Wellbeing of dairy farmers
Findings from the 2014 Regional Wellbeing Survey Farmers and agriculture report

Introduction
This report provides a summary of the wellbeing of Australian dairy farmers in 2014. It draws on data collected as
part of the Regional Wellbeing Survey, an annual survey of more than 12,000 rural and regional Australians,
including 3,700 farmers1. This summary report looks at the wellbeing of farmers who reported that they produce
dairy milk on their farm.

How many dairy farmers were
surveyed?
A total of 334 dairy farmers took part in the
survey. As shown in Table 1, dairy farmers living in
Victoria were over-represented in the survey
responses, and those in Queensland and New
South Wales under-represented. To address this,
data in this report were weighted to correct for
geographic over- and under-representation2.

Table 1: Australian dairy farmers by location
Dairy farmers in the
% of dairy farms
2014 Regional
located in this
a
Wellbeing Survey
state, 2013-14
New South Wales
3%
11%
Victoria
87%
68%
Queensland
1%
8%
South Australia
3%
4%
Western
Australia
1%
2%
Tasmania
5%
7%
a

Data source: Dairy Australia. 2015. Australian Dairy Industry in Focus, 2015..

Wellbeing of dairy farmers

A person with high levels of wellbeing is able to realise their potential, cope with normal life stresses, work
productively and make a contribution to their community. Wellbeing is influenced by many factors, including a
person’s safety and security, their physical and mental health, their relationships and social networks, their access
to goods and services, and the fairness of the society they live in. Farming is also associated with occupationspecific factors that can challenge wellbeing, including the effects of drought, pest and disease outbreaks, market
fluctuations, rising input costs, regulation of farming, geographic isolation and social isolation.
Table 2: Wellbeing of Australian dairy farmers, 2014

Global life satisfaction
(measured 0-100)

All
farmers

Dairy
farmers

How do dairy
farmers
compare to
1
other farmers?

73.4

75.8

↑ Better

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly
different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail
(www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)

In 2014, dairy farmers on average reported higher ‘global life
satisfaction’ compared to other farmers. ‘Global life satisfaction’ is a
person’s self-rated satisfaction with their life as a whole. A commonly
used measure of wellbeing, the ‘normal’ level of wellbeing typically
falls within a small range: across Australia the average score for
farmers was 73.4 out of a possible 100. Dairy farmers had an average
score of 75.8 – a difference that despite appearing small, is
significantly higher than the average, and reflects many dairy farmers
rating their wellbeing at higher than average levels and fewer
reporting poor wellbeing.

1

We defined a farmer as a person who is directly involved in managing a farm. This includes those who both own and manage a farm, those who manage a
farm on behalf of an owner, and both paid and unpaid farm managers.
2
See our full report, ‘Schirmer, J., Peel, D. and Mylek, M. 2015. Farmers and agriculture: the 2014 Regional Wellbeing Survey’, for more information about
data weighting. The report can be downloaded from www.regionalwellbeing.org.au

What did the ‘typical’ dairy farm look like in 2014?
Australian farming, farms and farmers
are continuously changing and
adapting to new technologies, new
market demands, evolving social
values, and improved understanding
of how Australian landscapes operate.
Australian farmers use a range of
business structures, have farms
ranging from very small to very large
in terms of both physical area, number
of workers and value of production,
and often earn income both on and
off the farm.
Dairy farmers manage farms that are
typically located in high rainfall areas
or irrigated, and managed for
Figure 1: Average gross value of agricultural production in 2013-14
intensive production. Reflecting this
intensive production, dairy farmers on average have a larger gross value of agricultural production (GVAP) than
other farmers (Figure 1), with three quarters reporting a GVAP of $400,000 or more in 2013-14. However, a third
reported GVAP of less than $100,000.
On average, dairy farmers reported having fewer farm employees than other types of farmers. However, the
survey did not identify expenditure on contractors, another important source of labour on many farms. Dairy
farms were slightly more often structured as a corporation or family trust, and less often had a sole trader
business structure, compared to other types of Australian farms (Table 3).
Not all dairy farmers live on their main farming property, with 22% reporting that they lived off the farm in 2014.
Dairy farmers earned a higher proportion of their income on the farm and were less likely to have off-farm paid
work, or off-farm income from investments or other sources, compared to other types of farmers.
Table 3: Australian dairy farms in 2014

Farmers were asked if they
lived on their main farming
block, or somewhere else
Average workers employed
on Australian farms
Farm business structure
Average proportion of
farmer’s household income
derived on and off the farm

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

Lives on main farm property(%)

77%

78%

How do dairy
farmers compare
1
to other farmers?
No difference

Lives off main farm property (%)

23%

22%

No difference

Average # full time employees
Average # part time employees
Sole trader (%)
Family trust (%)
Family partnership (%)
Company (%)
On-farm income (average %)
Off-farm paid work (average %)
Other off-farm income (average %)

2.8
3.9
17%
20%
50%
13%
65%
25%
15%

2.0
3.1
9%
28%
46%
16%
85%
15%
5%

↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↓ Lower
↓ Lower

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)

2

Determinants of wellbeing, resilience and adaptive capacity
A person’s wellbeing, resilience and adaptive
capacity is often better if they have good access to
‘resources’ that support these things. These
‘resources’ include a good standard of living,
education and skills, a supportive and well governed
community, social contact and connections, a safe
place to live, services and infrastructure, and a
healthy natural environment, amongst others. The
extent to which farmers report having access to
these types of resources – often called
‘determinants’ of wellbeing, resilience and adaptive
capacity - was assessed. Farmers who reported

poorer access to any of the resources in Table 4 also
typically reported poorer wellbeing.
Dairy farmers on average reported having a
healthier local economy, with better access to
services and infrastructures (including
telecommunications) than other farmers. However,
they reported poorer than average social capital,
being somewhat less likely to get involved in local
community activities or feel a strong sense of
belonging to their local community.

Table 4: Access to resources that help support wellbeing, resilience and adaptive capacity
All farmers

Financial capital: measures the
access households and
communities have to financial
resources.
Human capital: the resources
available to people and
communities as a result of their
skills, education, health and
more broadly their personal
resilience and capabilities.
Institutional capital: the quality,
representativeness, fairness and
inclusiveness of local
organisations and, more
broadly, decision making
processes in a person’s local
community.
Social capital: the level of social
cohesion, trust and cooperation
between people, often referred
to as the ‘glue’ that holds
communities together.
Physical capital: The physical
characteristics of the place a
person lives can influence that
person’s wellbeing.
Natural capital: the natural
resources in a region, and the
ecosystem services they
provide.

(measured 1-7
unless
otherwise
specified)

(measured 1-7
unless otherwise
specified)

How do dairy
farmers
compare to
other farmers?

Household financial wellbeing

4.3

4.2

No difference

Community economic
wellbeing

3.5

3.7

↑ Better

3.5

3.6

No difference

16.0

15.7

No difference

5.1

5.1

No difference

5.0

5.0

No difference

4.6

4.7

No difference

4.2

4.3

No difference

4.4

4.3

No difference

3.2

2.9

↓ Lower

5.6

5.3

↓ Lower

4.3

4.6

↑ Higher

3.2
4.7
5.4

3.4
4.9
5.5

↑ Higher
No difference
No difference

4.8

5.0

↑ Higher

General health (measured 1-5)
Psychological distress
(measured 10-50)
Confidence in skills and
education
Community leadership and
collaboration
Having a say and being heard

Equity and inclusion

Spending time with friends and
family
Getting involved in the local
community
Sense of belonging
Access to services and
infrastructure
Access to telecommunications
Crime and safety
Landscape and aesthetics
Perceived health of the local
environment

Dairy farmers

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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The changing Australian farm business
Australian farmers are continually changing how
their farm operates. In the 12 months prior to
completing the survey in October 2014, dairy
farmers were more likely than other farmers to have
bought or leased new land, invested in their farm,
and improved their efficiency of irrigation (Figure 2).

Dairy farmers were slightly more likely than other
farmers to be planning to increase the area they
farmed or to lease out land in the next five years,
and less likely to be planning to increase off-farm
income or sell all their land.

Figure 2: How are dairy farmers changing their farms?
4

Barriers to farm development
Farmers were asked if any of a number of barriers
had prevented them from developing their farm
business the way they wanted to in the last five
years. Similar to other farmers, many dairy farmers
reported rising input costs and falling prices as the
biggest barriers experienced. This was followed by
rising electricity costs, which was an issue more
commonly reported by dairy farmers than others, as

was increases in the cost of purchasing water
allocation and difficulty obtaining labour (Figure 3).
When the number and severity of barriers was
added up across all the barriers listed in Figure 3,
dairy farmers on average reported slightly fewer
barriers than other farmers, with an average
‘barrier’ score of 38 compared to 42 for all
Australian farmers (out of a maximum possible 119).

Figure 3: Barriers to farm development experienced in the last five years
5

Drought and extreme weather events
Experiencing drought and other extreme weather
events is common for many farmers, and can have a
profound effect on both the farm business and the
farming household. Farmers were asked if in the last
five years they had experienced drought, heatwaves,
severe storms, floods, cold snaps, bushfire or a
cyclone. In total, 75% of farmers had experienced
drought, 64% a heatwave lasting several days, 52% a

severe storm that caused damage, 46% a flood, 40%
an unusual cold snap, 35% a bushfire and 8% a
cyclone in the last five years. Dairy farmers were less
likely than other Australian farmers to report having
experienced any of these in the last five years, with
the exception of floods (Table 5).

Table 5: Experience of drought and extreme weather events

Proportion of
farmers who had
experienced this in
their local region in
the last 5 years

Drought (%)
Cold snap e.g. frosts when you don't normally
have them (%)
Heatwave (several days in a row that were
much hotter than average for your region) (%)
Bushfire (%)
Cyclone (%)
Severe storm (that caused damage such as trees
coming down) (%)
Flood (%)

All
farmers

Dairy
farmers

75.0%

63.9%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers? 1
↓ Lower

39.7%

16.2%

↓ Lower

63.6%

55.3%

↓ Lower

35.3%
7.8%

27.8%
1.3%

↓ Lower
↓ Lower

51.9%

51.1%

↓ Lower

46.3%

49.0%

↑Higher

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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Farm finances
Farmers were asked to self-rate how profitable their farm was in 2013-14. Most farmers considered their profit to
be the amount earned for their household and for investing in the farm, after covering farm expenses3,
something potentially better referred to ‘household income plus profit’, but referred to in this report as ‘profit’.
In 2013-14, 49% of Australian farmers reported making a profit on their farm, while just under 20% were breaking
even and 32% were making a loss on the farm. Dairy farmers were more likely than other farmers to report a
good year of returns on the farm, with 63% reporting their farm made a profit, and 24% that it made a loss
(Figure 4).
Dairy farmers typically reported
having a higher level of farm
debt than most other farmers,
and were more likely than
other farmers to have applied
for a loan in the last year and to
have used multiple forms of
collateral for loans in the last
five years. However, they were
also more likely to be reducing
their farm debt, and reported
better than average cash flow
(Table 6).

Figure 4: Farm financial performance reported by farmers in 2013-14
Table 6: Farm financial characteristics, 2013-14

Total farm debt

Farm debt changes in last
year, and ability to service
debt
Accessing finance

Types of collaterals farmers
have used for loans in the last
five years
Farm business cash flow
status

Negative or nil (%)
<$100,000 (%)
$100,000-$399,999 (%)
$400,000-$999,999 (%)
$1 million + (%)
Debt decreased (%)
Debt increased (%)
Difficult to service debt (%)
Applied for loan (%)
Applicants who were rejected (%)
Farm (%)
Water entitlements (%)
Own house (%)
Equipment (%)
Other property (%)
Other (%)
Poor cash flow (%)
Good cash flow (%)

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

28.7%
14.2%
17.6%
18.4%
21.1%
24.3%
22.5%
26.3%
25.7%
8.6%
39.8%
5.5%
10.2%
10.1%
5.6%
8.2%
34.0%
29.0%

11.4%
6.8%
14.2%
33.0%
34.6%
33.3%
23.6%
17.9%
35.6%
11.5%
49.3%
13.7%
13.7%
16.4%
8.2%
11.0%
26.0%
43.8%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers? 1
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
No difference
↓ Better
↑Higher
No difference
↑Higher
↑Higher
No difference
↑Higher
No difference
No difference
↓ Better
↑ Better

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)

3

When farmers self-rate their profitability, farmers often define profitability differently to economic definitions: most farmers include
the income their household earns from the farm as part of their profits, whereas economic definitions consider profits to be the surplus
left after the farmer has taken an income for themselves from their farm. Because of this, we report a substantially higher proportion of
farmers as making a ‘profit’ than would be the case when using strict economic definitions of profitability.
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Markets and prices
Australian farmers sell into a range of
markets, and the price they receive for
their produce is determined in many
different ways. Concerns are regularly
raised about the impact of low or no
farmgate price growth on the financial
viability of farms and the wellbeing of
farm families, particularly when coupled
with rising input costs. Across Australia,
63.6% of farmers felt they had good
access to information about their
markets, 74.5% that they had no choice
in the prices they received for their
produce, and only 31.2% that they were
able to negotiate prices with some or all
of their buyers.
Figure 5: Choices and information about market and pricing
Dairy farmers were less likely than other farmers to report having good access to market information or being
able to negotiate prices with buyers, and more likely to report having no choice in the prices they received for
their produce. They predominantly sold produce to (i) a cooperative, (ii) a processor with whom they had no
contract, or (iii) a processor under contract. Prices were most commonly reported to be set by the buyer (43.8%),
while between 10% and 17% reported prices being set using a pool, forward selling or futures market (Table 7).

Table 7: Markets and price setting mechanism

Markets and market brokers
farmers sell produce to

Price setting mechanisms for
farm produce

Auction (%)
Broker/trading company (%)
Abattoir (%)
Other farmers (%)
Processor, under contract (%)
Processor, no contract (%)
Cooperative (%)
Direct to consumer (%)
Other buyers (%)
Direct to retailer (%)
Spot price (%)
Price I set (%)
Pool (%)
Futures market (%)
Price set by buyer (%)
Forward selling (%)
Other (%)

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

37.0%
21.7%
20.5%
14.0%
10.2%
9.1%
8.2%
6.3%
5.5%
4.5%
45.2%
35.5%
12.9%
11.0%
8.1%
7.6%
2.3%

3.2%
2.2%
9.7%
7.5%
15.1%
30.1%
38.7%
3.2%
0.0%
1.1%
9.5%
9.5%
16.6%
11.8%
43.8%
14.2%
1.2%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers? 1
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
No difference
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
No difference

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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Irrigation and water trade
Many dairy farmers are irrigators. Irrigating dairy farmers were more likely than other irrigators to have increased
their use of water allocation trade in the last five years (Figure 6). In the 12 months to October 2014, dairy
farmers were more likely than other irrigators to have purchased additional water allocation and water
entitlements, and less likely to have sold any of their water allocation (Table 8).

Figure 6: Views about and use of water trade

Table 8: Use of water trade in 2013-14

Water entitlement
trade in 12 months
to October 2014

Water allocation
trade in 12 months
to October 2014

Bought water entitlements (%)
Planned to buy entitlement but didn't (%)
Sold water entitlement to government (%)
Sold water entitlement to private buyer (%)
Planned to sell entitlement but didn't (%)
Bought allocation (%)
Wanted to buy allocation but didn't (%)
Sold allocation (%)
Wanted to sell allocation but didn't (%)
Carried over water (%)

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

9.4%
12.6%
8.8%
7.0%
7.1%
24.4%
8.1%
22.3%
7.1%
49.6%

15.7%
18.2%
10.8%
5.4%
4.9%
48.2%
15.1%
10.2%
3.6%
51.5%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers? 1
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
No difference
↓ Lower
↑ Higher
↑ Higher
↓ Lower
↓ Lower
No difference

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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Natural resource management & regenerative farming
Most Australian farmers engage in
natural resource management (NRM)
activities intended to reduce problems
such as weed and pest invasion, to
protect water quality, and promote
natural vegetation growth on parts of
their farm. Across Australia, 40% of
farmers were engaged in NRM at the
time of doing the survey, and only 6%
had never engaged in NRM on their
farm.
Dairy farmers were slightly more likely
than other farmers to be actively
engaging in NRM at the time they
complete the survey, to have planted
trees on their farm in the last five years
or fenced riparian areas. They were less
likely than other farmers to have worked
with others to reduce feral animals or
invasive weeds, or to have encouraged
regeneration of native pastures.
In recent years, regenerative farming
approaches, in which systemic changes
are made to farm management, has
become more common in Australia,
particularly amongst livestock graziers.
Dairy farmers were slightly less likely
than other farmers to manage their farm
using regenerative practices (Table 9).
Figure 7: NRM activities farmers had undertaken during 2009-2014

Table 9: Farmer engagement in natural resource management and regenerative farming

Proportion of farmers engaging
in natural resource
management activities on their
farm
Use of natural resource
management and water related
support in the last five years
Regenerative farming

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers? 1

Currently doing NRM (%)

39.6%

43.9%

↑ Higher

Have never done NRM (%)

6.0%

6.5%

No difference

Landcare group (%)
NRM grant (%)
Water infrastructure grant (%)
No regenerative farming
characteristics (%)
Many regenerative farming
characteristics (%)

36.0%
30.0%
19.7%

25.7%
18.9%
25.2%

↓ Lower
↓ Lower
↑ Higher

17.9%

19.8%

↑ Higher

17.3%

15.3%

↓ Lower

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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Accessing grants, support and services
Many farmers access government programs, services, grants and/or support payments, including some intended
to support farmers in difficult times, and others intended to support preparedness and self-reliance in the longer
term. Dairy farmers were more likely than others to use farm management deposits (FMDs), as shown in Table
10. FMDs provide a risk management tool to help farmers cope with uneven income in different years, and are a
key preparedness and self-reliance strategy for coping with difficult financial times. Dairy farmers were also more
likely than other farmers to report having accessed the rural financial counselling services in the last three years,
highlighting that while many dairy farmers reported being in good farm financial health in 2013-14, one third
reported experiencing financial difficulties on the farm.
Table 10: Use of government programs or support in the last three years

Use of assistance related to
farm finances in the last
three years

Farm management deposits (%)
Centrelink (%)
Rural financial counselling service (%)

All
farmers

Dairy
farmers

39.2%
9.9%
14.6%

48.1%
8.2%
19.7%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers?
↑ Higher
No difference
↑ Higher

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a
95% confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)

Leaving the farm
The number of farmers in Australia has declined substantially in recent decades. Little is known about the
wellbeing of farmers who are planning to leave farming, or of what happens to farmers after they leave farming,
and the Regional Wellbeing Survey is examining this. Of the farmers who participated in the 2014 Regional
Wellbeing Survey, 26% reported being likely or very likely to leave farming in the next five years, and 67% unlikely
or very unlikely. Dairy farmers were similar to other farmers, although more reported being ‘neither
likely/unlikely to leave’ than the average, suggested dairy farmers are slightly less likely to have definite plans for
when they will leave farming compared to other types of farmers (Table 11).

Table 11: Likelihood of leaving farming

Likelihood of leaving
farming in the next five
years

Unlikely to leave (%)
Neither likely/unlikely to leave (%)
Likely to leave (%)

All farmers

Dairy
farmers

66.9%
7.5%
25.6%

63.2%
12.9%
23.9%

How do dairy
farmers compare
to other farmers?
↓Lower
↑ Higher
↓Lower

1

This assessment is based on whether dairy farmers’ scores were significantly different to those of other Australian farmers, based on calculating a 95%
confidence interval. See the full Farmers and agriculture report for more detail (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au)
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More information
The information in this summary was drawn from our
Farmers and agriculture report. The full report, which
examines wellbeing of all Australian farmers, can be
downloaded at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au. This
website also provides access to other reports from
the Regional Wellbeing Survey, focusing on the
wellbeing of people living in Australia’s rural and
regional areas.
Data from the Regional Wellbeing Survey can be used
to support more detailed analyses of different groups
or regions. Please contact us if you are interested in
more specific analysis of the survey data.
Many people and organisations help support the
Regional Wellbeing Survey, through promoting the
survey to their networks, participating in survey
development workshops, and funding the survey.
Please contact us if you would like to join the >100
organisations who are supporting and partnering in
the survey.

Contact details
General contact
Email: regionalwellbeing@canberra.edu.au
Phone: 1800 981 499

Project leader
Jacki Schirmer, jacki.schirmer@canberra.edu.au or 02
6201 2785

Project team
Brigitta Yabsley, brigitta.yabsley@canberra.edu.au
Dominic Peel, dominic.peel@canberra.edu.au
Mel Mylek, mel.mylek@canberra.edu.au
Ivan Hanigan, ivan.hanigan@canberra.edu.au
Kimberley Brown, kimberley.brown@canberra.edu.au
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