7. Migration
Worldwide there has been ongoing migration of people from rural communities to urban areas for
many decades. Australia has been no exception, with outmigration of people from rural areas to
cities resulting in declining population in many Australian rural communities (Race et al., 2010).
However, migration trends in rural and regional areas are more complex than a simple draining of
population from rural areas to the larger cities. Race et al. (2010, p. 2) point out that in Australia
there is not just a shift of people from rural communities to cities, but instead ‘there is a
simultaneous migration of rural people to other rural and regional areas, and urban people to new
coastal, rural and regional areas to fulfil the apparent opportunities of a better life’. This means that
some rural and regional communities are experiencing population decline while others grow, and
that trends in migration change over time, a result of a complex mix of drivers including the
availability of employment, attractiveness of local landscapes, availability of services, and other
factors.
A large amount of research has documented migration trends in Australia’s rural and regional areas
(see for example Corcoran et al. 2010; Luck et al. 2010; Connell and McManus 2011; McManus et al.
2012). Amongst other things, this work has identified the types of people most likely to migrate to
and from different types of rural communities, and the rates of migration to and from different
communities.
Migrating or relocating to live in a new community is often described as a ‘life event’ that can have a
significant effect on a person’s wellbeing. This is because any big change, even a welcome change,
disrupts people and this is inherently stressful. The process of moving to a new community is such a
change, with disruptions beginning in the months leading up to shifting to a new community
(Luhmann et al. 2012) and lasting for some time afterwards. However, the longer-term effects of
having migrated (rather than the process of migrating) on wellbeing remain unclear, with a review of
relevant studies concluding that further work is needed (Luhman et al. 2012). Notably, previous
studies of migration and wellbeing have typically focused on individual wellbeing, and not on
community wellbeing so that it is not possible to infer the effects of migration on communities.
To add to this body of understanding, the Regional Wellbeing Survey asked respondents:




How long they have lived in their current community
If they were considering migrating in the next 12 months
If they had thought about migrating at some point in the last three years, but chosen not to

Those who had recently shifted to a new community, or who were thinking of doing so in the next
twelve months, were also asked to identify their primary reasons for shifting or planning to shift.
Those who had considered migrating but chosen not to were asked why they had chosen not to
migrate.
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Chapter 7: Key points


Migration of people from rural communities does not just involve rural people moving to
cities – many people move from one rural area to another, and some move from cities to
regional areas



The length of time a person has spent in their community, and their family’s history in that
community, is not necessarily related to their views about the wellbeing of that
community. For example, some people who had lived a short time in a community
reported that their (new) community had high levels of wellbeing while others in similar
circumstances reported the opposite; the same was true of those who had lived in their
community for a long time



Many studies have identified that moving to a new community is often a stressful
experience, and is associated with a decrease in wellbeing. The survey results support
these findings: people considering shifting reported poorer individual and community
wellbeing compared to those who were not considering moving to a new community



More than one-in-three people living in rural and regional Australia has in the last three
years considered shifting to a new community, but decided not to shift. Those who had
considered shifting reported poorer life satisfaction and community wellbeing compared
to those who had not considered shifting. Reasons for choosing to stay (despite
considering moving) varied for different types of people, often involving not wanting to
leave their current job, wanting to stay close to family, and concern about the costs and
difficulty in moving to a new community



When asked if they were planning to move to a new community in the next 12 months,
10.9% of people reported they were very likely to do this. Younger people were more
likely to be planning to migrate than older people; farmers were less likely to be planning
to migrate than non-farmers. People who were planning to migrate reported lower levels
of community wellbeing and life satisfaction compared to those not planning to migrate,
but the extent to which this was the case was different for people of different ages: people
aged under 30 and over 65 who were planning to migrate were less likely to report lower
than average wellbeing compared to those aged 30 to 64



Lifestyle reasons were the most common motivation for moving, followed by moving to
live closer to family, and moving for employment



Many people who were planning to migrate planned to shift to a rural and regional areas;
a smaller proportion planned to move to a large city

Time spent in community
How long a person had lived in their current community is likely to influence their attachment to
that community, as may their family’s history of living in the local area. Figures 7.1 and 7.2 compare,
for different sub-populations and regions, the number of years residents reported having lived in
their local community, and the number of generations of their family who had lived in the local
region.
There was little difference between men and women in the number of years they had lived in their
local community. As would be expected, older people were much more likely to report having lived a
long time in their local community compared to younger people. Farmers had typically lived in their
community longer than non-farmers; even when matched by age groups, farmers were more likely
to have lived in their community for most of their lives than non-farmers in the same age group.
Compared with residents of other states, South Australians and Victorians were more likely to have
lived in their community for 30 or more years, and Western Australian and Queensland residents
least likely.
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A similar pattern can be seen in how many generations of respondents’ families had lived in the local
regions, with two important exceptions:




People aged 65 and older were least likely to report that multiple generations of their family
had lived in the local community. One possible reason is that older people often shift to a new
town or community for retirement.
While farmers were more likely than non-farmers to report that multiple generations of their
family had lived in the local community, a substantial proportion – more than 40% of dryland
farmers, and just over 50% of irrigators – reported that only one or two generations of their
family had lived in the local community. This challenges the common perception that farmers
are strongly attached by family history to their land and the community they live in: in reality,
the survey findings show that many farmers shifted communities during their lives, although as
described above, they were more likely to have lived a long time in their current community
than non-farmers.

The length of time a person had lived in their community and the number of generations of their
family who had lived there were not associated with individual or community wellbeing. Figure 7.3
shows average community wellbeing and individual life satisfaction scores for people who had lived
in their community for differing lengths of time. It compares this for different age groups, to ensure
the analysis is not confounded by the higher wellbeing scores of older people. Different factors may
drive the relationship between length of residence and wellbeing across age groups: for example,
people aged 30 to 49 were likely to report greater community wellbeing the longer they had been
living in a community, whereas those aged 65 and older reported equally high wellbeing if they had
lived in their community fewer than five years, or more than 30 years. The number of generations a
person’s family had lived in their local community was not related to their view about their
community’s wellbeing.
These findings show the importance of challenging many assumptions about rural and regional
Australians. They show that community wellbeing is not dependent on a community having
residents with an inter-generational attachment to their community; and that living longer in your
community is not always associated with greater community wellbeing.
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Figure 7.1 Number of years people had lived in their local community, by region and group
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Figure 7.2 Number of generations of a person’s family who had lived in their local community, by region and group
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Figure 7.3 Mean (i) Life Satisfaction Index and (ii) Community Wellbeing Index scores reported by respondents who had lived in their community for different lengths of time
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Choosing not to migrate
Much of the research that focuses on migration studies people who shift to a new community.
However, in many communities, people may consider migration, but choose not to shift. The
reasons they choose not to shift may be due to barriers that prevent easy migration, such as the cost
and time involved, or due to existing bonds to their community, such as wanting to stay in their
community in order to maintain some of the positive benefits they have established while living in it.
A large proportion of respondents – 39.3% – reported that at some point in the last three years they
considered shifting to a new community, but did not actually shift (n=5961). As can be seen in Figure
7.4, those who had considered migrating but decided not to shift on average had lower community
wellbeing scores and lower life satisfaction scores compared to those who had not considered
migrating. The difference in the level of wellbeing was substantial and significant. These findings
show there is an important relationship between migration and the wellbeing of both individuals
and communities, a finding that merits further investigation.

Figure 7.4 Difference in (i) life satisfaction and (ii) community wellbeing reported by people who had and had not
considered migrating in the past three years

Those who were most likely to have considered but not actually shifted were younger people, nonfarmers, and those living in Queensland and Victoria (Figure 7.5). When examined for the MurrayDarling Basin, a region considered later in this report in relation to water reform, residents of the
northern part of the Basin were less likely to have considered migrating compared to their southern
Basin counterparts and those living outside the Basin. Those who were least likely to report having
considered but not actually shifted were older people, irrigators, and those living in Western
Australia. Note that differences by gender are not shown in Figure 7.5 as men and women were
similarly likely to report having considered migrating but chosen not to.
Those who had considered but chosen not to migrate were asked the reasons they had not shifted.
Figures 7.6 and 7.7 compare the five most common responses reported by different groups:


The most commonly reported reasons for not moving were having good work in their current
community; concern about the expense of living elsewhere; and concern about the cost
involved in moving
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One of the top five reasons that farmers and those aged 65 and older gave for not shifting was
that they did not want to leave their community, whereas this reason featured below the top
five most common reasons for other groups
People under 30 were more likely than others to be motivated to stay in a region because they
wanted to stay close to their family
Those aged 30 to 49 were more likely than other age groups to stay in a community in order to
maintain their children’s schooling

These findings highlight that the factors that motivate people to stay in a community when they
have a desire to migrate are varied, and patterned according to life stage and circumstances. It also
points to a need to understand the wellbeing not only of those who do migrate, but also of those
people who wish to migrate, but for one or more reasons decide not to.
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Figure 7.5 Proportion of residents who had considered shifting to a new community in the previous three years, but had decided not to, by region and group

25

25

Figure 7.5 is based on unweighted data, as the subset of people who have considered migrating are not representative of the broader community, and so weighting was not appropriate.
This means that geographic differences will be affected by response bias from people of different age, gender and occupation. If consistent with response bias for the survey overall, they
would be skewed towards the views of older people, women, and farmers.
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Figure 7.6 Most common reasons reported for choosing not to migrate, despite considering it, by gender and farmer/non-farmer
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Figure 7.7 Most common reasons reported for choosing not to migrate, despite considering it, by age groups
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Choosing to migrate
People choose to migrate for many reasons. In addition to asking survey participants how long they
had lived in their current community, they were also asked how likely they were to shift to a new
community in the next 12 months. Of the 5,820 respondents who answered this question, 76.9%
reported they were unlikely to shift, 8.6% that they were somewhat likely and 10.9% that they were
very likely to shift, while 3.5% were unsure.
The proportion of people who were very likely to migrate in the next 12 months was compared for
different sub-populations and people living in different regions (Figure 7.8 and Figure 7.9). People
living in New South Wales and Victoria were least likely and those in Queensland and Western
Australia most likely to be actively considering shifting. Given this, it is not surprising that those living
within the Southern Murray-Darling Basin (which includes parts of New South Wales, Victoria and
South Australia) were less likely to be actively considering migrating compared to those in the
Northern Murray-Darling Basin (which includes part of Queensland) and those living in regions
outside the Murray-Darling Basin. Younger people were much more likely to be considering
migrating than older people. Farmers (whether dryland or irrigators) were much less likely than
non-farmers to be considering shifting to a new community. Differences by gender are not shown in
Figure 7.8 as men and women were equally likely to report considering migrating.
Those who reported they were likely to shift in the next 12 months were asked whether, if given the
choice, they would prefer to shift to a country area, a regional city, or a capital city such as a state
capital. Preferences varied substantially between groups, shown in Figure 7.10:






Young people aged under 30 were more likely than any other group to prefer to shift to a
capital city, and least likely to prefer a country area, while those aged over 50 were more likely
to prefer to live in the country rather than in a regional city or capital city
Women were more likely than men to prefer to live in a regional or capital city, and less likely
to prefer to live in the country
Irrigators had a strong preference for living in country areas, while dryland farmers had a slight
preference for country areas, but just over 40% would prefer to live in a regional city
Queensland residents were more likely to prefer to shift to a regional city than those in other
states.

People who were very likely to be migrating in the next year reported lower levels of community
wellbeing and lower levels of life satisfaction compared to those who were not planning to migrate
(Figure 7.11). This association partly reflects different migration plans of people in different age
groups – older people report higher levels of community wellbeing and life satisfaction, and are less
likely to migrate. However, the difference is still apparent even when the effect of age is considered,
as shown in Figure 7.11: within all age groups except those aged 65 and older, those who were more
likely to migrate on average reported lower levels of community wellbeing, and lower levels of life
satisfaction, compared to those who were unlikely to migrate within the next year. The differences
were very large for people aged 30 to 49 and 50 to 64. This finding provides indicative support for a
consistent finding of previous research that suggests shifting to a new community is a stressful
experience, and that this stress begins in the period leading up to migrating (i.e., among those
‘somewhat’ or ‘very’ likely to shift).
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Figure 7.8 Proportion of residents who reported they were very likely to migrate in the next 12 months, by region and group
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Figure 7.9 Proportion of residents who reported they were very likely to migrate in the next 12 months, by RDA region

26

26

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 7.10 Type of region people who are actively considering migration would prefer to shift to, if given a choice

27

27

Figure 7.10 is based on unweighted data, as the subset of people who are likely to migrate in the next 12 months are not representative of the broader community, and so weighting was
not appropriate. This means that geographic differences will be affected by response bias from people of different age, gender and occupation. If consistent with response bias for the survey
overall, they would be skewed towards the views of older people, women, and farmers.
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Figure 7.11 Difference in (i) life satisfaction and (ii) community wellbeing reported by people with different migration
plans in the next 12 months

The reasons people gave for having migrated or planning to migrate varied depending on their life
stage and circumstances. People who had either (i) migrated within the last three years or (ii)
reported they were very likely to migrate in the next 12 months were asked their reasons for
migrating. Figures 7.12 and 7.13 compare the top five reasons for migration reported by (i) people in
different age groups, and (ii) farmers versus non-farmers28:








Lifestyle reasons were the most common reason for migration. Future surveys will investigate
these in more detail asking more specific questions to better understand what type of lifestyle
factors matter to different people when considering shifting to a new community
Shifting to be closer to family was an important reason people gave for considering migration,
particularly for non-farmers, and for those in older age groups
Employment drivers were an important driver of migration for younger age groups, particularly
people aged 30 to 49, for whom the second and third most common reasons for migration
were related to finding employment opportunities
Just under one–in-five farmers planning to migrate said they were doing so at least in part to
live in a place with less risk of extreme climatic events such as drought, flood, storms or fires
Retirement featured high on the list of stated reasons for migration amongst those aged 65
and older, an age group that includes many farmers

28

Differences between people of different gender, and living in different regions, are not shown as migration
drivers were very similar for men and women, and for people living in different states.
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Figure 7.12 Most common reasons reported for planning to migrate in the next 12 months, by gender and farmer/non-farmer
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Figure 7.13 Most common reasons reported for planning to migrate in the next 12 months, by age group
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Chapter 8: Key points


People’s feelings about how the environment they live in is changing are often argued to
influence their wellbeing



The Regional Wellbeing Survey asked participants how they felt about environmental
problems in their region, about the acceptability of changes in land and water use, and
their views about climate change



A majority of people believe there are important environmental problems in the region
they live in. Those who believed this reported slightly lower community wellbeing and life
satisfaction compared to those who did not believe this



Farmers who believe there are important environmental problems on the land they
manage report lower life satisfaction and community wellbeing compared to those who do
not believe they have these problems on their land



Many types of water-related changes have occurred in rural and regional Australia in
recent years. A majority of most groups find the following water-related changes
acceptable: investing in improving water use efficiency, making it easier for irrigators to
trade water, and using water for environmental watering. Reductions in the amount of
water available for irrigation, and government purchase of water, were considered
acceptable by a smaller proportion of people



Planting trees on agricultural land is considered acceptable by almost all people if it is
done for environmental purposes such as rehabilitating degraded land, and slightly less
acceptable when done for the purpose of carbon sequestration. Regulations that restrict
clearing of vegetation were considered much less acceptable than tree planting.



Coal-seam gas was considered acceptable by less than 10% of survey participants.



A majority of people living in rural and regional Australia – 60.1% - agreed with the
statement ‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’. Those least likely to agree
were people aged 65 and older, farmers, and men. Views about climate change were not
strongly associated with differing levels of wellbeing



Further work is being undertaken to better understand when and how environmental and
land use change may be associated with changes in wellbeing; and how a person’s
wellbeing influence how they experience these changes

8. Environmental and land use change
Environmental and land use changes affect people living in rural and regional areas in many ways.
These types of change have potential to influence the wellbeing of people living in rural and regional
areas, and were considered as part of the Regional Wellbeing Survey. As a large number of
environmental and land use changes are occurring in rural and regional areas, it was not possible to
include all of them in the survey questionnaires. The following were asked about:





How acceptable survey respondents found a number of common changes in land and water
use occurring in rural and regional Australia, such as changes associated with water reform,
environmental regulation and policy, and new industries shifting into rural areas
Perceptions about the health of the local environment
Views about climate change.

Some of these topics are examined in more detail in subsequent chapters of this report: for example,
water reform is considered in more detail in Chapter 11, coal-seam gas in Chapter 12, and how
participating in activities intended to improve the health of the environment effects wellbeing in
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Chapter 9. In this section, they are examined together as they are all beliefs held by rural and
regional residents about environmental and land use change issues.
The topics discussed in this chapter were not included on all survey panels (as explained in the
Methods chapter, it was not possible to ask all respondents every question). This meant there was a
small sample of respondents from different geographic regions, and therefore results are not shown
for smaller geographic regions.

Environmental problems
Environmental degradation and human health and wellbeing are generally considered to be strongly
interlinked in multiple ways (Connor et al. 2004, Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005, Few
2007). Survey respondents were asked the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the
statement ‘There are important environmental problems in this region’. Respondents who were
farmers were also asked how much they agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘There are
important environmental problems on the land I manage’.
With the exception of irrigators, a majority of people in most groups and regions agreed there were
important environmental problems in the region they live in (Figure 8.1 and 8.2). People living in
South Australia, younger people, women, and non-farmers were more likely than other types of
people to feel there were important environmental problems in their region. However, the
difference in views was small between people living in different regions and of different ages. The
largest differences were between views of men and women; and views of farmers versus nonfarmers.
When farmers were asked if there were important environmental problems on the land they
manage, the majority either disagreed or indicated they neither agreed nor disagreed (Figure 8.3).
Farmers who were female, aged 30-49, and engaged in dryland farming rather than irrigation were
more likely to agree there were environmental problems on their land. To a lesser extent, farmers in
Western Australia and Queensland were more likely to agree with this statement compared to those
living in other states.
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Figure 8.1 Level of agreement or disagreement with the statement ‘there are important environmental problems in this region’, by region and group
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Figure 8.2 Level of agreement or disagreement with the statement ‘there are important environmental problems in this
region’, by RDA region

113

Figure 8.3 Level of agreement or disagreement with the statement ‘there are important environmental problems on the land I manage, by different farmers
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Those who agreed there were important environmental problems in their region, or on their land,
on average reported relatively similar community wellbeing, but lower levels of individual life
satisfaction, compared to those who disagreed with these statements (Figure 8.4). The difference in
wellbeing was smaller for the statement ‘there are important environmental problems in this region’
than for the statement ‘there are important environmental problems on the land I manage’.
Further work is needed to better understand the relationship between wellbeing at either the
individual or the community scale, and how people perceive and understand environmental
problems. It is possible that having lower levels of wellbeing leads people to make more negative
assessments of environmental condition, and that poor environmental condition has an effect on
wellbeing. As the survey is continued in future years, it will be possible to develop a better
understanding of the nature of the association between wellbeing and perceptions of environmental
condition.

Figure 8.4 Average community wellbeing and life satisfaction reported by those with differing views about whether
there are environmental problems in their region or on their land
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Acceptability of land and water use change
Later sections of this report discuss how different people experience a range of types of land and
water use change. One of the reasons a particular type of land or water use change may influence
wellbeing is because it is considered unacceptable by people – in other words, in their view, the way
of using land or water is not consistent with their beliefs and underlying values about how natural
resources should be managed. This link is not typically made in the literature, which focuses more on
explaining differences in perceived acceptability of land use change, but typically does this to explain
why conflict or other processes with potential to negatively influence wellbeing emerge around
changing uses of land and water (see for example Bonaiuto et al. 2002, Williams and Schirmer 2012).
To better understand this, respondents were asked their views on how acceptable or unacceptable
they find a number of changes related to land and water use, each of which was a focus of parts of
the Regional Wellbeing Survey. These changes do not represent a comprehensive list of all changes
affecting land and water use across rural and regional Australia, but are important for many people.
Three types of change were focused on:






Water-related changes: A number of changes have occurred in recent years in how water is
purchased, used and where it is delivered. These water reforms have aimed to improve water
use efficiency and to direct water to uses intended to improve environmental health. The
survey asked how acceptable five of the actions taken as part of water reform are considered
to be:
o Investing in improving water use efficiency in rural communities. Considerable
investment has been made in programs that improve water use efficiency in recent
years, through actions such as upgrading of water infrastructure
o Making it easier for irrigators to trade water. Enabling water trade has been an
important component of water reform, as is discussed further in Chapter 11
o Using water for environmental watering. This refers to using water that would
otherwise be used for irrigated agriculture to provide water to sites such as
wetlands, forests etc
o Reducing the amount of water that farmers can take out of rivers for irrigation
o Government purchasing water from farmers. Usually referred to as ‘buyback’,
government purchase of water has occurred in recent years, with the water
intended to be used for environmental watering.
Vegetation related: Increases in the amount and type of vegetation on agricultural land (or in
some cases, reduction in loss of vegetation) are often proposed as a way of achieving reduction
in environmental degradation. Achieving an increased, or slowed rate of loss, of vegetation can
be achieved in multiple ways. Survey respondents were asked how acceptable they found:
o Planting trees on agricultural land for environmental purposes, for example to
rehabilitate degraded land
o Planting trees on agricultural land to sequester carbon
o Regulations restricting farmers from clearing native vegetation.
Industry and land-use related: New industries and land uses can be controversial. In the 2013
survey, only one new industry was asked about, with survey participants asked how acceptable
they find coal-seam gas extraction in general, and in productive agricultural areas. One land
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use change was asked about: the subdivision of agricultural land into rural residential blocks. In
future surveys a wider range of industry-related uses may be asked about as part of the survey.
Figures 8.5 and 8.6 show how many people found each type of water and land use change
acceptable29.
Investing in improving water use efficiency, making it easier for irrigators to trade water, and using
water for environmental watering were considerable acceptable by a majority of most groups, with
one exception: environmental watering was considered acceptable by a small majority of nonfarmers, but by a minority of farmers. Reductions in amount of water available for irrigation, and
government purchasing water, were considered less acceptable by all groups. This suggests that
despite the inter-relationships between many of these actions, they are not necessarily viewed as
being linked, or the mechanisms being used to achieve some actions are not always considered
acceptable. For example, government purchase of water in recent years has been for the purpose of
then using this water for environmental watering, an action more commonly considered acceptable
than government purchase of water.
Planting trees on agricultural land is generally considered more acceptable if it is for environmental
purposes such as rehabilitating degraded land than if it is for carbon sequestration (although both
were considered acceptable by a majority of all types of respondents except farmers). Regulations
that restrict clearing of vegetation were considered much less acceptable than the establishment of
trees either to address environmental degradation or for carbon sequestration.
Subdivision of rural land was considered acceptable by less than half of respondents, but this varied
substantially by region, and also by occupation, with farmers finding it less acceptable than farmers.
Coal-seam gas was considered acceptable by a minority of respondents, and was considered slightly
more acceptable when asked about generally, and less acceptable if it occurred on productive
agricultural land.

29

‘Acceptable’ means they ticked 5, 6 or 7 on a 7-point scale from ‘very unacceptable’ to ‘very acceptable’.
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Figure 8.5 Proportion of survey respondents who found different types of change in use and ownership of water acceptable
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Figure 8.6 Proportion of survey respondents who found different types of change in land use acceptable
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Climate change
Whether climate change is ‘real’ and what to do about it has been a divisive issue in Australian
politics. One of the growing areas of focus in discussions on climate change is how climate change
may affect human health and wellbeing. A 2014 report of the International Panel on Climate Change
(Field et al. 2014) focused in part on understanding the likely health impacts of climate change,
concluding that:
In recent decades, climate change has contributed to levels of ill-health (likely) though the
present world-wide burden of ill-health from climate change is relatively small compared
with other stressors on health and is not well quantified. (Field et al. 2014, Chapter 11, page
3)
Because climate change affects rural and remote parts of the world hard, including on our own
continent, its possible impact on wellbeing is an area of importance for people living in rural and
regional Australia. While the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey did not focus intensively on this issue,
it did include a small number of questions that asked participants’ views about climate change.
The 2013 survey focused on views about the debate over climate change, rather than on whether
survey participants had observed any changes in their local regions that they believed were a
consequence, in whole or in part, of climate change. Participants were asked the extent to which
they agreed or disagreed with the following statements:





Human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate (asked of all respondents)
The science behind global warming is doubtful (asked of approximately 40% of respondents)
Global warming will make it more difficult to farm in this region in the future (asked of
approximately 40% of respondents)
I am worried about global warming (asked of approximately 40% of respondents).

Across all of rural and regional Australia, a majority of residents (60.1%) agreed with the statement
‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’, and a majority also reported they felt global
warming would make it more difficult to farm in their region in future, and that they were worried
about global warming (Figure 8.7). More than half (56.2%) disagreed that the science behind global
warming is doubtful.
Those least likely to agree with the statement ‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’
were people aged 65 and older, dryland farmers and irrigators. Men were somewhat less likely to
agree than women (Figure 8.8). Those living in inland regions of New South Wales, southern
Queensland, and the Murraylands and Riverland region of South Australia, were least likely to agree
(Figure 8.9).
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Figure 8.7 Views about climate change

Levels of community wellbeing and life satisfaction did not vary substantially with their views about
climate change, as illustrated in Figure 8.10. This suggests that, while the consequences of climate
change may have important implications for human health, the overall extent to which a person
believes in climate change, and their attitudes to it, are not associated with wellbeing at a
population level (although future analysis may identify some sub-groups of the population for whom
there is an association that is not evident when the data are examined at the broad level presented
here).
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Figure 8.8 Extent to which survey participants agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’, by region and group
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Figure 8.9 Proportion of respondents who agreed with the statement ‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’,
by RDA region
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Figure 8.10 Average community wellbeing and life satisfaction reported by those with differing views about climate
change
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Chapter 9: Key points


Many rural and regional Australians take part in natural resource management (NRM)
activities, such as landcare groups or working to address environmental challenges on
land they manage. Others volunteer for groups such as Bushcare. These NRM and
environmental volunteering activities are critical to environmental health.



Environmental regulations are also sometimes put in place to address environmental
problems



The survey asked participants whether they took part in NRM or environmental
volunteering activities. Those who did were asked whether doing these activities had
positive or negative effects on different aspects of their wellbeing



Almost all farmers reported they had undertaken NRM activities at some point, either on
their own or with the assistance of others



31.2% of non-farmers had rarely or occasionally undertaken environmental volunteering,
while 8.6% had done this often



While those who undertook NRM or environmental volunteering reported little difference
in overall wellbeing compared to those who did not do these activities, people who
participate in these activities do report them to have positive influences on several key
wellbeing domains. Environmental regulations, meanwhile, were more commonly
reported to have neutral or negative effects on wellbeing.

9. Natural resource management and environmental
volunteering
The presence of environmental degradation has been found to have negative effects on health and
wellbeing of rural Australians, particularly farmers. For example, Speldewinde et al. (2009, p. 886)
found that incidence of dryland salinity was associated with ‘increased relative risk for
hospitalisation for depression’ in the south west of Western Australia. The potential for negative
wellbeing impacts from environmental degradation is a critical issue, given that in many rural and
regional areas there are significant problems of environmental degradation, including soil erosion,
invasion of pest plant and animal species, loss of biodiversity, and reduced water quality, amongst
others (State of the Environment 2011 Committee 2011).
Ongoing investment is being made in programs and initiatives that aim to address land and water
degradation. Many efforts to reverse environmental degradation rely partly or wholly on the
contribution of time, funds and labour by farmers, landholders and volunteers: these are often
referred to as ‘natural resource management’ (NRM), particularly when undertaken by landholders,
for example as part of landcare groups or in partnership with NRM organisations; or as
‘environmental volunteering’ when the general community is involved via volunteer activities.
Environmental regulations are another way of responding to environmental degradation; examples
include regulations that restrict the amount of vegetation clearance landholders are permitted to
undertake (Schirmer et al. 2012; Schirmer et al. 2013).
NRM, environmental volunteering and the implementation of environmental regulations all have
potential to influence the wellbeing of the people who undertake them (Schirmer et al. 2012,
Schirmer et al. 2013).
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To better understand how NRM, environmental volunteering, and environmental regulations
influence the wellbeing of the people who take part in or are affected by them, the Regional
Wellbeing Survey included questions on these activities:





Farmers were asked if they had undertaken NRM activities and, if they had, how doing this
affected different aspects of their life. The aspects asked about were those which, in turn, are
likely to have an effect on a person’s individual wellbeing
Farmers were also asked if environmental regulations had an influence on different aspects of
their life
Non-farmers were asked if they took part in environmental volunteering activities and, if they
had, how doing this affected different aspects of their life.

Of the farmers who responded to the survey, almost all - 97.5% - said they had at some point
undertaken activities on their land intended to improve the environmental condition of the land
(n=2048). When asked if they were currently involved in doing these activities, 64.8% said they were.
There was potential for bias in the sample, as the survey was promoted by several NRM
organisations to their memberships. However, comparison of farmers who said they heard about the
survey via an NRM organisation, versus hearing about it through a flyer or receiving a paper survey
in the mail, showed relatively small differences, suggesting this bias is small.
NRM activities may be supported in a number of ways – for example, farmers may get assistance
from a local landcare group, or through advice from an NRM professional. As can be seen in Figure
9.1, almost all farmers have at some point undertaken NRM activities on their own without
assistance from others, or with help from local people. Around half have received grants, advice
from experts, attended training courses, or been part of a landcare group (many reported having
done all of these). Current NRM activities were least likely to be undertaken as part of a landcare
group than with other forms of assistance, and unassisted activities were most common.

Figure 9.1 Different ways landholders have participated in NRM, and types of support used
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Participation in environmental volunteering by non-farmers was less common than participation in
NRM by farmers. Of 5,277 people who provided information on whether and how often they
volunteer for a conservation or environment group (e.g. Greening Australia or Bushcare), 60.2% had
never done this, 31.2% had volunteered either rarely, occasionally or sometimes; while 8.6%
reported they volunteered often or very often. The proportion of people reporting they volunteered
was similar across different age groups, for men and women, and for people living in different states.
The wellbeing of people who had and had not participated in environmental volunteering or in NRM
was compared (Figure 9.2). While participation in environmental volunteering was not associated
with higher or lower levels of wellbeing compared to not volunteering (either at the individual or
community scale), farmers who participated in NRM reported, on average, slightly higher levels of
community wellbeing and life satisfaction compared to those who had not.
This suggests that on average, participating in NRM or environmental volunteering has limited
associations with wellbeing. This is not surprising given the diversity of activities that can be
undertaken as part of either NRM or environmental volunteering: depending on how these activities
are designed, they may have a greater or lesser effect on wellbeing, a more positive or negative
effect, or no effect at all (Schirmer et al. 2013).
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Figure 9.2 Average community wellbeing and life satisfaction reported by those with differing levels of participation in natural resource management and environmental volunteering
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To better understand when and how participating in NRM or environmental volunteering might
influence wellbeing, the direct effects of this participation were examined by asking people who had
taken part in them how doing so affected different dimensions of their wellbeing, including their
social capital, finances, the health of the environment, their skills and knowledge, and their feeling
of being in control. The same questions were also asked about how environmental regulations had
affected their wellbeing (Figure 9.3).
The effects of NRM and environmental volunteering were largely positive, although NRM sometimes
had higher than expected financial costs for landholders, who often contribute their own labour and
cash funding to undertake environmental work on their land.
The areas of wellbeing most positively influenced by taking part in NRM were:





Financial capital – NRM was often viewed as improving land profitability
Human capital (skills, knowledge) – NRM often increased skills, knowledge, control over land
management
Human capital (health) - NRM often made landholders feel proud and satisfied, factors that
may support positive mental health
Physical capital – NRM was often reported to reduce environmental problems and improve
ability to care for the land.

The areas of wellbeing most positively influenced by taking part in environmental volunteering were:





Social capital – volunteering activities often helped volunteers meet new people, and see
more of people they already knew
Physical capital – volunteering was often reported to reduce environmental problems and
improve ability to care for the environment
Human capital (skills, knowledge) – volunteering was reported to improve skills and
knowledge
Human capital (health) - volunteering often made participants feel proud and satisfied,
feelings that can support positive mental health.

The effects of environmental regulations, in contrast, were typically reported as negative or neutral
for most aspects of wellbeing. Regulations were often reported as having high financial costs and red
tape and administration, and were not typically reported as having any of the benefits participants
reported for NRM and environmental volunteering.
Further analysis of these data will explore whether the design and context in which NRM,
environmental volunteering and environmental regulations are associated with differing wellbeing
outcomes.
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How do I interpret
these figures?
The radar charts on
this page show the
average extent to
which survey
respondents agreed
or disagreed that
NRM, environmental
volunteering, or
environmental
regulations, led to
particular outcomes,
on a scale of 1
(strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree). A
score of 4 means the
average was ‘neither
agree or disagree’: if
the score is below 4,
most people
disagreed with the
statement; if it is
above 4, most people
agreed with the
statement.
For example, the
average level of
agreement with the
statement ‘Engaging
in NRM made me feel
satisfied’ was 5.5,
which means most
people agreed with
this statement.
The results are shown
as a ‘radar graph’. If
the line is closer to
the centre of the
graph, people were
more likely to
disagree with the
statement. If the line
is at the outside of
the graph, people
most commonly
agreed with the
statement.

Figure 9.3 Effects of NRM, environmental volunteering and environmental regulations on
different aspects of wellbeing, for people who had experienced each

To better understand the factors that may act as barriers and incentives for
undertaking NRM, landholders were asked their views about various
aspects of NRM, shown in Figure 9.4. While the majority of landholders felt
confident in their skills, knowledge and ability to access information about
NRM, many felt there was inadequate funding for NRM, and that available funding was too shortterm. Those who felt they had enough knowledge to comment on other aspects of current NRM
support commonly held concerns that current NRM programs did not target the most important
environmental problems, and that turnover of NRM staff was too high.
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Figure 9.4 Overall views of landholders about natural resource management in their region

These findings overall suggest that participating in NRM and environmental volunteering are positive
experiences that support wellbeing for most people who do them, while environmental regulations
either have neutral or negative impacts on wellbeing depending on which aspect of wellbeing is
considered. While most people are doing these activities with limited external support, this may be
at least in part because the biggest barriers to doing NRM are lack of funding and support to enable
greater NRM investment by landholders.
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10. Agriculture and farming
The wellbeing of all people living in rural and regional areas is important, but one group of rural
residents is a particular focus of many health initiatives: farmers.
Farmers are a focus of attention when considering wellbeing for a number of reasons. While many
farmers have good health and wellbeing, some groups of farmers have poorer wellbeing than nonfarmers. Even farmers who report high life satisfaction ‘appear more likely than non-farmers to feel
hopeless about the future, have suicidal ideation or complete suicide, a contradiction not yet fully
understood but apparent in several countries’ (Schirmer et al. 2013, p.97). This means that, even
though farmers often report higher levels of life satisfaction than non-farmers – as was reported in
Chapter 5 - they may still be at greater risk of some types of mental illness and its consequences
compared to non-farmers. The reasons farming is associated with these mental health challenges
are complex, and are often argued to include a combination of the ways in which working in farming
exposes farmers to mental health risks (for example, high exposure to drought and rapid changes in
costs and prices in agricultural markets), stigma associated with accessing mental health services,
and lack of access to these services, amongst others (Schirmer et al. 2013).
To contribute to understanding in this area, the Regional Wellbeing Survey asked farmers about:





Difficult times on the farm: What farming challenges had they been faced with in the last five
years, and what helped them cope with these challenges
Use of farm programs: Whether they had accessed any of several types of farm programs
intended to either improve farm management, or to provide assistance during difficult times,
in the last five years
Farm exit: Farmer’s likelihood of leaving farming in the next five to ten years, and whether they
were experiencing any of several drivers sometimes associated with exit.

Difficult times on the farm
Farmers were asked if they had experienced any of a number of ‘difficult times’ on their farm in the
last five years. All farmers, whether dryland or irrigator, were asked if they had experienced the
following types of difficult times and, if they had, how affected their farm enterprise was by it
(where being more affected was considered a more negative impact):









drought
other natural disasters such as flood, bushfire or storm damage
pest, diseases or weed invasion causing substantial damage
environmental degradation
rising input costs (e.g. fertiliser or fuel)
reduced markets for their products in the form of lower demand and/or lower prices
difficulty obtaining labour
difficulty accessing affordable finance.
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Chapter 10: Key points


The wellbeing of farmers is a focus of attention for many rural and regional health
initiatives. Farmers experience different types of wellbeing challenges compared to
non-farmers



Farmers were asked if they had experienced any of a number of ‘difficult times’ on
their farm enterprise in the last five years. The most common challenges
experienced were rising input costs, reduced demand or prices for products, and
drought



Those who reported experiencing challenges also reported lower individual
wellbeing, particularly those who experienced multiple difficult times on the farm
simultaneously. The causality of these associations is not yet known: it is equally
possible that farmers with low wellbeing find it hard to cope with difficult times
(so are more likely to report experiencing them), and that experiencing difficult
times reduces wellbeing



Farmers were asked if they had accessed any of several programs that either
provide support during difficult times, or provide a service that may help improve
the ability of farmers to cope with difficult times. Just over 23% had used farm
management deposits, while 15% to 18% had accessed rural financial counselling
or exceptional circumstances support in the last five years. Those who had used
farm management deposits reported similar wellbeing to those who had not.
Those who had accessed rural financial counselling or exceptional circumstances
support reported lower wellbeing compared to those who had not accessed these
forms of support



Farmers were asked how likely they were to leave farming in the next 5-10 years.
Just under half – 44.8% - reported they were somewhat to very likely to leave
farming in this period, with older farmers most likely to be considering leaving.
Those who plan to leave farming on average report lower life satisfaction
compared to those not planning to leave in the next 5 to 10 years. Most farmers
(60.5%) considering farm exit plan to live in their local community once they leave
farming. Further work will better identify when and why planning to leave farming
is associated with poorer wellbeing.

Irrigators were also asked if they had experienced any of the following challenges that relate
specifically to use of irrigation water30:





reduced allocation of water for one or more seasons
increased fixed charges on their water entitlements (meaning the fees paid to retain an
entitlement to an allocation of water)
increases in costs of purchasing water allocation
restrictions that prevented them trading water.

The most commonly experienced ‘difficult times’, shown in Figure 10.1 were (i) rising input costs,
which most farmers had experienced and a majority reported had a large effect on their farm
enterprise; (ii) reduced access to markets in the form of lower demand or prices; and (iii) drought.
Additionally, more than 40% of irrigators reported their farm enterprise had been very affected by
increased fixed charges on their water entitlements, and/or by reduced water allocation for one or
30

A small number of dryland farmers also answered these questions, however their responses to questions
about irrigation have been removed in the data presented in this chapter.
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more seasons. As noted earlier, being more greatly affected was considered to indicate a more
negative experience of the difficult time.
The ‘difficult times’ that were least commonly experienced, and which when experienced were not
typically reported to have a large effect on the farm enterprise, were environmental degradation,
difficulty accessing affordable finance, and restrictions that prevented trading of water by irrigators.

Figure 10.1 Type and intensity of difficult times experienced by farmers in the last five years

Farmers who reported that their farm enterprise had been affected by any of the different types of
difficult times on average had lower levels of life satisfaction compared to those who had not
experienced the difficult time (Figure 10.2). The ‘effect’ was greater for some types of difficult times
than others: the ‘wellbeing gap’ between those who did not experience a difficult time, and those
who reported it had a large effect on their farm, was highest for those who had experienced rising
input costs, difficulty accessing affordable finance, reduced demand or prices for products, or
restrictions on water trade. The smallest wellbeing gap was identified for farmers who experienced
natural disasters other than drought, increases in costs of temporary water allocation (water that is
traded on the market each season), or reduced water allocation. The differences shown in Figure
10.2 will result from complex interactions between wellbeing and a person’s perceptions of how
135

their farm enterprise is affected by change (for example, a person with low wellbeing may be more
likely to rate some difficulties as having a large effect on their farm; but these difficulties will also
likely influence their wellbeing).
However, farmers often experience multiple challenges at the same time. The experience of multiple
types of simultaneous stress has been shown in previous studies to have a greater and more
negative effect on wellbeing than being exposed to one stressor only, although this work focuses
mostly on how experiencing multiple difficult ‘life events’ affects wellbeing, such as divorce or
shifting house, rather than how multiple types of simultaneous occupational stress affect wellbeing
(see for example Monroe and Simons 1991; Kendler et al. 1999).
To identify how experiencing different ‘amounts’ of farming stress was associated with wellbeing,
the average life satisfaction reported by farmers who had experienced different amounts and
severity of difficult times in the last five years was compared (Figure 10.3). The findings suggests a
strong association between experiencing difficult times on the farm, and wellbeing: farmers who
experienced a greater number and severity of difficult times reported substantially lower levels of
life satisfaction compared to those who had experienced few difficult times, with a larger difference
between groups.
The relationship between wellbeing and challenges experienced on the farm is not likely to be a
simple causal connection: it is likely that a farmer who has low wellbeing will find it more difficult to
adapt to difficult times when they occur, and that this will result in greater likelihood of them
reporting that the difficult time had a larger effect on their farm than a farmer with higher levels of
wellbeing and greater capacity to cope with challenges. Experiencing a difficult time will then also
influence wellbeing. This may potentially create a cycle of effects on wellbeing. In a negative
feedback cycle, a person experiencing low wellbeing may find it hard to cope with a new challenge
on the farm, and this in turn will contribute to worsening wellbeing. In a positive feedback, farmers
who have high wellbeing and adapt successfully to challenges may reinforce their wellbeing through
doing so. Further work in this area will draw on the survey data to examine when and how a farmer’s
capacity to cope affects their wellbeing, and how their wellbeing in turn influences their capacity to
cope successfully with difficult times.
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Figure 10.2 Life Satisfaction Index scores for farmers who reported experiencing different types of difficult times on their farm in the last five years
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Figure 10.3 Life satisfaction index scores for farmers who reported experiencing different amounts of difficult times on
their farm in the last five years

These findings reinforce the importance of better understanding how to build the capacity of
farmers when they experience challenging times. To explore this further, farmers were asked
whether receiving support from a number of different sources had been of use to them when they
experienced difficult times on the farm (only those who had accessed each form of support were
asked to rate its usefulness) (Figure 10.4). The sources of support rated as most helpful were family,
friends, and exceptional circumstances relief. Those rated as least helpful were government support
services, with the exception of Rural Financial Counselling, which was rated the most helpful of all
government support other than exceptional circumstances support. Many of the services invested in
as part of support programs during difficult times were rated as less helpful than community
organisations such as local businesses, churches and farming organisations, suggesting a need to
further consider how to enable and support these groups to continue providing what is an often
valued source of support to farmers during difficult times.
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Figure 10.4 Helpfulness of different programs and sources of support when experiencing difficult times on the farm, as
rated by farmers

Use of farm programs
A number of formal farm services and programs are provided to assist farmers, each with different
goals. Some aim to assist farmers during difficult times; others aim to improve land productivity and
farm management in the longer term, which can reduce the negative impact of difficult times when
they occur. Natural resource management related grants were described in Chapter 9. Other types
of support include:




Supporting financial management on the farm: the Farm Management Deposits Scheme aims
to provide a way for farmers to tax-effectively manage uneven income on the farm, while Rural
Financial Counselling provides free financial advice to farmers experiencing financial hardship
Providing direct financial support during drought: the Exceptional Circumstances Household
Relief Support and Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidy schemes were used during
the millennium drought to support drought-affected farmers.
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Just over 23% had used farm management deposits, while less than 20% had accessed rural financial
counselling, or received Exceptional Circumstances support during drought (Figure 10.5).

Figure 10.5 Proportion of farmers who reported accessing different farm programs and services

These different programs and services are not accessed equally by all, as shown in Figures 10.6 to
10.9:




Rural financial counselling and exceptional circumstances support have most commonly been
accessed by farmers who are women, farmers aged 30 to 49, and those living in New South
Wales and Queensland; and least commonly by those in Victoria and Western Australia, and
those aged under 30 (many of those aged under 30 may not be eligible to access this service as
not all are the primary farm manager)
Farm management deposits were used by all types of farmers, but young (aged under 30) and
older (aged 65 and older) farmers were less likely to have used them, and those living in
Queensland and Western Australia were more likely to have used them.

The wellbeing of farmers who had accessed different programs/services differed substantially
(Figure 10.10):




Those who had accessed services that are offered once a farmer is experiencing difficult times
(rural financial counselling, exceptional circumstances support) reported lower levels of
wellbeing compared to those who had not accessed these services (note that this does not
mean that the services affected their wellbeing)
Those who had accessed farm management deposits, which aim to help farmers proactively
manage farm finances and through this improve capacity to cope with uneven income flows,
reported similar wellbeing to those who had not.
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Figure 10.6 Proportion of farmers who reported accessing rural financial counselling in the last 5 years, by region and
group

Figure 10.7 Proportion of farmers who reported accessing Exceptional Circumstances Household Relief Support in the
last 5 years, by region and group
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Figure 10.8 Proportion of farmers who reported accessing the Exceptional Circumstances Interest Rate Subsidy in the
last 5 years, by region and group

Figure 10.9 Proportion of farmers who reported using farm management deposits in the last 5 years, by region and
group
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Figure 10.10 Life satisfaction index score of farmers who had and had not accessed different types of farm programs and
services

As with many of the topics discussed in this report, the linkages between wellbeing and accessing
farm programs is complex. The differences between those who received ‘reactive’ support after they
were in hardship, and those who were using ‘proactive’ support – for example, through accessing
the farm management deposit program - is an important area for further work, particularly as
reviews of drought support provided in Australia have previously recommended that support such as
Exceptional Circumstances relief is less effective in assisting farmers to cope with drought and
climate variability compared to measures such as farm management deposits (see for example
Productivity Commission 2009). The initial analysis presented appears to be consistent with the
argument that proactive support in the form of building capacity before difficult times occur may be
more protective of wellbeing than reactive measures. Reactive measures, coming after a farming
household has experienced extended hardship, may also be helpful, of course (as identified earlier in
this chapter), but less effective in supporting overall wellbeing and capacity to adapt to change.
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