Figure 11.14). A similar
proportion of people felt decision makers would not listen to their views about other issues such as
coal-seam gas (discussed in Chapter 12). This suggests that community concern about having their
views heard is a problem that applies across multiple issues rather than being specific to the Basin
Plan.
These findings suggest that, at this relatively early stage of implementation of the Plan, community
attitudes to it are still very uncertain. The findings also highlight the challenges of communicating
about a complex set of reforms being implemented across a large region.
Figure 11.14 presents the views only of Basin residents who believed the Plan would result in
change for their household or community, or who had explicit views about the Plan. The other
36% of the population is not included, as they would be unable to meaningfully answer these
questions, having had no interactions with (and in most cases no interest in) the Basin Plan
process. In other results presented in this section, people who felt the Plan would not result in
change for them or their community are included when presenting figures, as they are an
important part of the population when assessing the effects of the Plan on people and
communities.

Figure 11.14 Overall views about information, understanding and communication of the Basin Plan, reported by Basin
residents who had an interest in the Plan
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The Basin Plan will have different effects for different
households and communities. To better understand how
these are perceived, survey participants were asked their
views about how the Plan would affect:




Their household
Their local community
The Basin as a whole

Survey respondents were given the option of reporting
the Plan would have no impact, negative impacts,
positive impacts, or that they did not know what its
impacts would be, at each of these three scales. People
who indicated in the survey that they did not think the
Plan would result in any change for them, are included in
the figures below with the label ‘No views/no change’.

When asked about the effects of the
Basin Plan on ‘the Murray-Darling
Basin as a whole’, many people
living in the Basin indicated they felt
the Plan had no effect on their life
(meaning they had no views about
the Plan and did not feel it would
affect their household or
community), and were not asked to
answer detailed questions about the
Plan. These people are labelled as
‘no views/no change’ in Figure 11.15
and subsequent figures, to reflect
that they did not have strong views
about the Plan and did not feel it
would affect their household or
community.

Figure 11.15 shows overall views of Basin residents about
the effects of the Plan at the scale of the Basin. When asked their views about the effects of the Plan
on the Basin as a whole, the largest group of residents, 35.9%, felt the Plan would result in no
change for their household or community, and had no views about the Plan more broadly. One
quarter believed the impacts of the Plan overall would be negative for the Basin as a whole(25.0%),
and 17.8% that they would be positive, while 13.3% felt the Plan would have either no impact or a
neutral impact on the Basin, despite resulting in some change, and 8.0% were unsure. When asked
their views about the effects of the Plan on the health of the environment in the Basin, views were
more positive, with 27.2% believing the Plan would benefit the environment while 14.3% believed it
would have negative environmental impacts. Views about impacts on communities and the
economy were more negative, with 34.9% believing the Plan would negatively impact the Basin
economy and 35.1% that it would negatively impact Basin communities.
Similar perceptions were reported when people were asked about the effects of the Plan on their
local community (Figure 11.16), although there was less confidence that the Plan would lead to
environmental benefits at the local scale than there was when respondents were asked about its
effects on the Basin as a whole.
When the views of different people about the effects of the Basin Plan on the Basin as a whole were
compared, some important differences were identified, shown in Figure 11.17. People living in New
South Wales were more likely to report the Plan would have negative impacts than those in other
states, while South Australia residents were more likely to view the Plan as having positive impacts.
Those living in parts of the Basin located in Queensland were much more likely to report that the
Plan was not relevant to them than those living in other parts of the Basin. Irrigators were much
more likely than other groups to report the Basin Plan would be negative for the Basin as a whole,
while non-farmers were most likely to report the Plan was not relevant to them. Younger people and
women were more likely to report that the Plan was not relevant to them compared to older age
groups and men. Older people were more likely to believe the Plan would have some kind of impact
on the Basin than younger people, but the proportion reporting positive and negative impacts varied
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across age groups. Those aged between 30 and 64 were more likely to believe the Plan would have
negative than positive effects. Those aged under 30 and 65 or older who had a view about the
impacts of the Plan were relatively evenly divided between those who believed the Plan would have
negative versus positive effects

Figure 11.15 Views of Basin residents about the effects of the Basin Plan on the Basin as a whole

Figure 11.16 Views of Basin residents about the effects of the Basin Plan on their local community
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Figure 11.17 Views of Basin residents about impacts of the Plan on the Basin as a whole, by region and group
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At the household scale, however, views were very different, shown in Figure 11.18. At this scale, the
most common view was that the Plan would have no direct impacts on respondent’s households,
with just over 70% reporting it would result in no change, or in change that had no or neutral
impacts for their households. Of the 20% to 22% who reported there would be an impact, the
majority reported a negative impact.

Figure 11.18 Views of Basin residents about the effects of the Basin Plan on their household

When different groups were compared at the household scale, the people most likely to report they
believe the Basin Plan will have an effect on their household were irrigators, with just over half
reporting the Plan would affect their household, and the large majority of these believing the effect
would be negative. People aged between 30 and 64 were more likely than those in other age groups
to believe the Plan will affect their households, as were men (Figure 11.19).
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Figure 11.19 Views of Basin residents about impacts of the Plan on jobs in the respondent’s household, by region and group
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Perceptions of the Basin Plan can perhaps be best understood by comparing the views of people
living in different communities. It is at the local community level that perceptions of the Plan vary
the most, and there are often large differences in views of people living in communities located a
short distance from each other.
Figure 11.20 shows the views of people in numerous communities and regions about how the Basin
Plan will affect the future of their community, and how the Plan will affect their household’s jobs.
The communities included are those located within the Basin where a high number of responses
were received: they do not cover all parts of the Basin, but do include a large number of the
communities who depend on irrigation, as well as a smaller number of communities reliant mostly
on dryland farming. They also include regions with both small and large populations.
People living in communities with low or no dependence on irrigation overwhelmingly report the
Plan will result in no change for their community’s future or their household. People living in
irrigation-dependent communities are much more likely to believe the Plan will result in change in
their community or for their household. People living in irrigation communities in southern New
South Wales are most likely to believe the Plan will negatively affect the future of their community,
and these are the only communities in which more than 50% of people believed the Plan would
impact their household. Those living in irrigation-dependent communities in other parts of the Basin
are less likely to believe the Plan will negatively affect their community’s future, although they
remain unlikely to report positive perceptions, and less likely to believe the Plan will directly affect
their households.
Similar to perceptions of water security, perceptions of the Basin Plan are not significantly correlated
with community wellbeing: communities in which there was greater concern about the Basin Plan
did not typically have lower than average community wellbeing, or vice versa (Figure 11.21).
This does not mean the Basin Plan has no impacts on community wellbeing. Instead, it highlights the
importance of understanding the multiple factors that influence the wellbeing of a community at
any given time: in some communities, one of these factors will be the Basin Plan, but a range of
other factors will also influence wellbeing. To understand what drives community wellbeing, it is
important to understand both the effects of water reform and all the other influences on community
wellbeing occurring at the same time.
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Figure 11.20 Views about impacts of the Plan on the future of the local community and on jobs in their own household, by people living in different communities within the Basin
(* and ** indicate the community has high or very high use of irrigation water for agriculture)
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Figure 11.21 Views about effects of the Basin Plan on the future of respondent’s local community, compared with Community Wellbeing Index score, by local government areas
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12. Coal seam gas
Exploration for and production of coal seam gas (CSG) has grown rapidly in Australia in recent years.
The expansion of CSG has been accompanied by widespread debate in many rural and regional
communities of Australia over its economic, environmental and health effects (Duus 2013). This
chapter identifies how people who self-identify as living in regions where CSG is occurring perceive
this rapidly growing industry and its effects39.
While developing the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey, several of the people and organisations who
were assisting in testing draft survey questions requested the inclusion of questions about how rural
and regional residents perceive CSG and its economic, environmental and social effects. In response
to these requests, a short set of questions about CSG was included as part of the survey which
identified (i) whether residents identify themselves as living in a region where CSG is exploration or
production is occurring, and for those who did, (ii) whether they felt able to access information and
communicate about CSG, (iii) their views about the effects of CSG for their household and
community, and (iv) their participation in actions related to CSG.
Survey participants were first asked ‘do you live in a region where coal seam gas exploration or
mining is occurring?’ This question required participants to self-identify whether CSG was occurring
in their community. Responses to this question, shown in Figure 12.1, were explored to identify
whether survey respondents who self-identified as living near CSG operations were living in regions
in which CSG exploration or production is documented as occurring. This assessment was based on
publically available data from relevant government agencies identifying where CSG exploration and
production are occurring, and where government information was not available, from information
produced by CSG businesses about their operations40.
Survey respondents were typically accurate about whether or not they live in a region in which CSG
exploration or production is occurring or has been proposed (for example, in some regions
exploration permits may have been issued but little or no on-ground activity occurred).
The only regions in which more than 70% of the population reported that CSG exploration or
production was occurring in their region were northern New South Wales and the Darling Downs
region of Queensland, the two areas in which the largest area of exploration (New South Wales) and
production (Queensland) have occurred in recent years. Within different parts of these regions,
however, anywhere from 20% to 40% of residents were not aware of the CSG activity in their region.

39

A detailed explanation of the industry, its history and operation in Australia is not provided in this report, as
this information is well documented elsewhere.
40
The following websites were accessed during May 2014 to obtain this information: NSW:
http://www.csg.nsw.gov.au/; Queensland: http://mines.industry.qld.gov.au/assets/coal-pdf/csg-update2014.pdf; SA:
http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/petroleum/prospectivity/basin_and_province_information/unconventional_gas/coa
l_seam_gas; VIC: http://www.energyandresources.vic.gov.au/earth-resources/victorias-earthresources/minerals/coal-seam-gas WA: http://westraliangasandpower.com.au/coalseamgas.htm (note this is
not a government website).
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Figure 12.1 Proportion of residents who answered ‘yes’ when asked if they lived in a region in which CSG exploration or
41
production was occurring

41

Numbers of respondents are not shown for each RDA region in this figure, due to lack of space. Information on numbers
of responses can be found in tables of data produced for different regions available at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au
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In some other regions between 20% to 30% of survey respondents reported CSG was occurring in
their region. In these cases, there was typically some CSG exploration occurring, usually with high
associated publicity, or in some cases active plans and pre-exploration activity with little to no onground activity. For example, in the Gippsland region of Victoria multiple licences to explore for
unconventional gas sources have been issued, but there is a ban on ‘fracking’ in Victoria until mid2015. High publicity about potential CSG in the region has occurred, likely explaining why most of
the small number of survey respondents from this region reported that CSG activity was occurring in
their region42.
Almost no respondents who lived outside known CSG areas (meaning regions in which exploration
plans have been announced or in which active exploration or production is occurring) reported that
CSG was occurring in their region43.
Survey participants who reported that CSG exploration or production was occurring in the region
they lived in were then asked their views about CSG. As it was considered possible that answers to
these questions could be biased if members of networks with particular views about CSG dominated
survey responses, these respondents were also asked whether any of the following applied to them:







I am a member of an action group concerned about coal-seam gas (CSG)
I have participated in protests against CSG
I am employed in the CSG industry, or related businesses
I have actively sought to have my views about CSG heard, e.g. by making submissions or
attending public meetings
I have discussed CSG with others in my community

Figure 12.2 shows the proportion of people who answered CSG questions who had any of these
characteristics.

42

Information drawn from http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2013/09/25/3856067.htm, accessed 7 June
2014.
43
The small number of respondents living outside known CSG regions who did report CSG was occurring in
their region have been retained in data analysis as it is possible they live near CSG exploration that the report
authors had not identified based on publicly available data.
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Figure 12.2 Proportion of respondents who were members of action groups, had protested CSG, worked in the CSG or
related industries, or who had actively participated in CSG discussions

Approximately 14% of those who reported CSG was occurring in their community also reported they
were a member of an action group concerned about CSG, and that they had participated in protests
against CSG; this proportion was greater (20.1%) in New South Wales. Very few (2.2% of all
respondents) reported that they were employed in the CSG or related industries. A majority of
people who were aware of CSG in their community had discussed CSG with others in their
community (60.8%), but fewer (22.5%) had actively sought to have their views about CSG heard
through actions such as making a submission or attending a public meeting.
It is likely that the survey responses include an over-representation of members of CSG action
groups, as some members of the groups actively encouraged their membership to complete the
survey. Members of these groups can hold very different views about CSG compared to other
members of the population. Members of action groups, for example, are much more likely to have
participated in protests against CSG, actively sought to have their views about CSG heard, and to
discuss CSG with others in their community, compared to people who are not members of action
groups (Figure 12.3).
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Figure 12.3 Level of active engagement in CSG related action and discussion by survey respondents who were members
of CSG action groups, and those who were not

It was not possible to assess what proportion of the population are members of action groups using
independent data. Therefore it was not possible to adjust the ‘weight’ given to their views based on
the proportion of the population who are members of such groups. To address this potential bias,
when results are presented in this chapter, the views of members of actions groups are compared to
non-members, to ensure any differences between the two groups are readily identifiable.
Respondents’ views about CSG reported below represent the views of those who were aware of the
presence of CSG in their region. The results may be different if all people in these communities had
been asked these questions (in other words, if those who were unaware of CSG in their community
were also asked them). This is an important consideration when interpreting the results, given that a
proportion of people living in a region in which CSG exploration or production is occurring were not
aware of CSG, and thus were not asked further detail about their views on it.
CSG survey respondents (meaning people who indicated they lived in a region in which CSG was
occurring) were asked their views about information availability, communication and decision
making about CSG (Figure 12.4). To examine this topic, they were asked how much they agreed or
disagreed with the following statements:





I can easily access information about coal-seam gas if I want to
I know how to communicate my views about coal-seam gas to decision makers
My views about coal-seam gas will be listened to by decision makers if I choose to share
them
I understand how the presence of coal-seam gas in my regions affects me

People who were members of CSG action groups were much more likely than those who were not
members to feel that they could easily access information about CSG, could communicate their
views about CSG, and understood how the presence of CSG in their region affected them. A majority
of all types of respondents did not feel their views about CSG would be listened to by decision
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makers if they chose to share them. Similarly large proportions of people felt decision makers would
not listen to their views on other issues asked about in the Regional Wellbeing Survey (see for
example Chapter 11), suggesting that lack of confidence in being heard by decision makers is an
issue that applies to many topics, rather than being specific to discussions about CSG.

Figure 12.4 Perceptions of information, communication and decision-making about CSG

CSG survey respondents were then asked how they believed the CSG industry would affect different
aspects of their household and community life in the next five years. Participants were given the
option of saying they did not know what the impact of CSG would be, that CSG would have no
impact, or that CSG would have an impact which they were asked to rate on a 7-point scale from
very negative to very positive. As can be seen in Figures 12.5 and 12.6, views varied depending on
the topic and the region.
Views about the effect of CSG activity on the local economy and community were most positive for
residents living in Queensland communities in which CSG production is occurring, where a majority
felt CSG was positive for local economic activity in their community, but views were more mixed
about whether CSG was positive for their community’s future overall. New South Wales respondents
reported more negative perceptions, although at the household scale most felt CSG would have no
effect on their household’s jobs. At the national level, those who were not members of CSG groups
were more likely than those who were to report positive views about CSG’s effects on the economic
and community, while members of action groups were more likely to report negative perceptions.
Views about the environmental, health and agricultural effects of CSG (Figure 12.6) were more
consistent across regions and groups, with most residents reporting concern about effects on local
environmental health, farmers in their areas, and to a lesser extent on health of people in their
community. Respondents were most commonly unsure or had neutral feelings about the effects of
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CSG on their own health, with the exception of those who were members of action groups. Those
living in Queensland were less likely to report that they believed CSG would have negative impacts
compared to those in New South Wales.
These findings suggest very mixed views about the effects of CSG, which these findings suggest is
perceived by many to have important economic benefits, but potential health and environmental
effects. The more positive perceptions of those living in Queensland, where CSG production has a
longer history and production is occurring, compared to the more negative views of residents living
in regions where exploration but no production is happening, suggest that multiple things influence
perceptions of CSG at different stages of the industry’s development in a region.
While other topics examined in this report were consistently associated with differing levels of
wellbeing – particularly migration plans, and the experience of difficult times on the farm – this is
not the case when views about CSG are considered (Figure 12.7). People who feel CSG will have no
effect or a negative effect on their community reported, on average, similar community and
individual wellbeing to the rural and regional Australia average, while those who felt CSG would have
positive effects had higher than average wellbeing scores. This suggests a complex relationship
between the multiple factors that influence wellbeing, and how a person perceives CSG, which is
neither direct nor unidirectional.
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Figure 12.5 Views about the economic and community effects of coal seam gas, by respondents who reported they were aware CSG exploration or production was occurring in their
community
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Figure 12.6 Views about the health, environment and farming effects of coal seam gas, by respondents who reported they were aware CSG exploration or production was occurring in
their community
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Figure 12.7 Average individual and community wellbeing scores of respondents with differing views about the effect of
CSG on the future of their local community
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13. Conclusions
This report provides ‘topline’ results from the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey. Continuing research
will provide more detailed and in-depth insights based on these data and, very importantly, include
the kinds of intensive statistical testing and advanced modelling that was not possible for this report.
Yet, despite the simplicity of the analyses presented here, it is clear that the survey is already
providing important insights into individual and community wellbeing, as well as demonstrating the
emerging potential of using non-traditional, lower cost methods to conduct surveys in rural and
regional areas.
This chapter examines key findings emerging from both the survey methods and the survey results.
It also outlines next steps for the survey, focusing on how to further enhance the quality of the data
and analysis produced, in order to better support the wellbeing of people and communities
throughout rural and regional Australia.

Developing new insights into wellbeing
The Regional Wellbeing Survey aims to provide information that can be used in practical ways to
contribute substantively to maintaining and, where necessary improving, the quality of life of people
living in rural and regional areas. Specifically, it aims to do this through offering a more
comprehensive, integrated and nuanced understanding of the wellbeing of (i) rural and regional
residents and (ii) the places they live in. In particular, the survey examines how the wellbeing of
individuals and communities is influenced by the access they have to social, economic and
environmental resources, and by the different kinds of changes and events they experience.
The results presented in this report highlight the complexity of understanding the quantity of
different factors that influence wellbeing and the complexity of their inter-relationships. A person or
community’s wellbeing is the outcome of multiple influences, including (but not limited to) how
changes happening in a community or household affect wellbeing, and the capacity of people and
communities to adapt successfully to these changes. The changes faced by any person or
community, and their ability to cope with them, evolve dynamically across situation, place and time.
The 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey is limited to the extent that it examined only some of these
changes: in particular, the survey did not examine the experience of personal life-changing events,
such as divorce or death of a loved one, which are well known to have profound effects on wellbeing
and could well co-occur with the kinds of changes and events examined in this report. Instead, it
focuses on exploring the relationship between wellbeing and changes that affect both individuals
and their communities, for example, the effects of the presence of a new industry, of changing
markets, or of a change in government policy. The effects of these changes on wellbeing are
commonly discussed and debated in rural communities, but often with little hard evidence about the
relationship between these issues and wellbeing. As these changes are often large-scale and
frequently have indirect and reciprocal effects on people or communities, it is challenging to
disentangle the effects of any one of them from the influence of the many other changes and
influences occurring at the same time. More complex statistical techniques and multivariate
modelling will be able to begin this task. While the results of the 2013 survey already do and will,
with further analysis, increasingly provide important insight into the associations between many of
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these changes and wellbeing, shedding light on possible cause-and-effect relationships requires
collecting data over a longer period of time. For this reason, the Regional Wellbeing Survey is
explicitly designed to continue over time with data collection scheduled annually in the spring to
minimise variation in the timepoints between collections and impacts of season on participants’
survey responses.
The findings of the 2013 survey do highlight the importance of understanding all the factors
influencing a person or community’s wellbeing at a point in time. In most cases, experiencing a
single change was not associated with a substantial difference in the wellbeing of a person or
community. For example, communities with greater experience of water reform, or in which CSG has
been growing, did not have higher or lower wellbeing scores overall compared to communities
which had not experienced these changes. Instead, the things were most strongly associated with
greater or poorer wellbeing were whether a person or a community had access to resources (the
‘capitals’) that enable them to adapt successfully to change. To support wellbeing, it is therefore
critical to understand all the different changes and events going on in a community, or in a person’s
life, rather than focusing on only one or two of them; and to identify plausible, do-able policy and
program responses that can be scientifically evaluated.
Although the data from the 2013 survey cannot provide detailed insight into cause and
consequence, the results highlight several important areas that are central to supporting wellbeing
in rural and regional areas.
Linkages between individual and community wellbeing
First, they highlight the importance of understanding the relationship between individual and
community wellbeing. It is sometimes assumed that people with higher levels of wellbeing will
automatically pool their skills and resources to ensure their community also has higher wellbeing.
The survey findings show that this is not always the case: some communities are rated as poor
places to live by their residents, despite those residents having high individual wellbeing; other
communities are rated as great places to live by their residents, despite many of those residents
have lower than average levels of individual wellbeing. A core objective of our future research is to
better understand when and why individual and community wellbeing influence each other, and
what things best support the wellbeing both of individuals and of communities. Examining these
topics from a wellbeing perspective can provide valuable new insight that complements other
analysis of when and why communities fail to thrive. We will also link findings from the Regional
Wellbeing Survey to those of our surveys of life in urban Australia to better understand when and
how regional communities function differently from their urban counterparts: the contrast between
the two helps reveal the strengths and weaknesses of each and, therefore, some of the key leverage
and intervention points.
Further supporting the importance of understanding interactions between individual and community
wellbeing, the findings show that while rural and regional Australians mostly feel their community is
a good place to live, they are more satisfied with their standard of living and personal relationships
than with their future security and the extent to which they feel a part of their community. Both
future security and community connectedness are influenced by the type of community a person
lives in. This raises the important question of when and why communities can be places that

192

facilitate a strong sense of social cohesion and community, and of what things most affect a person’s
sense of security in their future.
The migration plans of rural and regional Australians can provide further insight into the importance
of a healthy community to individual wellbeing. People who had either thought about shifting to a
new community in recent years but decided not to, or who were actively planning to shift in the next
12 months, reported lower levels of community and individual wellbeing compared to those who
were not thinking about or actively planning to migrate. With one-third of people having considered
shifting in the last three years, and just under 11% being very likely to shift in the next year, this is a
critical area to focus on when considering wellbeing. The difference in wellbeing was larger than for
most of the other changes examined in the 2013 survey.
Characteristics of regions with high community wellbeing scores
Second, the results suggest that communities with high wellbeing have some characteristics not
always considered in conventional measures of progress, such as economic activity measures. The
survey findings suggest that communities with high wellbeing are not so much those with favourable
stocks of financial capital but are instead those that provide an environment that enables residents
to support the future of that community as well as their own individual wellbeing. Having people
with good skills and resources is important, but on its own it is not enough: the community needs to
provide an environment in which strong leaders emerge and residents can bring their skills and
resources together to achieve change. Critical to achieving this is having a level of social capital that
supports this type of collaborative effort; high levels of social cohesion were strongly associated with
both community and individual wellbeing. Strong, fair and just governance is also critical to enabling
people to bring their individual skills and resources together to work for the future of their
community. Perhaps surprisingly, the liveability of a community was somewhat less strongly
associated with high community wellbeing, and its economic health even less so. This suggests there
are important and complex distinctions between economic wellbeing and broader wellbeing: a
strong economy is essential and contributes positively in many ways, but it will not alone result in a
community being a place that residents feel strongly attached to, proud to live in, or confident in.
More complex statistical analyses of the data will explore the relationships between having access to
different capitals and wellbeing: the goal will be to unpack the bivariate associations presented in
this report, and will involve exploring whether some of the capitals that do not at first appear
strongly associated act as pathways to achieving access to some of the resources that are more
strongly associated. In our earlier research we have found indirect pathways such as this in rural
communities. Such analyses will help contribute to a more detailed understanding of when and how
having access to different resources can support community wellbeing, and in turn to developing
realistic and feasible recommendations for supporting the future of rural and regional communities.
The complex associations between wellbeing and factors often thought to influence it
Third, the results show the importance of engaging with the complexity of understanding the
multiple factors that are likely to influence wellbeing (and be influenced by it). Consistent with many
other studies, our findings suggest that individual life satisfaction is strongly correlated with a
person’s mental health, social capital and human capital. It is also linked to many other factors that
contribute to wellbeing and these links need to be systematically examined.
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However, some of the things often thought to be associated with greater community wellbeing are
not, or at least are not in simple or direct ways. People who had lived longer in their community did
not report higher levels of community wellbeing compared to those who had lived a shorter time.
This suggests that high community wellbeing is not necessarily dependent on long association with a
community, at least not uniformly at all life stages and across all circumstances: other factors
contribute to building a positive community than simply having people living in it who have a strong
or long attachment to that place.
Fourth, the results show that in many cases, the experience of a single change was not generally
associated with a large difference in wellbeing. People and communities that had differing views and
experiences of environmental degradation, natural resource management, climate change, coal
seam gas and water reform did not have correspondingly different wellbeing. This does not mean
that there is no relationship between these various changes and actions, and wellbeing: rather it
means the relationship may be complex and indirect, or its effect may be small compared to that of
the many other things also affecting individual and community wellbeing, or important subpopulation effects are hidden in population averages. While actions such as water reform, the
introduction of new industries, or strategies to address environmental degradation, may all result in
some kind of change in wellbeing, prior research informs us that any effects are likely to be
mediated by a number of other factors, such as a person’s capacity to adapt to change, and the
number and type of other things influencing their wellbeing at the same time.
There were two areas where particular types of change were associated with a substantial
difference in wellbeing. People who were considering migration had consistently lower wellbeing
scores compared to those not planning to migrate, and the difference in wellbeing between these
groups (both individual and community) was large. Migration is the outcome of many different
factors, and as such can be considered to be the product in many cases of multiple influences that
may both affect wellbeing and trigger the decision to migrate. It can also be a cause of positive or
negative changes and these post-migration experiences are also important to rural and regional
wellbeing.
The second was experience of challenging times on the farm: farmers who have experienced
multiple types of difficult times on their farm, whether market-, policy- or weather-related, reported
much lower levels of wellbeing than those who had not experienced difficult times in recent years.
The difference between these groups’ wellbeing was large, particularly when farmers experienced
multiple types of stress, rather than only one. This highlights how important it is to consider all of
the factors influencing a person’s wellbeing, rather than addressing only one of these factors. It also
suggests that packages and services for farmers need to holistically consider all aspects of their
wellbeing needs. Farmers considering farm exit reported somewhat lower levels of wellbeing than
those not considering exit, but the difference in wellbeing was not nearly as large as that between
farmers experiencing and not experiencing difficult times: this is likely because farm exit happens for
multiple reasons, some positive and some negative, whereas on-farm challenges are, by definition,
negative.
The associations identified between wellbeing and different types of change in the 2013 Regional
Wellbeing Survey are just that: associations. The causal relationships driving these changes are likely
to be complex. For example, farmers who have low wellbeing may be more likely to find it difficult to
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adapt to market change, and hence more likely to report they have experienced market changes as
stressful times. At the same time, market changes such as falling prices or a fall in demand for
produce will place pressure on farmers, which will in turn influence their wellbeing. Future years of
the survey will be designed to collect data directly investigating how these relationships may be
operating, with the aim of identifying the most promising strategies for supporting wellbeing.
Differences in wellbeing of people and place across rural and regional Australia
Finally, the survey results highlight the diversity of experience in rural and regional communities:








Women and men report little difference in overall community wellbeing, but women on
average have higher levels of life satisfaction and higher levels of social capital than men.
Men have lower levels of life satisfaction, but greater confidence in their ability to contribute
to local decision making processes.
There are importance differences between farmers and non-farmers, and between different
types of farmers. Dryland farmers reported higher levels of life satisfaction than irrigators or
non-farmers, but both dryland farmers and irrigators were less confident in their own skills
and resources, had poorer access to infrastructure and services, had poorer general health,
and lower confidence in their community’s governance, compared to non-farmers.
Irrigators reported lower levels of life satisfaction than dryland farmers, but like dryland
farmers feel more a part of their community than non-farmers.
People aged under 30 had lower community wellbeing and individual wellbeing scores
compared to older people, and reported higher levels of financial stress, lower levels of
social capital, lower confidence in community leadership, local governance and their ability
to contribute to local decision making, and higher levels of distress than older people. Those
aged between 30 and 49 years reported higher levels of community wellbeing than those
aged under 30, but reported lower levels of life satisfaction and were less satisfied with all
aspects of their lives than other age groups, particularly their free time. Older people
reported higher levels of individual and community wellbeing, and more confidence in their
access to most resources.
Across different states, residents of New South Wales reported the highest community
wellbeing and life satisfaction, and the highest confidence in their community’s economic
leadership, and local governance. Those living in Queensland reported the lowest life
satisfaction and low satisfaction with their access to consumer services, quality of the local
natural and built environment, and access to infrastructure, and were more likely than
residents of other states to be actively planning to migrate in the next 12 months. Victorian
residents reported the lowest levels of community wellbeing and highest levels of household
financial stress, while those in Western Australia had higher than average life satisfaction
scores but not higher than average community wellbeing scores. Within every state, each
local community differs on all these measures.

Building survey methods that reach all residents of rural and regional
Australia
The 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey was successful in using non-traditional participant recruitment
methods to achieve a large number of responses. The participant recruitment methods were
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designed to take advantage of rapidly growing internet access in rural and regional areas, while
providing options for those without internet access to take part in the survey. They were also
designed to overcome the limited reach of many internet-based surveys: by promoting the survey
using flyers that reached people via the post, rather than solely through online-based recruitment
that would reach a more limited number of people, it was possible to overcome some of the most
common limitations of internet surveys. Doing this enabled a survey to be conducted on a large scale
with greater reach into difficult to access sub-populations than is usual. It also required a shift from
traditional survey approaches which measure sample quality in terms of response rate, to the more
challenging (and more valid) approach of assessing survey success by the representativeness of the
sample achieved. Continuing work is needed to evaluate how to best understand and assess the
representativeness of samples obtained in this manner, and to correct for survey bias that occurs
through use of the ‘online with wide promotion’ format developed for the survey. In 2013, the
survey biases identified were similar to those observed in many other surveys on similar topics, with
a disproportionately more women and older people participating.
Rural and regional Australia has a highly diverse population, and this is not always well recognised. A
critical area that will be further developed as the survey continues over time is ensuring all rural and
regional Australians have the opportunity to take part in the survey. In 2013, the Regional Wellbeing
Survey reached much, but not all, of this diverse population. A key focus in future years will be
improving the accessibility of the survey to all groups, particularly making it more accessible to
people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island origin, to those for whom English is a second language
and to those who may have limited internet access and computer skills. The survey platform will also
be expanded to enable more flexibility in targeting topics to regions: this will ensure that the topics
of relevance to different regions will be asked of people living in those regions.
Expanding the geographic scope of the survey is a key goal for future years. In 2013, with the
support of multiple survey partners, it was possible to reach many communities. In future years, our
objective is to grow the number of partners and regions that are intensively sampled, enabling the
survey to produce data that provides local insight as well as insight at larger scales

Next steps for the Regional Wellbeing Survey
The Regional Wellbeing Survey is designed to be conducted annually over multiple years. People
who participated in 2013 were asked if they would be willing to complete the survey again, and
those who gave their permission will be invited to complete the 2014 survey. In addition, the survey
will seek new participants over time, enabling expansion of its scope. This will result in a large (and
complex) data set that can provide insight into not only a sample of people who are tracked over
time, but a growing cross-sectional sample of people each year. The questions asked on the survey
will change each year. Many questions will be repeated annually, or once every two to five years, to
ensure that measure of key concepts and progress against critical outcome indicators can be reliably
compared from wave to wave of the study. The frequency of their inclusion in the survey will be
based on assessment of how rapidly the concepts being measured by each topic are likely to change
and the policy need for up-to-date evidence and indicators. Other questions will be included only
occasionally, or as ‘once-off’ topics.
Decisions about which questions to include each year will be made based on (i) assessment of which
questions need to be repeated over time, (ii) information provided by survey participants in
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response to a question on the survey that asked them what topics they would like to see included in
the survey, and (iii) discussions with survey partners to identify their information needs and
priorities.
The survey is based on a multi-partner co-research model in which partners are encouraged to
participate to the degree and in the way they wish. Any organisation interested in contributing to
the survey, through funding or in-kind contributions, is encouraged to contact the authors to discuss
becoming a survey partner. The survey is conducted in spring each year. If you wish to be notified
when the next survey is being conducted, please sign up to the mailing list on our website,
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
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Appendix 1: Definitions of RDA regions
Table A1 identifies which Regional Development Authorities (RDAs) have been grouped together to
form RDA regions for the purposes of reporting results of the Regional Wellbeing Survey.
Table A1 Regional Development Authorities located within each RDA region for which survey results are reported

State/territory

Name of RDA region

SA

Adelaide surrounds

VIC

Barwon South West

NSW

Central Coast, Hunter, and Mid North
Coast

NSW

Central West

RDAs located in this RDA region
Adelaide Hills
Fleurieu and Kangaroo Island Barossa
Barwon South West
Central Coast
Hunter
Mid North Coast
Central West

QLD

Darling Downs and South West

Darling Downs and South West

VIC

Gippsland

Gippsland

VIC

Grampians

Grampians

WA

Great Southern

Great Southern

VIC

Hume

Hume

SA

Limestone Coast

Limestone Coast

VIC

Loddon Mallee

QLD

Mid, North and West Queensland

NSW

Murray

Loddon Mallee
Far North Queensland and Torres Strait
Fitzroy and Central West
Mackay/Whitsunday
Townsville and North West
Murray

SA

Murraylands and Riverland

Murraylands and Riverland

NSW

Northern Inland

Northern Inland

NSW

Northern Rivers

Northern Rivers

NSW

Orana

WA, SA, NSW,
NT

Remote WA, SA, NSW and NT

NSW

Riverina

NSW

South Coast and Illawarra

WA

South West

QLD

Southern coastal Queensland

NSW

Southern Inland

Orana
Far North
Far West
Goldfields Esperance
Kimberley
Mid West Gascoyne
Northern Territory
Pilbara
Whyalla and Eyre Peninsula
Yorke and Mid North
Riverina
Illawarra
South Coast
South West
Gold Coast
Ipswich and West Moreton
Logan and Redlands
Moreton Bay
Sunshine Coast
Wide Bay Burnett
Southern Inland

WA

Wheatbelt

Wheatbelt
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