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For the rain never falls on the dusty Diamantina
And the drover finds it hard to change his mind

For the years have surely gone
Like the drays from Old Cork Station

And I won't be back til the droving's done

(Written by Hugh McDonald and performed by Red Gum — circa 1980's)



Executive Summary 
Droughts bring dust storms and sometimes despair. However, this study also found stories of hope. 
Drought and dust affects every aspect of this region, with losses in productivity, income, jobs and 
population. Rural towns are especially exposed to the risks of drought, with approximately half of 
the businesses directly linked to agriculture.  

Town businesses are an important component of regional economies, and provide vitally important 
social capital. Some town businesses have developed innovative strategies to enable them to 
survive. Collaborative partnerships formed between government, private business, NGO’s and local 
communities are helping to solve problems inherent to many rural and remote regions.  

This project was commissioned by Western Queensland Drought Committee to [1] identify the 
financial, social and mental issues associated with drought for small town businesses, and [2] 
explore the appropriate responses to alleviate hardship and build resilient communities across the 
Central Western region. The project was to assist in providing evidence-based policy advice to 
influence public, private and NGO services providers. This report presents the results of a survey 
undertaken in 2016/2017 with 83 respondents; 35 in-depth interviews conducted with small town 
businesses across the Central West; and a public meeting.   

Drought, as part of the highly variable climate, is a destabilising factor that overlays all of the other 
global trends, such as declining rural population and lower terms of trade. If not for drought, the 
other underlying issues would still exist, although they would not be felt so intensely. If the rainfall 
was more reliable, there would be more stability in investment, jobs and population. Drought has 
complex flow-on effects, affecting all of the community. 

A significant reduction in turnover was reported by almost all town small businesses across the 
region, linked largely to drought. The impact varies for different business types. Town businesses 
servicing agriculture face the highest impacts, as they deal directly with graziers and immediately 
feel the pinch of reduced spending. Shearers and rural workers feel the effects first hand. Main 
street small business, such as the IGA and clothing shops, face the knock-on effect of the drought. 
A smaller proportion of their sales are directly with graziers, but their turnover decline is clouded by 
increases in on-line shopping. Most tourism businesses have not laid off staff, as their business rely 
mostly on travelers and tourists. 

Both retail and tourism businesses said that they have trouble finding and retaining staff, due to the 
reduced local population because of drought. Skilled people have left town because of reduced 
employment opportunities, and many do not return. People also leave because of reduced live-
ability, as many services decline, from a lack of medical practitioners to the local gym closing. 
Population is declining sharply in the Central West. About 1500 people have left over the past five 
years, out of a total of about 10,500 people; at least partly due to drought. Rural workers are the first 
to be laid off, and this reduces spending in town businesses, which in turn also lay off staff.  

Reform needs to be aimed at overall short and long-term community resilience; including but not 
restricted to, drought. Government policies that help support people during a drought are frequently 
criticised for being reactive, for responding to, rather than preventing the impact of a drought.  
Current policies are aimed primarily at supporting grazing enterprises, and not town small 
businesses. Yet support for town small businesses is essential if the region is to remain viable and 
resilient.  
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The findings of this report confirm that decision-makers need to consider four options for 
providing support for town businesses. Without support these communities will likely face 
increasing health and social issues, population decline, economic decline, and communities 
could disappear.  
The acronym D.U.S.T. is appropriate for a land which is so often dusty. The options for decision-
makers are:  

Decide to act. 
Understand the context. 
Support and develop local capacities and local institutions. 

D 
U 
S 
T Transform regional governance. 

The “Beyond the Dust” report offers the following guidelines (see Chapter 6 for more detail) through 
which local communities can make decisions for their own region, and remain resilient:  

Transform regional governance so as to foster local decision-

making Extend infrastructure and services 

Recognise people-place connections  

Acknowledge community networks  

Support the development of diverse and innovative economies  

Build local knowledge and skill levels. 

Recommendations for ongoing research and action include a stakeholder workshop to enhance the 
evidence base for policy, and focus on resilience building (see Chapter 6.3) .  

Hopes for the future 
A focus on building resilience has been identified as a contemporary approach towards pro-actively 
addressing the impacts faced within this region. Rural and remote regions tend to be different to 
other regions, and it is vital to understand the complexities and nuances of the local context. 
Supporting and enhancing local governance, ensuring that local people are provided with 
appropriate opportunity to actively engage in decision making processes, is recommended as a first 
step in the resilience building process.  

The high level of adaptability to change in this region means that investment is likely to be well 
used. When matched with significant local effort with highly motivated volunteers, investment has a 
significant multiplier effect in these small communities. 

This report calls on all stakeholders to work together to build resilience in the Central West region of 
Queensland, and in doing so providing a model for all regional Australia. The many examples of 
successful partnerships, networks and innovative businesses give hope to this region surviving 
drought and building resilience to withstand future challenges. 
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1 Drought – the root of rural decline? 
Rural population decline is widespread across the world (Li et al. 2016; Livi-Bacci M, 2017; United 
Nations 2008), with rural people migrating for perceived better living conditions and employment in 
larger towns and cities. Drought is a key contributor to this trend of rural migration. It exacerbates 
the heartache of people and communities; laying bare various other issues that have impacted rural 
and remote communities for some years. Drought is portrayed in the media and by politicians as 
something that rural people need to ‘battle’ against.  The media focus tends to be on starving stock 
and stressed graziers on agricultural properties. However, town businesses and rural communities 
are also impacted by the negative flow-on effects from drought and the subsequent downturn in 
agricultural incomes. While drought may not be the only issue affecting rural Australia, it is an issue 
that makes urban people and politicians take notice.  

The Central West of Queensland has been affected by a long period of droughts (WQDC 2015). As 
with other Australian regions, droughts have significant impacts on rural communities (Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). The impacts of droughts on agricultural enterprises and 
rural communities have been extensively researched (Alston & Kent 2004; Botterill & Wilhite 2005; 
Botterill and Cockfield 2013; Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008; Edwards 2009; Rural 
Debt and Drought Task Force 2016; Paton 2014). However, the literature on the impact on Small 
Businesses is sparse (Miles et al. 2007; The Regional Australia Institute 2013; Salimzadeh et al. 
2013; Schwarz & Williams 2009b). With a focus on small businesses in the Central West of 
Queensland, this report provides information to help fill that gap. 

This report uses a widely accepted definition (ABS 2015)1 of small business as employing fewer 
than 20 people and are often family owned and run. These businesses support rural communities 
but are not directly involved in agriculture. Across Australia, there are more than 1.2 million 
organisations that fit this description (Miles et al. 2007:2). Small businesses in rural towns include 
stock and station agencies, businesses selling farm machinery, grocery stores, retail outlets, petrol 
stations, chemists, motels/hotels, restaurants, cafes, tourism businesses and real estate agencies. 
To differentiate between rural town businesses and businesses that graze sheep and/or cattle, the 
latter are called grazing enterprises in this report. 

Farm families’ spending makes up a significant proportion of the local business income in rural 
Queensland and thus, reduced farm incomes have profound flow-on effect on local businesses 
resulting in a decline of sales and thereby loss of income (Schwarz & McRae-Williams 2009b). 
While landholders can regenerate their property, after rain breaks the drought, small businesses 
can be left with nothing (Paton 2014:7). Although small businesses play a significant role in the 
functioning of rural communities and to economic development in Australia (Miles et al. 2007; 
Salimzadeh et al. 2013), their voices are often unheard (Schwarz & Williams 2009b). 

In response to this lack of understanding of how drought affects small businesses in regional 
Australia, the Western Queensland Drought Committee (WQDC), a volunteer charity group, 
implemented a survey of Longreach business owners in 2015 and found severe financial hardship, 
and evidence of high levels of stress (WQDC 2015). The WQDC submitted these findings to the 
Rural Debt and Drought Task Force. This was the only locally gathered empirical evidence provided 
from Queensland. The WQDC recognised the need to [1] document further local and regional 
information to inform public policy on effective drought policy, and [2] investigate the effectiveness 
of drought assistance, whether this be from the public sector, the private sector or NGOs. This 

1 Small Business (SB) may operate across a number of different industry sectors, but are generally concentrated in a few key industries such as
construction, property, business services and retail trade. In Australia definitions vary according to the regulator. SB and small-medium businesses 
exhibit many factors that differentiate them from ‘big business’. A key feature is that the majority of small business are centred on families, with 
approximately two-thirds owned by members of the same family and 76% operated from home (Holmes and Gibson, 2001 quoted in Miles et al 
2007:2). 
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research and report, commissioned by the WQDC, focuses on the financial, social and health 
impacts of drought on small businesses in the Central West region of Queensland. It builds on the 
2015 survey and submission presented to the Rural Debt and Drought Task Force (WQDC 2015). 

1.1  Project design 
The goal of this project, as stated in the contract, is to to [1] “identify the financial, social and mental 
issues associated with drought” and [2] propose “the most appropriate responses to alleviate 
hardship and build resilient communities across the central-western health region” (Queensland 
Department of Health 2016). The focus was on town small businesses in Central West region of 
Queensland. This information will inform both State and National drought policy and government 
responses, as well as private and NGO service providers in the region.  

Research underpinning this report explored the following questions: 

• What is this region’s context - economic and social characteristics?
• What are the impacts of drought on town small business in the Central West?
• What are the current effects of drought assistance, from public, private and NGO groups?
• What are the most appropriate responses to build resilient communities?

This research included responses from both town business owners in Longreach (the major regional 
centre), and those in smaller towns across the Central West region. The importance of including all 
of the towns in the region is because there is likely to be different responses to similar pressures in 
these communities (Productivity Commission 2017:39, 40, 79). While regional Australian 
communities share many common characteristics, there are local differences between and within 
regions. 

1.2  Report overview 
The report is divided into the following sections. 

Chapter 1. Introduces the topic of the impact of drought on town businesses in the Central West 
region of Queensland. This section also lists the project objectives, presents the study 
area and outlines methods used to collect data.  

Chapter 2. Discusses drought – the meaning of drought, discourses around drought, climate 
variability and drought policy. 

Chapter 3. Provides an overview of the study area, the Central West region. The characteristics of 
the area is integrated with information about the impacts of drought in the Central West, 
and where appropriate Queensland and Australia.  

Chapter 4. Presents a literature review on resilience, including transformation. 

Chapter 5. Results of the survey, the telephone and face-to-face interviews as well as the public 
meeting are presented. 

Chapter 6. Finally, recommendations for decision-makers are outlined. These recommendations 
are based on a triangulation of the literature, the social survey and interviews. A 
framework for building social resilience in remote and rural communities is presented. 



1.3 Study area 
The study area boundary is based on the Remote Area Planning and Development [RAPAD] region 
of the Central West region of Queensland [Central West]. RAPAD is a group of local government 
shires who work together. This region consists of seven shires and 15 main towns (Figure 1 below), 
the largest of which is Longreach (Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 2017).  
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 Figure 1 Shires and towns in the Central West (RAPAD n.d.) 

The geographical area of 40 million hectares is 23% of area of Queensland (ABS 2017). This 
region is classified as ‘very remote’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017).   

Remoteness
The ‘very remote’ category means that people living in the Central West region have to travel long 
distances to access goods, services and opportunities for social interaction. Distances and travel 
times between towns are two factors used to determine the degree of remoteness (see Appendix 
A).  

Other factors which help define ‘remote’ include climate variability, including drought, scarce 
resources, scarce capital and lack of diversity in small business (Figure 2). The degree of 
remoteness impacts on the viability of small business, a situation exacerbated through sparse 
population, distance to markets, local knowledge, education levels, social uncertainty and cultural 
demographics.  

danakelly
Rectangle
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Figure 2 Factors influencing remoteness 

Drought is linked to climate variability and is one of these pressures, contributing to uncertainty for 
people who live in the Central West. The importance of remoteness, scarce resources, scarce 
capitals and scare population to small business is investigated through the literatures as well as 
from the perspectives of small business owners themselves. As can be seen, there is a complex 
web of interrelated factors which influence life in remote communities. 

1.4  Methodology 
The philosophy underpinning this project argues that informed local people need to have input into 
decision-making processes that affects their lives. As such, data collection focused on recording 
the perspectives of small business owners across the region. To provide a broad understanding of 
how to address the impact of drought, a literature review of resilience was undertaken. Data 
sources were triangulated to provide rigour, including a survey, in-depth interviews, and a public 
meeting:  

1. Survey (N = 83) implemented at end of 2016 and early 2017;
2. Thirty-five interviews were undertaken in September-October 2017; and
3. A public meeting was held in Longreach in October 2017.

A further trip to all of the small towns in the region will be undertaken to provide feedback in the 
project, and help build resilience early in 2018. The approach that was adopted generated both 
quantitative survey data and rich qualitative data, providing a rich understanding of the current 
context in this region, based on the lived experiences of local people. A brief overview of each of the 
four methods follows. 

danakelly
Rectangle
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• Literature review
Two literature reviews were undertaken. The first literature review was to understand the regional 
context of the Central West and examine the financial, social and mental health issues faced by 
small businesses in the towns during droughts. Secondly, the literature on resilience was reviewed 
to ascertain how to best to support rural small business.  

• Survey
The aim of the survey was two-fold: 
4. To examine the impacts of drought on town small business in the Central West; and
5. To investigate the effectiveness of drought assistance measures implemented, current effects

of drought assistance measures implemented (from public, private and NGO groups).

The written survey questions (Appendix B) were adapted slightly from the 2015 survey, which was 
undertaken by the WQDC. The only questions changed were those that were not effective, and a 
couple of questions were added at the end. The plan is to distribute surveys every 2-3 years, so that 
longitudinal data can be collected over many years.  

The written survey was completed by 83 respondents out of approximately 400 distributed across 
17 Central West Queensland towns, with approximately half of the respondents coming from 
Longreach. This is a return rate of 19% of total number of business in the Central West Queensland 
region completed the survey. The return rate varied among the towns ranging from a low of 8% and 
11% in Barcaldine and Birdsville respectively to 100% in Bedourie and Muttaburra (Table 1). 

Table 1 Survey return rate 
Towns surveyed in 
the Central West 

Total number of 
responses 

Total number of 
businesses 

(estimated by WQDC) 

Return rate 

Alpha 3 25 12% 

Aramac 1 4 25% 

Barcaldine 5 60 8% 

Bedourie 3 3 100% 

Birdsville 1 9 11% 

Blackall 6 48 13% 

Boulia 1 12 8% 

Ilfracombe 3 6 50% 

Isisford 4 10 40% 

Jericho 2 3 67% 

Jundah 1 2 50% 

Muttaburra 3 3 100% 

Stonehenge 1 3 33% 

Tambo 5 23 22% 

Windorah 2 5 40% 

Winton 7 36 19% 

Longreach 35 191 18% 

TOTAL 83 443 19% 
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Survey respondents operated small businesses mainly in either retail (43%), services (35%) 
agriculture (11%) or tourism (8%). Again we emphasise that businesses listed here in the 
‘agriculture sector’ are town-based small businesses such as produce and agricultural machinery 
stores, stock and station agents; not large agricultural enterprises running sheep or cattle. 

• Interviews
The aim of the in-depth interviews was to deepen our understanding of the impacts of drought, 
especially the social impacts, and to understand more about the effectiveness of drought 
assistance, and what measures are most appropriate. A total of 35 people were interviewed using 
semi-structured format (Appendix C).  The first 17 telephone interviews, were a sub-set of the 
people who had answered the written survey. One or more people were interviewed from each of 
the towns of Longreach, Blackall, Isisford, Jericho, Tambo, Winton and Windorah. The additional 18 
face-to-face interviews were conducted with informed stakeholders from Longreach and surrounds, 
chosen through a snowballing technique. These interviews focused on what measures were 
appropriate to build resilient communities, and to understand the current positive initiatives in the 
Central West. 

Small businesses represented through interviews included agriculture (such as produce stores, 
contract mustering, contract fencing, shearing businesses and agricultural consulting), tourism, 
motels, café/restaurants, grocery stores, engineering, handyman-gardening, massage, catering, 
post office, butcher, hairdresser and various types of retail businesses. Regional economic 
development organisations, charity groups, an Indigenous group and health professionals were also 
involved. Overall, a diverse range of small business interests from communities across the region 
participated. 

• Public meeting
The aim of the public meeting in Longreach was to present, discuss and validate preliminary 
analysis, and to keep research participants and other interested stakeholders informed of project 
outcomes. Thirty-eight people attended the meeting. This represented a diverse cross-section of 
small business owners, including contract musterers, hairdressers, retail stores and two local 
councillors. It was noted during the meeting that many of the attendees do not regularly participate 
in public meetings, suggesting strong local interest in the project. 

Meetings were also held with residents and business owners in Isisford and with people from 
Jericho to discuss and verify preliminary results from surveys and interviews. As providing feedback 
is important, a further trip to all of the small towns across the Central West is planned for 2018.  
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2. Drought: Definitions and Contexts

Both the physical characteristics and the impacts of drought are different over time and between 
regions. In addition, people have different ways of looking at the world, so droughts are seen and 
understood differently depending on the individual’s world view, or perspective. 

2.1  Definition of drought 
A commonly used measure of drought in Australia is rainfall deficit, which is a comparison of rain in 
an area compared to the long-term average in an area (Edwards, Gray and Hunter 2015). Grau-
Satorras and other authors (Grau-Satorras 2016:1; Wilhite and Glantz 1985, Wilhite 2000) argue 
that there are three distinct types of drought: “(1) meteorological droughts, i.e. dryness resulting 
from deficiencies of precipitation; (2) agricultural droughts, i.e. depletion of soil moisture supplies; 
and (3) hydrological droughts, i.e. shortfalls on surface and subsurface water supply. Botterill and 
Cockfield (2017:2) highlight another type (4) a socio-economic drought, which has adverse effects 
on human well-being. This report defines drought as one aspect of climate variability, where a 
severe moisture deficit has adverse effects on people and communities.  

The impacts of drought are complex and interrelated, and can result in a drought of cash, of people, 
of skills and of resilience. The way drought is perceived by people living with drought, and by policy 
makers and politicians, influences the impacts, the assistance measures and outcome of drought for 
rural communities. The various discourses or ways of thinking about drought, is discussed next. 

2.2  Discourses of drought 
A common discourse2 of drought is seen in the media and in books and poems (West and Smith 
1996; Anderson 2014). Drought is often seen as responsible for the collapse of the rural way of life 
in Australia, for “farm bankruptcy, rural suicide, rural–urban migration … massive stock 
depletion” (West & Smith 1996:95). The language of ‘war’ is often used to conjure up images of the 
despair caused by drought - battling drought, crippling, suffering, enemy. This is often combined 
with images of dry dams, dying stock and dust storms (Leadbeater 2007:22). Australian poems and 
paintings, such as those by Henry Lawson, Banjo Paterson and Sidney Nolan, depict the harshness 
and grief associated with drought. In many images, drought represents a “cultural exaggeration of 
natural rhythms” (Anderson 2014:7), and perhaps the disconnect of city folk from the “bush” 
exacerbates these perceptions. 

The idea of drought as unusual is reflected in the “stunned amazement at the onset of drought”, that 
persists amongst politicians, policymakers, the media, farmers and the broader public (Botterill and 
Fisher 2003; Anderson 2014). Drought consistently makes headline news, as frequently today as it 
did centuries ago (Anderson 2014). This discourse is founded in Australia’s history, where we 
sought to ‘tame’ the land, expecting that rain will come, and that drought is an aberration. 

An alternative discourse has emerged. In the 1990s, drought began to be understood as the norm in 
Australia’s variable climate, at least by policy makers. Rather than being the sole cause of rural 
disadvantage, droughts are viewed as a contributing factor (Anderson 2014; Beck 2010). The 
decoupling of drought from natural disaster means recognising that drought may be linked, to some 

2 Discourses are rules that govern the way people think, in a certain discipline or domain, at a certain time or period of
time (Kelly 2005). They are rules that regulate the norms of truth from Foucault’s (1991a; 2003b) perspective.
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extent, to human action through climate change or land management (Anderson 2014:5).  Current 
drought policy calls for farmers and graziers to be self-reliant and prepared for drought.  

One of the unintended consequences of this liberal ideology is that it tends to further marginalise 
those who are already disadvantaged (Anderson 2014). Some (Leadbeater 2007; Stehik 2005) 
argue that the current policy discourse around drought has reinforced farmers and graziers feeling 
responsible for their predicament during drought, and has contributed to a rise in feelings of despair. 
As Stehik explains, drought is no longer seen as an external force that cannot be controlled. 
Rather, it is seen as “an internal farm matter, one that should be anticipated, then controlled and 
managed” (Stehik 2005:65). Support is then means-tested, with minimal assistance provided, as 
welfare needs to be seen as a “hand-up, not a hand-out”. The lack of consistency of how drought is 
viewed does influence policy development, as can be seen in the history of drought policy and 
assistance measures (Chapter 2.4 Current drought assistance: Government policies). 

The understanding of what rural means, and how rural is valued, also influences the policy 
response to drought. The value of rural towns was questioned during the Millennium Drought (from 
~1995 to 2010), which brought a call for the ‘tiny towns’ of rural Australia be left to die; a conference 
was held on this topic (Collitis 2000; Stehlik 2016). Discussion about letting some rural 
communities ‘die’, and the need for rural areas to be de-populated, reflects a lack of value for rural 
landscapes.  

Most people in Australia now live along the coast and may have limited understanding of rural life 
Despite there being a strong thread in the nation’s identity, Australia does not value its rural 
landscapes, unlike the European model (Stehlik 2016); and also unlike the Indigenous Australians. 
The Indigenous view of ‘country’ is “a place that nourishes and provides meaning and identity. One 
world view wants to dominate and tame the space while the other lives in and adapts within it” 
(Walker 2012:7). These different understandings of rural and remote Australia contribute to people 
in the bush feeling disenfranchised by the political process and increases the rural-urban divide.  
Droughts need to be understood in the context of an already extreme variability in the Australian 
climatic patterns.  

2.3  Climate Variability 
The Central West is in the driest part of Queensland with annual average rainfall of 100 to 400mm 
(Figure 3 below). Average rainfall belies the problem of drought, as much of Australia has a highly 
variable climate.  
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Figure 3 Queensland Average Annual Rainfall (BOM n.d. a) 

The spatial and temporal nature of the rainfall deficits are critical in understanding the impacts of 
low rainfall on agricultural enterprises (Kiem and Austin 2013). The current 2017 drought is one of 
the most extensive in Queensland’s history, with a greater area of Queensland ‘drought declared’ by 
the Queensland Government (Appendix D).  

Droughts are a frequent occurrence in Australia, and in the Central West of Queensland. 
Commonwealth Bureau of Meteorology records show that 11 years is the longest sequence of years 
that Australia has been relatively drought free (Anderson 2014:3). Ten major droughts have 
impacted Australia since 1895 (Figure 4 below). Three “big” droughts have been comparable in 
terms of low annual rainfall totals: Federation Drought [~1895 – 1905]; World War II drought [~1939 
– 1945]; and the Millennium drought [~1995 – 2010] (Kiem and Austin 2013:1308).
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Figure 4 Timeline of major Australian droughts (ABC news n.d.; Anderson 2014) 

Multiple droughts have occurred in the Central West. In the past 20 years, the region has had two 
major droughts, which are having cumulative effects on rural communities. The first drought, called 
the Millennium drought, started in the summer of 2001/2002. Recovery started in 2007 in patches 
around the region, with full recovery in 2009/2010. The second drought started in 2013, but an 
unusual and widespread winter in 2016 brought hope and some relief. Since then, about 20% of 
people had some summer rain, but for most of the region there has been no follow up rain over the 
summer of 2016/2017 and the drought is quite severe (pers. comm. Phelps September 2017).  

There is a lot of uncertainty regarding the climate of the western Queensland, but both the BOM and 
CSIRO predicted an increased risk of severe dry weather over the next 20 to 30 years compared to 
the last 100 years (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). The Drought Policy Review 
Expert Social Panel (2008) recognised that Australia will face future periods of prolonged dryness. 

The increased frequency, intensity and duration of droughts mean that rural and regional 
communities need improved strategies for dealing with uncertainty (Kiem and Austin 2013). 
Australian governments have supported rural communities through the droughts, but the type of 
support has changed as drought policy has evolved over time.  

2.4 Current drought assistance 
How the impact of drought is perceived by governments changes the way assistance is provided. 
Until 1989 droughts were seen as natural disasters (Kerin and Botterill 2013). However, compared 
to other natural disasters such as flood or fire, droughts are long-term chronic problems rather than 
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events that require short term disaster relief strategies (Stain et al. 2011; Askew & Sherval 2012). 
“The nature of prolonged dryness is insidious. Dryness has both a physical and a social component” 
and as such requires a particular set of intervention strategies to be successful (Drought Review 
2009:8). Hence the natural disaster definition of drought was seen as appropriate, and this has 
changed. Yet, even today policy responses tend to short-term providing welfare support rather than 
focusing on long-term strategies.   

The common theme rising from the Australian drought literature is the ineffectiveness of current 
drought policies (Askew & Sherval 2012; Barry 2016; Botterill & Wilhite 2005; Edwards 2009; Kerin 
and Botterill 2013; Rural Debt and Drought Task Force 2016; Stain et al. 2011). Policies tend to be 
described as reactive, overlapping, inequitable, difficult to access (Askew & Sherval 2012) and 
narrowly focused on farm businesses (Paton 2014).  

Government policies
With the global focus on climate change, drought policies in Australia have received considerable 
political attention over the past few decades (Askew & Sherval 2012). Drought policies in Australia  
tend to be utilitarian and very politicised (Stehlik 2016). Since the end of the 1980s, drought was no 
longer seen by the Australian government as a short-term climate abnormality, and no longer 
covered under natural disaster relief arrangements (Kerin and Botterill 2013).  

In 1992, the National Drought Policy (NDP) was established by the State and Federal Governments 
(Askew & Sherval 2012), and evolved over the next two decades (Kerin and Botterill 2013; 
Productivity Commission 2009). The NDP focused on risk management and self-reliance of farming 
communities (Askew & Sherval 2012).  ‘Exceptional Circumstances’ 3 (EC) policies were introduced 
a little later to provide government assistance (interest subsidies, small grants, etc.) for landowners 
and agricultural providers (Askew & Sherval 2012), but the lack of clear definition caused confusion 
(Kerin and Botterill 2013:91-95). The different discourses around the meaning of drought have 
resulted in seemingly contradictory responses. Politicians, the media and the community talking 
about droughts as disasters, have resulted in Exceptional Circumstances payments. On the other 
hand, policy makers aim to normalise the occurrence of drought, and call for farmers to manage 
drought as an inevitable risk. 

Many critiques of drought policies have been published by academics and the industry (e.g. Askew 
& Sherval 2012; Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008; Kerin and Botterill 2013; Stain et 
al. 2011). Perhaps as a consequence, the EC policy was cancelled in 2013 and replaced with 
Intergovernmental Agreement on National Drought Program Reform (Australian Government n.d). 
This agreement promotes the idea of farmers managing their own risk, while the government 
continues to provide social support services (Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 
2017). Proactive policies and programs, which focus on long term resilience in communities, are still 
lacking.  

In the last four years federal and state governments have made available a number of support 
programs for rural communities (Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016). 
Unfortunately, despite such programs, small businesses in rural and remote towns continue to have 
limited access to support, with farming and grazing agricultural enterprises the key focus of such 
programs (Paton 2014). 

For example, while government incentives are available to farming and primary industry enterprises, 
only 3 out of 18 federal and state programs are available to small businesses (Table 2). While those 
three programs do target small businesses directly and are well targeted as it is the whole 
community that shares social, health and economic benefits (Department of Agriculture and Water 
Resources 2016). 

3 Exceptional Circumstances (EC) policy arrangements have created feelings of division and resentment. The lack of applicants, complexity of the
criteria and differing implementation processes across states have contributed to stress (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008).
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Table 2 Current programs available to drought affected communities 
Policy/Agreement/Program Benefits 
COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT 
Intergovernmental Agreement on National Drought Program 
Reform (Australian Government n.d) 

Farmers 

Farm Business Concessional Loans Scheme (Department of 
Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farmers 

Farm Household Allowance (FHA) 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farmers and partners 

Managing Farm Risk Program 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farming 

Farm Management Deposits (FMD) scheme 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources n.d) 

Primary Producers 

 Rural Financial Counseling Service (RFCS) 
(QRAA n.d) 

Farmers, fishing enterprises, 
forestry growers and harvesters 

Drought Communities Programme 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

ALL 

Accelerated depreciation to encourage investment in drought 
preparedness  
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farming 

Income tax averaging 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farming 

Australian Taxation Office advice 
(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016) 

Farming 

QUEENSLAND GOVERNMENT 
Intergovernmental Agreement on National Drought Program 
Reform (Australian Government n.d) 

Farming 

Drought assistance concessional loans 
(QRAA n.d) 

Farmers 

Drought Relief Assistance Scheme (DRAS) 
(QRAA n.d) 

Farmers 

Land rent rebates/water license waivers 
(QRAA n.d) 

Farmers 

Mental health programs (Queensland Health through the 
Royal Flying Doctor Service) (QRAA n.d) 

All 

Electricity charges relief for water supply 
(QRAA n.d) 

Farmers 

Transport concessions 
(Department of Transport and Main Roads n.d) 

Primary Producers 

Community Assistance Package 
(QRAA n.d) 

All 

In summary, government drought assistance programs largely overlook town small businesses in 
rural communities, with 15 out of 18 programs focusing on agricultural enterprises (Table 2). Local 
Shires and small businesses based in rural and remote communities feel excluded (Canavan and 
Miller 2015). Current policy and program approaches are seen to be short term and reactive, and 
missing a whole of community approach. Rather, a proactive approach that builds community 
resilience is required. This approach should not neglect the need for immediate short-term social 
welfare support during times of crisis. 
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Support from charities and donations
Pubic generosity plays an important role in community recovery, but does need to be well targeted 
and coordinated. Outside community support and help shows people that others care and boosts 
morale (Government of South Australia 2011). However, programs are often not well thought 
through and negative impacts are common. 

In 2016, drought affected communities in the Central West and other regions of Queensland, 
received support from the Burrumbuttock Hay Runners. Trucks brought in hay for farmers, as well 
as food parcels and services such as hairdressers. While people’s generosity provided a morale 
boost, concerns were raised about the economic impact of those donations on the local economy 
(Kennedy & Moore 2016). Food parcels provided were not purchased locally, which had a negative 
impact on small business (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008) because it deprived 
local businesses of sales, at a time when sales were already depressed. Organisations need to be 
encouraged to shop locally. 

Money is recognised as a useful donation to support drought affected areas (Drought Policy Review 
Expert Social Panel 2008; Government of South Australia 2011). Money provides flexibility and 
stimulates faster recovery. Donations of goods may be useful in the first few days of a natural 
disaster, such as floods, fire or earthquake (Stain et al. 2011; Drought Policy Review Expert Social 
Panel 2008; Government of South Australia 2011). However, time considerations, cost of transport 
and disposing of unused goods presents considerable challenges. 

Experience from the Tasmanian and Victorian bushfires highlighted that many donations are 
unsolicited, and actually cost local communities extra effort in storing, sorting and delivery. Many 
goods end up being dumped (Government of South Australia 2011, Department of Premier and 
Cabinet 2013). To demonstrate the extent of this problem: 

The 2009 Victorian bushfires resulted in more than 40,000 pallets of goods from across 
Australia that took up more than 50,000 square metres of storage space. That is twice the 
size of the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) arena. The cost for storage, staff and 
transport amounted to more than $8 million (Government of South Australia 2011:7). 

Donations of money are the most useful to avoid these costs, particularly when the money is spent 
in the local community, thus supporting local businesses. The importance of well-targeted support 
has been highlighted (Government of South Australia 2011; Drought Policy Review Expert Social 
Panel 2008; Maybery et al. 2010; Department of Premier and Cabinet 2013; Urbis 2010).  

Another issue is that some non-governmental assistance organisations seem to be competing with 
each other and have ‘lost sight of their client group’ (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 
2008:26). These same NGO's and charities are unlikely to accept direction from government or 
local communities about what is most useful (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008); 
and this was reiterated in interviews undertaken as part of this report (see results in Chapter 5).  

To conclude this section, limited coordination and poorly targeted programs have meant that rural 
communities have sometimes suffered, rather than been helped by efforts by charity groups and 
other organisations. Drought tends to be emotive, and people from elsewhere are motivated to help, 
without really understanding the local situation. Likewise, some government policy and programs 
are not having the desired effect of fostering resilient rural communities, especially town business 
communities. More long-term proactive strategies are needed, rather than emotive short-term 
responses. The way drought is perceived  continues to influence the assistance provided. 

The extent of government assistance programs for farmers and the broader community does 
influence the extent of spending in the local economy (Edwards 2009), and thus is significant for 
economic resilience. Assistance needs to support community efforts to re-build, and thus needs to 
listen to local people about what is already happening. Coordinated efforts are more likely to stimulate 
recovery of the whole community. The increasing uncertainty of climate variability is likely to increase 
the need for future assistance, which needs to consider the real needs of rural and remote 
communities.
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3. Impacts of drought
History shows that Australia has suffered from droughts; and rural communities are very vulnerable 
(Kiem and Austin 2013). In Australia, droughts should not be seen in isolation, but in the context of 
other trends. Broad social, political and trade factors shape agriculture production, and indirectly 
influence businesses in rural and remote towns. These factors contribute to the decline in rural and 
remote regions, and are compounded by the impacts of drought.  

One of the signs of decline is rising unemployment. Fewer workers are employed in agriculture 
because of declining terms of trade and increased productivity. Agricultural terms of trade in 2015-
16 were 31 per cent lower than in 1974-75 (Productivity Commission 2017). Innovation has 
improved productivity by enabling output to increase with fewer workers. Agricultural regions have 
also experienced consolidation of small towns into larger regional towns. (Productivity Commission 
2017:10). The decline in the number of people employed in agriculture, means fewer people relying 
on rural towns for goods and services.   

Rural population decline is a phenomenon Australia shares with the much of rest of the world (Li et 
al. 2016; Livi-Bacci M, 2017; United Nations 2008).  even in Mongolia where herder numbers are 
declining (Enkhbayar 2016). As in Australia, drought is only one of the reasons for the movement of 
rural people to other areas. Since 2008, the majority of the world’s population lives in urban rather 
than rural environments for the first time in human history (Race et al. 2010; United Nations 2008). 
Nonetheless, drought does impact on a significant number of people around the world, as the dry 
outback, or rangelands, alone support an estimated 500 million people (UNEP 2017). 

The reasons for demographic changes around the world are complex, with ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, 
both social and economic.  Market volatility, landscape threats [e.g. wildfires, declining soil fertility], 
climate change and associated water restriction combine with drought to cause negative impacts, 
leading to farmers and town people wanting to move out of rural areas (Race et al. 2010:3). 
Outmigration from rural areas is common in the developed world (Stehlik 2016). Youth and older 
people in particular seek better services, education and employment opportunities of urban centres, 
and this is characteristic of many countries [e.g. USA, Eastern Europe and Russia] (Argent et al. 
2010; Race et al. 2010:6). Many of the factors influencing outmigration are common world-wide. 

Migration of people has social impacts which vary enormously across countries and regions (Argent 
et al. 2010; Luck et al. 2010). A major impact of drought in Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia 
is the increasing conflicts in areas where transhumance or mobile livestock systems are common. 
Conflicts are usually over nomadic pastoralists’ rights to traditional lands and over access to pasture 
and water (e.g. Herrera, Davies and Baena 2014; Njagi Njeru 2017; Nwauche 2017). In many 
developing countries, drought impacts on food security and, in severe drought, causes famines with 
loss of livestock and human life (e.g. Hassan Gana 2016; Baudot & Hillier 2016) – such as the
current humanitarian crises in Somalia, South Sudan and Nigeria (United Nations 2017). 

Rising suicide rates amongst rural people seems common in many countries. Farmer suicide is high 
in many other countries, including France, India, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Mongolia and the 
United States of America. All contend with high rates of suicide among farmers (Gregoire 2002; 
Howden et al. 2014). Social and economic impacts of drought in Australia are substantively different 
to those in many other countries, partly because transhumance (i.e. seasonal movement of people 
with their livestock) is not practised in Australia. As a consequence, less violent conflict occurs, and 
where environment, economic or social trade-offs are required collaboration is used, sometimes 
facilitated by government agencies. While Australia farmers and graziers may not think so, services 
in rural and remote Australia tends to be better than some other rural communities. 
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3.1 Impact of drought on small businesses in Australia 
Historically, relatively few studies have been conducted on the impact of drought on small 
businesses in rural and remote Australian communities (Alston and Kent 200 Miles et al. 2007; 
Salimzadeh et al. 2013; Schwarz & Williams 2009b), although there has been increasing attention 
to this area since 2010. Most papers that specifically discuss the impact of drought on such 
businesses were not Queensland specific (Table 3). 

Table 3 Papers relating drought to small business in Australia 
Author/s, Date Location of research Topic and comment 
Buikstra, 
Ross, King, 
Baker, 
Hegney, 
McLachlan & 
Roger-Clark 

2010 Stanthorpe Examined resilience and trialled a resilience kit.  In 
approximate order of frequency, resilience 
characteristics were as follows: social networks and 
support, positive outlook, learning, early experience, 
environment and lifestyle, infrastructure and support 
services, sense of purpose, diverse and innovative 
economy, embracing differences, beliefs, and 
leadership” (Buikastra 2010:981). 

Canavan & 
Millar 

2015 South west of 
Queensland, around 
Quilpie 

An assessment of the impacts of drought conditions on 
Quilpie businesses: survey of impacts on retail turnover 
and employment for non-farm businesses in the Quilpie 
shire.  

Collitis 2000 General, with NSW 
case studies. 
Paper presented 
“Future of Australia’s 
Country Towns” 
Conference, Bendigo, 
June 2000 

Small Town Decline and Survival: Trends, Success 
Factors and Policy Issues. Discusses different views 
on problems of small towns, and whether the death of 
tiny towns is inevitable, given the trend of growth of 
regional centres (quoting research done by Beer 1999; 
Productivity Commission 1999; done; and ABARE data 
to 1996). 

Edwards, Gray 
& Hunter  

2015 Random survey in 
2017 of 8,000 people 
across rural and 
regional Australia 

 Report to the Drought Policy Review Expert Social 
Panel (2008) and paper (2015) both using same 
survey to report on effect of drought on mental health 

Kiem and 
Austin 

2013 Rural communities 
including some small 
business in Victoria 

Investigates the socio-economic impacts of drought, 
past and present drought adaptation measures, and 
the future adaptation strategies required to deal with 
projected impacts of climate change. 

Kotey 2014 32 owner/managers 
from 6 communities in 
NSW & QLD: Warren, 
Wee-Waa, Moree, 
Emerald, Dalby and 
St George 

Examined small business innovation strategies in 
response to drought in Australia’s rural cotton 
communities. Innovation was either [1] incremental or 
[2] radical.

Maybery, 
Hodgins, Pope 
and Hitchenor  

2010 100 participants at 
community meetings 
from 8 small rural 
towns in Riverina, 
near Wagga Wagga, 
NSW 

 Many communities in this study highlighted the stress 
and strain associated with the drought and the 
resultant mental health problems.  “Suggest a 
resilience model of community engagement that [1] 
focuses communities upon their strengths and natural 
support mechanisms; [2] inherently values the 
communities’ strengths and ability to respond; and [3] 
builds upon the communities’ self-identified needs, 
activities and assets” (Maybery 2010:65). 

Miles, Hyland, 
Soosay, Greer, 
O’Dea, Alcock 
& Kinnear 

2007 Regional centres in 
western Qld – 
Longreach, 
Charleville, Blackall 
and Barcaldine  

The study (a) evaluates the strategies adopted by 
small and medium size business owners and operators 
to mitigate the effects of drought, and (b) describes 
how such small businesses can better prepare for 
future droughts. 
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Salimzadeh 
Courvisanos 
& Ravi Nayak 

2013 Regional Australia 
(literature review) 

Examines small and medium size regional businesses 
to identify barriers to environmental sustainability to 
promote a transition path towards a more sustainable 
business model for Regional Australia. 

Schwarz & 
Williams 

2009b 10 small business 
operators in Victoria 

Water Reform and the resilience of small business 
people in Drought-Affected Agricultural 
Communities 

Paton 2014 Fitzroy and Central 
West Queensland – 
gathered information 
from locals 

Discusses impact of ‘hidden poverty’; looked at factors 
contributing to economic vulnerability of primary 
producers & rural communities when drought occurs. 
“The longer a drought continues, the more evident the 
negative flow on impact on primary producers, rural 
contractors, small business and the community 
becomes: impacts that affect the economic health and 
social cohesion of whole communities (page 2). 

3.2 Central West - Economic issues 
The Central West region is seen as highly reliant on the agricultural economy along with sheep and 
beef cattle enterprises but this has changed over the past few years. In 2013, the Central West 
contributed 48.4% of Queensland’s estimated value of agriculture (Regional Development Australia 
2013). By 2016, the contribution from the Central West dropped to approximately 11% of the value 
of Queensland’s agriculture (ABS census data 2016).  Within agriculture there is a diversity of 
enterprises, including “wool and sheep producers, cattle breeders, cattle fatteners, absentee 
landlords, large agricultural companies and organic producers” (Perkins 2013:24).  

In 2017, the high value industry sectors for the Central West region were agriculture, construction 
and tourism, with public administration also having relatively high economic output (Table 4). Town 
small business form a component of most of the industry sectors listed below, see notes column. 
Tourism here is an amalgamation of activities including accommodation, cafes, cultural and 
recreational services (REMPLAN 2017). 

Table 4 Economic outputs for the Central West as at July 2017 
Industry sector $M in 

2017 
% of regional 
output 

Comments 
(SB = small business) 

Agriculture, Forestry & 
Fishing 

$ 410 25% Only $35 M or 10% is related to SB, most of 
this sector is corporate or family properties 

Construction $ 279 17% Hospital & health facilities are one component 
Public administration & 
Safety 

$ 147 9% Mostly local and state government 

Tourism $ 105 6% Majority is SB 
Transport, postal & 
warehousing 

$  77 5% Majority is SB 

Health Care & social 
assistance 

$  68 4% Mostly government and church groups 

Manufacturing $ 58 4% Majority is SB: steel products & metal 
fabrication 

Retail trade $ 51 3% Majority is SB 
Mining $ 50 3% Corporate: limited in the Central West 
Education and training $ 49 3% Mostly government 

(REMPLAN 2017) 

The region relies on agriculture, mainly cattle and sheep/wool, as this sector contributes almost 
25%. Construction was significant, contributing 17%; construction outputs include projects such as 
the solar farm at Camden Park near Longreach, and various new and up-graded medical facilities in 
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• Domestic overnight travel increased 11% to 806,000 visitors over the three years up to the
year ending March 2017.

• International tourism was stable at 25,000 visitors in the same period.
• The value of tourism is $498.1 million per year (averaged over past 3 years).
• The value of tourism is increasing by approximately 7% per year (average over past 3

years). This is a higher increase than 5% for Queensland, and much higher than 3.8% for
Australia (3-year average to March 2017).

• The Outback gets 4% of domestic visitors to Queensland compared to other regions such as
Whitsundays 2%, Gold Coast 18% and Brisbane 29% (Outback Regional Snapshot 2017).

Tourism is almost certainly growing in the Central West at a higher rate than the Queensland 
average, and relies predominantly on domestic tourists. The emergence of tourism as a key 
industry supports the view of Holmes (2005) that the multifunctional transition in rural Australia is 
contesting the dominance of production values. The tourism sector has the potential for further 
growth. As most of this sector is comprised of small business, growth this sector will help support 
small business and improve economic viability of towns in the Central West. 

Declining house prices
The industry sector trends are regional, and tend to hide the impact of drought on small rural and 
remote towns. As many towns are very small, slight changes such as one family leaving town, can 
profound economic impacts. A more sensitive indicator of the impact of drought on the economy 
may be house prices, as changes in this sector are local, and tend to be obvious quite quickly 
after the start of a negative event, such as drought.  

Thus, the value of house prices can be used as an indicator of the economic situation. The median 
house price in Longreach has declined significantly since 2007 (see blue bar graph in Figure 5), 
while the number of sales stayed higher for a longer period of time (see line in Figure 5). The 
trends in other shires are similar. Blackall and Tambo residential land value has declined due to the 

Alpha (cost of $17.5 million), and Barcaldine ($4.7 million upgrade), and Longreach hospital 
(Central West Hospital and Health Service 2014; Interviews 2017).  

Public administration contributes 9% (Table 4) which is the third most significant to the regional 
economy. Public servants have a regular fortnightly pay packet, which means they can spend 
money in town; and publicly funded positions represent a consistent income stream for many small 
business. Tourism is considerably less with a contribution of 6%; and the Mining sector is not 
significant with a contribution of only 3% in the Central West.  

Trends 
Agricultural production has declined significantly due to drought, from approximately 50% of the 
regional economy in 2013 (Regional Development Australia 2013), to 25% in 2017 (Table 4, 
REMPLAN 2017). Conversely, tourism has increased in value approximately 7% per year 

(average over the past 3 years).

Tourism in the Central West is considered one of the economic success stories of the region, and 
includes many small businesses. National parks and conservation reserves are increasing, 
especially privately-owned reserves (e.g. Pew Charitable Trusts, Australian Nature 
Conservancy), and this is likely to help support visitation to the area. The transition to more of a multi-
functional landscape is propelled by the emergence of market-driven amenity values, and a 
growing societal awareness of sustainability and conservation issues (Holmes 2005:142).  

Tourism data is limited and unreliable according to the Queensland Tourism Industry Council. 
(Outback Regional Snapshot 2017). Data is available for the Outback region - from the Gulf of 
Carpentaria in the north to the NSW border in the south – a larger area encompassing the Central 
West. Some tourism trends for the Outback Region are as follows: 
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prolonged drought; while other towns have seen a decline through 2014-2015 due to the downturn 
in the mining industry (DNR 2017).  

Figure 5 Median house prices in Longreach (Property Data Solutions 2017) 

Despite the decline in the value of house prices, the ratio of income to house prices indicates that 
houses are more affordable to buy here than in the rest of Queensland. Some of the relevant 
statistics are: 

• average income for the region is $44,000 (ABS 2016);
• 88% of houses are valued at less than $300,000, based on sales in the last 12 months,

ending June 2017 (Property Data Solutions 2017);
• mortgage repayments are less than 30% of household income for 93% of households in

Longreach, which means it is easier here than the Queensland average of 87% (Property
Data Solutions 2017);

• rents are affordable; rents are less than 30% of income for 97% of households (Property
Data Solutions 2017);

• If people own a rental property, then rental return is quite good, with 7.9% return on houses
over 12 months from 2016-2017 (Property Data Solutions 2017; see Appendix E for details).

The declining land value of town properties has had an impact on small business as their assets 
lose value. Certainly, if business owners wish to sell, assets would almost certainly return a loss. 
Lower values in towns are different to rural property land values, as rangeland land values have 
increased by 150-300% in the last 10 years (Miller 2010:193). According to Paton (2014), drought 
and unfavourable economic factors have contributed to real estate purchasers being cautious in 
rural Queensland towns, further lowering real estate prices. Nonetheless, low house prices mean 
buying or renting a home in Longreach seems to be quite affordable compared to other areas in 
Queensland. However, unreliable local employment due to declining turnover in rural and town 
businesses probably means people are more likely to rent than buy a house in many regional 
towns.  
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Employment rate
One of the biggest flow-on impacts of drought in towns tends to be on employment. This was one of 
the most talked about issues in small towns (WQDC 2015; WQDC 2017). Industry downturns 
inevitably result in declining employment opportunities. In terms of economic impact, Gross 
Regional Product in the Central West has declined from $128 million to $714 million between the 
census of 2011 and 2016 (REMPLAN 2017). This decrease equates to a loss of 705 jobs over this 5 
years. With a population of approximately 10,500 people in the Central West in 2016 (ABS 2016), 
this represents a significant loss of jobs. Flow-on effects in terms of reduction of local purchases of 
goods and services is likely; and multipliers indicate further reductions in outputs.  

This is consistent with ABS data which shows employment rates have declined over the past 5 
years for the Outback Region (ABS data 2016). The Outback region of Queensland has an average 
unemployment rate of 5.4% for 2001 and 2011 (ABS census). This rose significantly in 2016 to 
13.5% which is now higher than the Queensland average of 5.6% (Table 5). 

Table 5 Employment rate for Queensland Outback 
Labour Force Region: Outback 
Queensland SA4 Australia Queensland Outback 
Working Age Population (15-64) 16,064,700 59,000 
Employment Rate (15-64) 72.9% 58.8% (~ 12% lower) 
Unemployment Rate (15+) 5.6% 13.5% (~7% higher) 
Youth Unemployment Rate (15-24) 12.9% 57.4% (~44% higher) 
(ABS data 2016) 

Little seems to have changed in 2017, but employment opportunities seem to be improving 
slightly. Unemployment rates in the Outback Region have declined slightly to 13%. This is still 
higher than Queensland unemployment rate which has risen to 6.2% (Australian Government 
Labor Market Information Portal 2017). Rising unemployment figures means there are fewer job 
opportunities, including fewer opportunities in small business. Employment in the past 5 years has 
been effected by the drought, causing a downturn in agriculture industry, with flow-on effects 
impacting on small business in the Central West.    

Small Business employment
Australia-wide, small businesses employ a significant proportion of the workforce and thus play an 
important role on the economic well-being of rural communities (Schwarz & Williams 2009b). In the 
Central West of Queensland, the number of small businesses in these rural and remote 
communities is around half of the registered agriculture, forestry and fishing businesses (Figure 6).  

Supporting businesses here include: 
electricity, gas, water & waste services, wholesale 
trade, retail trade, food & accommodation services, 
transport, postal and warehousing, information 
media & telecommunications, financial and 
insurance services, rental, hiring & real estate 
services, professional, scientific & technical 
services, administrative & support services, & others 
(Government Statistician’s Office 2017). 

Figure 6 Number of businesses in RAPAD region (Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 2017) 
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One would expect employment opportunities to be roughly proportional to the number of 
businesses, although this is a simplification. The declines in agricultural industries will undoubtedly 
affect employment levels, which in turn will affect population, and thus leads to a reduction in 
employment opportunities in town small businesses. 

Impact of declining agriculture on small business
Particular small businesses will be impacted more than others, following the decline in agricultural 
turnover. For example, a survey conducted in 2004, showed that farmers in Queensland tend to run 
out of money for fuel and clothes first, which makes those types of businesses more vulnerable 
(Figure 7 below). 

Figure 7 Frequency of running out of money for selected items (Botterill & Wilhite 2005:76) 

This suggests that small businesses selling clothing, fuel, schoolbooks and food will all be impacted, 
while those selling medicine are less likely to be affected. The differences between Queensland and 
NSW spending habits for clothing is not explained, but the difference for fuel may be explained by 
the distances travelling to rural and remote towns in Queensland.  

However, this does not account for changes in purchasing habits, for some families may shop while 
visiting larger centres for other reasons, or use on-line shopping. The drought is unlikely to be 
related to these changes in purchasing habits. Nonetheless, drought does reduce the spending 
power of graziers in small regional towns. Town small business are already operating in a region 
where people do have low incomes.   

Socio-economic index
Low incomes and low employment opportunities are factors of a low socio-economic index, which 
links to low spending ability of local people in town small businesses.  

The Central West shires of Barcoo, Blackall, Boulia, Diamantina and Winton were among the most 
socio-economically disadvantaged areas in Queensland and Australia in 2011 [Decile 1, 2 and 3 on 
Figure 8 below] (Central West Hospital and Health Service 2014).  

The socioeconomic index for Longreach [Decile 5 on Figure 8] is much higher, but still only in the 
middle compared to the rest of Queensland. The declining value of real estate and building 
approvals is also an indicator of low socio-economic levels. 



27 

The RAPAD region is 
divided into 12 
Statistical Local Areas 
(SLA) by the ABS; while 
there are 6 Local 
Government areas. The 
latest, 2011, ABS Socio-
Economic Indexes for 
Areas (SEIFA).  
5 of the 12 SLAs are 
within the most socio- 
economically 
disadvantages deciles 
(deciles 1-3) in 
Queensland and 
Australia (ABS 2016) 

Map of SLA: ABS website n.d. 
Figure 8 Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage and Disadvantage 2011 (ABS 2011) 

The low socio-economic situation of the Central West is linked to social characteristics, and is 
usually linked to people’s health and mental health, as outlined in the next section on social 
characteristics. 

3.3 Central West - Social issues 
The Central West is sparsely populated. The 2016 population of 10,546 is 0.3% of the total 
Queensland population, in an area of almost one-quarter of the size of Queensland (ABS 2017), 
which means the area is very remote. 

Some basic social characteristics of the Central West are listed below; sometimes data for the 
Outback region (i.e. ABS SA4 statistical region) is listed, depending on statistics available. 

• The highest level of schooling is Year 11 or 12 for 45.9% of the Central West population in
2016, which is lower than 59% for the rest of Queensland (ABS 2016 census); 

• The age structure is similar to the rest of Queensland, but with slightly more young children
and people in the 35-44 year groups compared to the averages for Queensland;

• More males than females live in the Central West, with a gender ratio (number of males per
100 females) of 107.4. This is similar to the Queensland Outback area, but contrasts to the
ratio for Queensland of 98.5, where there are slightly more females than males. The number
proportion by gender in the Central West is males 6,217; females 5,789 (ABS 2017);

• Indigenous population is 7.3% of the total population in 2016, compared to 33% in the
Queensland Outback (SA4 statistical region), and 4% in Queensland (ABS census 2016).

In summary, the region has slightly more men than women, However, the region has a similar 
education level and age structure to the rest of Queensland. The proportion of Indigenous 
population in the Queensland Outback is larger than average in Queensland, and is growing.  

Low population
Longreach is the largest town in the Central West area with a population of almost 3,000 (Table 6), 
followed by Barcaldine and Blackall which are of similar size; these towns also have the largest 
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number of businesses (only three towns are over 1000 people Table 6: dark red shading). Each of 
these towns has about 50 or more businesses – Longreach has almost 200 businesses. 

Table 6 Population and businesses per town 
Towns in Central West Total number of businesses 

(WQDC estimates) 
Population in 2016 
(ABS census 2016) 

1. Alpha 25 335 
2. Aramac 4 299 
3. Barcaldine 60 1422 
4. Bedourie 3 122 
5. Birdsville 9 140 
6. Blackall 48 1416 
7. Boulia 12 301 
8. Ilfracombe 6 259 
9. Isisford 10 218 
10. Jericho 3 115 
11. Jundah 2 106 
12. Muttaburra 3 88 
13. Stonehenge 3 44 
14. Tambo 23 367 
15. Windorah 5 115 
16. Winton 36 875 
17. Longreach 191 2970 

TOTAL (town population) 443 9192 

Eleven out of the 17 of the towns have very small populations, with fewer than 300 people (Table 6: 
pink shading). Similarly, several of these towns have a small number of businesses; 7 towns have 5 
or less businesses (Table 6: light green shading); and 4 towns have between 6 - 12 businesses 
(Table 6: dark green shading). The already low population is trending lower, and the number of 
businesses will follow. 

Declining population
In Queensland, agricultural industries have had a decrease in employment by about a quarter, as 
farms adopted more efficient technologies (Productivity Commission 2017; Queensland 
Government Statistician’s Office 2017). 

The data on the extent of population decline in the Central West region is confusing. The census 
data seems to under-estimate the extent of population fluctuations, while data on migration trends 
and school attendance aligns more closely with local perceptions. The movements of large numbers 
of short term contractors, such as shearing contractors and other rural farm workers seem to 
confound population estimates from census data. Resident population estimates based on the 
census are listed below (Table 7; Figure 9).  
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Table 7 Estimated resident population (Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 2017a:4) 

Figure 9 Estimated resident population growth (Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 2017a:4; 
Regional Population Growth, Australia, 2015-16_cat. no. 3218.0). 

The impact of the droughts on population can be seen on the graph above (Figure 9). One drought 
started in 2001 and Central West population declined in 2006-07, showing a delayed effect. Another 
drought started in 2013 and the population effect was much quicker, evident in 2014-15 and 2015-
16. Both droughts contributed to the decline of 0.7% between 2001 and 2016 (Table 7, Figure 9).

Migration figures show a much greater population decline over the same period (Figure 10). 
Population migration tends to lag by at least 12 months after droughts start, or deepen. Net 
migration clearly indicates the impact of the 2001 drought, which eased a little in 2007 but did not 
finish everywhere until 2010; and the deepening of the 2014 drought across the Central West 
(Figure 10). 2012 was the year that Queensland Premier Newman reduced public servant numbers 
(Sydney Morning Herald 19 September 2012).  

The number of people who have migrated out of the region since 2007 is over 2100 people. Based 
on the population of 10,500 people in 2016 (ABS 2016), this is a decline of approximately 20% over 
9 years. This is considerably more people leaving than the statistics above suggest (Table 7). The 
ABS (pers. comm. ABS officer, July 2017) explained that the parameters used to calculate net 
migration are different to population data which is estimated from census data. Census data does 
not seem to capture fluctuations in the itinerant population.  
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Figure 10 Net migration (ABS 2016) 

School attendance is another proxy for population changes, which indicates a significant 
population decline. School attendance data reflects a similar population decline to the net migration 
data. The change in numbers of children registered in schools in the RAPAD region from 2008 to 
2017 (Figure 11 below) indicates that since the start of the drought in 2013, attendance has been 
reduced by 19% (Refer Appendix F for details data from each school in the RAPAD region).  

Figure 11 Registered students annual change (Department of Education and Training n.d. a & b; My 
School n.d.; Interviews 2017) 

Primary school registration shows a decline in 2010, after the start of a drought in 2006; and then 
further declines with the onset of drought in 2013. The winter rain in 2016 did little to slow the 
decline in numbers, but the lack of summer rain in 2017 significantly affected numbers, probably 
because of the length of this drought.  
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In summary, population declines seem to occur a year or more after the onset of drought, 
depending on the severity, length and cumulative effect of successive droughts. Various measures 
indicate population changes - census data, migration data and school enrolments. 

Census figures under-estimate population decline, as these seem to overlook the fluctuations in 
itinerant workers. These fluctuations are more obvious from net migration and attendance of school 
children, which reflect similar declines in population, as indicated below: 

• 2001 – 2016: 0.8% decline with approx. 1500 people leaving the region over 15 years
(Estimated from census data: Table 7; Figure 9).
• 2007 – 2016: 19% decline, with approx. 2100 people leaving the region over 9 years
(Net Migration data: Figure 10)
• 2008 – 2017: 19% decline in school children attendance over 9 years
(School children data, Figure 11).

The de-population of rural areas has many causes, but drought seems to play a significant role. 

3.4 Impact of drought on health 

Internationally, drought has negative health impacts, depending on the “drought severity, baseline 
population vulnerability, existing health and sanitation infrastructure, and available resources with 
which to mitigate impacts as they occur” (Stanke et al. 2013:2). The resilience of rural populations is 
influenced by the socioeconomic environment in which drought occurs (Stanke et al. 2013). This is 
also true in Australia. This systematic review of the health effects of drought (Stanke et al. 2013) is 
based on a review of 87 papers from Africa, North and South America, Asia and Europe. The results 
highlighted concerns about lack of nutrition, water related diseases, such as E. coli and cholera, as 
well as air, dust and vector borne diseases, such as malaria and dengue fever (Stanke et al. 2013). 
Many of these issues are not of concern in Australia; however, the impact on mental health is of 
concern here, as elsewhere in the world. 

In Australia, dryness is well recognised as having an adverse impact on the health and wellbeing of 
rural businesses and communities (Alston and Kent 2004; Australian Government 2016; Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008; Schwarz and Williams 2009a). Factors that influence poor 
health outcomes in rural town business people include socioeconomic disadvantage, low education 
levels, and access to health services. A couple of surveys in rural NSW (Allen et al. 2012; Schrimer et 
al. 2016), indicate that rural populations report high levels of social capital, that seems to protect 
people to some extent against poor mental health outcomes. However, few studies have examined 
exactly how remoteness may influence individual determinants of health (Allen et al. 2012:2). Overall, 
scant information is available on the impact of drought on the physical and mental health of town 
residents, and only limited data about the impacts on the grazing population.  

Australians living in remote areas do tend to have poorer health than people living in major cities, with 
lower life expectancy, higher rates of disease and injury, and poorer access to, and use of, health 
services (Australian Government 2016:1; Mission Australia 2006).  The cost of health services in 
rural towns also tends to be higher, and the ratio of GP doctors to people is about half that in major 
cities (Australian Government 2016). A study in 2008 showed that people living in rural areas were 
10% less likely to be bulk-billed by their general practitioner (Paton 2014). Remoteness often means 
people drive longer distances to medical services, which causes financial pressure to pay for fuel, as 
well as stress related to time spent away from families and friends. 

Similarly, in the Central West, rates of disease are 21% higher than the state average (Central West 
Hospital and Health Services 2014). Chronic disease, preventable hospitalisations and poor mental 
health characterise the region (RAPAD 2016). Mortality rates in the Central West are significantly 
higher than the Queensland average (Figure 12 below). While people in the Central West tended to 
live 10 years less than people in urban areas, this has improved over time according to the Central 
West Hospital and Health Service (2014).  
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Figure 12 Death rate for Central West and Queensland (Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 
2017b:14) 

Some of high death rates in the Central West would be related to high risk rural occupations, rather 
than for town people. In addition, the profile of the Central West Indigenous population compared to 
the total Central West population, indicates that there is significantly lower life expectancy among the 
Indigenous population, which is in line with the nationwide trend (Central West Hospital and Health 
Service 2014). Indigenous people could be either rural or town based in the Central West.  

In contrast to actual poor health outcomes in the Central West compared to urban areas, residents 
self-reported similarly good levels of health as other Queenslanders in 2011-12 (RAPAD 2014). This 
perception of better health is consistent with elsewhere in Australia, where people in small rural towns 
(fewer than 1000 people) often reported that they had greater life satisfaction than those living in large 
cities (Wilkins 2015). The reason for this paradox may be that rural communities tend to have high levels 
of social capital, and look after each other contributing to feelings of  wellbeing. 

Mental health 
The perception of better health outcomes than the actual reality seems to persist in the area of mental 
health (Allen et al. 2012; RAPAD 2017). Mental health and suicide tend to not be frequently 
discussed by people in the Central West (Interviews 2017). It is difficult to find data specifically about 
Central West towns. This section on mental health is distilled from the literature, interviews with 
Central West health professionals, mental health service providers and business owners. 

Overall, drought increases stress and anxiety in rural communities, with rural farm owners, rural workers, 
town business people and residents all affected. A small number of studies correlate drought with increased 
suicide rates (Congues 2014; Drought Policy Review Social Panel 2008), but this is not always the case in all 
regions. It would be self-defeating to assume that increased suicides rates are a natural, or acceptable, 
consequence of drought. Remoteness is sometimes recognised as correlated with increased suicide, 
especially amongst farmers, young men and older people (Bishop et al. 2017), however some studies (Allen et 
al. 2012) suggest social capital and social relationship in remote areas can buffer people from mental health. 
Suicide rates in remote Queensland are significantly higher than Queensland metropolitan areas (Table 8) 
(Potts et al. 2016; Queensland Mental Health Commission 2016). While remote regions comprised only 3% of 
the total Queensland population, these regions account for 5.6% (106 people) of total suicides (Queensland 
Mental Health Commission 2016). Some literature suggests that suicide is an increasing issue in rural 
Australia. In 2015, suicide was the leading cause of death for Australians aged 15-44, and the highest rate in 
over 10 years (Lifeline 2017).  
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Table 8 Queensland Suicide Rates by remoteness (Potts et al. 2016:114) 

Gender/Remoteness 2002-2004 2005-2007 2008-2010 2011-2013 
MALES 

Metropolitan 20.4 17.3 18.6 19.4 
Regional 24.2 25.5 23.3 
Remote 29.1 30.7 37.7 
FEMALES 

Metropolitan 6.1 5.4 6.0 6.8 
Regional 5.9 5.9 7.9 6.5 
Remote 7.8 8.9 8.6 14.4 
PERSONS 

Metropolitan 13.1 11.3 12.1 12.9 

Regional 15.1 14.2 16.6 14.9 
Remote 19.1 28.8 20.1 26.8 

Interviews with community leaders and service providers suggested that whole communities are exposed to 
the stresses of drought through population decline (e.g. the loss of friends), economic downturn and loss of 
services. The towns with the smallest populations are probably the most exposed, as they are even more 
closely linked both financially and socially to farming families. 

Drought causes additional stress for women and children in rural communities (Dean and Stain 2010; Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). Women often bear the emotional burden of dryness, as they are 
expected to ‘step up’ to support their families and their local communities. Children and adolescent’s well-
being also tends to be worse in drought-affected areas, as reported by school teachers and researchers (Dean 
and Stain 2010). Children notice that people are leaving the community and they are losing classmates; there 
are less sporting and other community events to entertain them (Maybery et al. 2010). Despite these issues, 
many rural schools in Australia lack mental health initiatives (Dean and Stain 2010). 

Interviews in the Central West highlighted the complex inter-relationships between town and country 
communities, and thus the importance of adopting a whole of community approach. Droughts influence all of 
the community, not only rural enterprises. Some negative impacts reported in Central West interviews, reflect 
issues discussed the literature, but are not solely attributable to drought:  
- increased levels of anxiety and stress due to financial difficulties and uncertain future;
- increased anxieties and worry as a result of businesses closing and people leaving town;
- increased feelings of isolation and lack of energy for community activities.

People in the Central West tended to say that they were coping with the drought. People even said that 
counselling services were not always needed because they had a strong support network in their families. 
People made comments such as: “We are alright, most of the bush is alright. We can handle drought, it is 
part of our make-up”. Whether these comments reflect characteristics of a stoic or resilient community is 
difficult to know. 

Resilience should not be confused with stoicism. As one local person said: “Stoicism is where you grit your 
teeth and survive; but resilience is where you grit your teeth, you survive, and you bounce back”. Stoicism 
of rural people can be mistaken for resilience, but these are quite different concepts. Remote communities 
possess a culture of self-reliance and stoicism which are likely to compound issues of social isolation and 
impede help seeking behaviours. Stoicism can foster a reluctance to seek help; as can community stigmas, 
which can then exacerbate mental health issues. 

Nonetheless, resilient, strong community networks where local people support each other, can help individuals 
cope with psychological stresses, and buffer some of the negative impacts of drought. Improving the 
availability of, and access to health services and specialist mental health professionals. 

Services 
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Various services are available in the Central West to help support individuals and communities. Pro-active 
activities to improve the provision of health services are being implemented, with the Central West Hospital 
and Health Service collaborating with the Central West Rural Wellness Network and other local organisations 
to improve health outcomes.  

An innovative model is attracting GPs to work in the communities. In terms of mental health, the hospital and 
the Royal Flying Doctor Service provide counselling by qualified professionals. However, access has changed 
and GP referral is now required to see qualified professionals at the RFDS. Local people like anonymity and 
not having to go to their doctor or to the hospital. Many professionals interviewed in this study are concerned 
that the requirement of a GP referral will be an increased barrier for local people seeking help.  

The importance of how services are implemented is critical. Services need to be provided to suit the context of 
rural and remote communities. Health services are improving in the Central West, but it may take some time 
before improved outcomes are visible (Interviews 2017). The alliance of local organisations has outlined 
details of improvements needed in health over the next few years (Central West Hospital and Health Service 
2014). The efforts of local people need to be supported, partnerships fostered in the longer term and funding 
certainty improved so that services continue to be transformed to support healthy and resilient communities. 

Support is needed to ensure that health and mental health services continue to be reformed, with the aim of 
building resilient communities. Action is needed to: 

[1] Transform governance arrangements to foster local decision-making. Local people and local
service providers need to continue to be involved in decisions about health and mental health services
through strong partnerships and long-term security of resources. Adopting a whole of community approach
to the provision of services is needed, as drought and other stressors affect people across whole
communities.

[2] Expand health services. Understanding of how things work in the bush, and not simply transposing
urban service models to the bush. Services need to be flexible to adapt to changing circumstances.
Appropriate measures need to be taken to attract and retain qualified staff to rural and remote regions.

Strong health services contribute to community resilience, and there is increasing global literature to suggest 
that resilience fosters healthy communities. Strong health services that are integrated with the local 
communities they service, can provide long-term health benefits, employment opportunities, economic 
stimulation and healthier populations in the longer-term. 
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In summary, this region has a declining population, high unemployment, and poor general health. 
Mental health issues, including suicide, are a problem that is only recently becoming better 
recognised. Drought clearly exacerbates social, health and economic pressures on individuals and 
families in these remote and rural communities. While this profile generally might suggest a region 
in decline, some aspects are positive, including the affordability of housing (above), the rate of 
volunteering and the adaptability to change (below). 

3.5 Positive characteristics 
Despite the negative impacts of drought on small businesses and the broader community in remote 
rural towns, there are positive indicators. These include the rate of volunteering and adaptive 
capacity (measured using the Productivity Commission 2017 framework). 

Volunteers
People in the Central West are much more likely to volunteer than people in Queensland, but 
volunteering across the outback is consistently high (Table 9 below; Queensland Statistician’s 
Office 2017b). The 2011 ABS Census shows that 32.3% people in the RAPAD region undertook 
voluntary work, which is 13.5% higher than the Queensland average (Queensland Government 
Statistician’s Office 2017b).  

Table 9 Voluntary work in central west and Queensland, 2011 (Queensland Government Statistician’s 
Office 2017b:34) 

The literature on the importance of social events in Central West Queensland is scarce; however, a 
few studies have been conducted in other rural parts of Australia (Maybery et al. 2010, Kiem & 
Austin 2013). A study conducted in New South Wales in 2010 showed that the rural community 
values social gatherings and events (Maybery et al. 2010). Small business is recognised as playing 
an important role in the organisation of community events by providing volunteers and donations in 
many rural areas (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). Volunteering is one of the 
indicators of social cohesion and tends to be high in rural communities (ABS 2006, 2009c in Kiem et 
al. 2010). 

However, drought does impede the ability of rural communities to volunteer and to keep community 
activities such as recreational and sporting activities going; all factors that help sustain resilient 
communities. Volunteer ‘burn-out’ is an issue in rural communities with declining population and 
declining skills base (Kiem et al. 2010:103). The decline in, and exhaustion of, volunteers is 
widespread in drought affected regions of Australia, and symptomatic of the level of stress on 
members of rural communities (Drought Review Panel 2009:25). Declining volunteers contributes to 
greater isolation of individuals and is not conducive to well-being. Events to promote social 
interaction are seen as extremely important for stressed people, and this importance was frequently 
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recognized and reported by people living in areas affected by drought (Drought Review Panel 
2009:26).

A high rate of volunteering suggests high social capital in rural communities, which can help 
resilience and the ability of communities to adapt to stresses and changes, including drought. 

Adaptability capacity
Remote and very remote regions tend to have relatively low adaptive capacity (Productivity 
Commission 2017:2). A framework, developed by the Productivity Commission, incorporates 
economic performance over time, income, access to infrastructure, natural resources as well as 
social factors such as education, skills, employment and health (Productivity Commission 2017:7-
13). Most of the Central West is similar to other outback regions with a low capacity to adapt. The 
exception is the Longreach shire, which has an above average ability (Figure 13).  

Figure 13 Adaptive capacity of Australia’s regions (Productivity Commission 2017:12) 

Infrastructure and services were characteristics identified as important for adaptive capacity. Fast 
and efficient broadband was one identified as "a fundamental enabler for rural communities, 
allowing them to find new markets” (Productivity Commission 2017:26).  Services are tending to 
consolidate to regional centres, such as Longreach, at the expense of smaller towns. Greater 
amenity and a wider range of services have helped facilitate this trend (Productivity Commission 
2017:20). 

Different cultures may influence an individual’s view of adaptability, and their ability to manage in 
remote areas of Australia. The adaptability index developed by the Productivity Commission is 
largely a white European perspective, based largely on economic factors. A white man’s views of 
remote Australia can be very different to that of Indigenous peoples. “Indigenous Australians see 
Remote Australia as ‘Country’, a place that nourishes and provides meaning and identity. One world 



view wants to dominate and tame the space, while the other lives in and adapts within it” (Walker 
2012:7). To note, attitudes to drought, from Central West Indigenous people, might from differ those 
described through the adaptability index. Nonetheless, it appears to paint a positive picture for the 
Longreach community, and seems to reflect the ability of the broader community to adapt to 
change. 

Adaptability is an important consideration for resilient communities. It is characterised through the 
complex interactions between the various factors. When a high adaptability index is matched with 
motivated volunteers and significant local effort, this suggests that investment in rural and remote 
communities is likely to be well used. In small communities the multiplier effect, means an 
increasing return on investment and a significantly positive effect on the community as a whole. 
Examples of the benefits of such investments, that have made a difference to the economic and 
social resilience of communities in Central West Queensland, are described in the Results section. 

3.6 Summary: Complex interactions related to drought 
Towns in the Central West region are confronted with a declining population (Queensland 
Government Statistician’s Office 2017), prompted by the complex interaction between factors such 
as socio-economic pressures, fluctuating but declining job opportunities, health inequalities and 
highly variable climate conditions. In a sometimes rapidly changing and fragile context, drought 
further compounds and exacerbates these existing factors (Paton 2014).   

In the Central West, the decline in agricultural income during the drought has had considerable 
economic impact on small businesses, creating flow-on impacts for the whole community such as: 

- population decline from retrenchment;
- reduced access to services due to businesses closing and reduced operating hours; and
- reduced stock option in shops (Paton 2014).

In a NSW study, participants reported the main impacts of drought related to: finances, transport, 
stress and health, social disintegration, youth issues and fewer community events (Maybery et al. 
2010). Declining populations (particularly young people and families) is seen a major result of 
drought, contributing to a decline in community spirit and fracturing of social fabric (Bureau of Rural 
Sciences (2008:4). These results were replicated for the Central West region of Queensland, in 
research undertaken for this project (see Chapter 5). A recent model (Kelly and Phelps 2017) 
illustrates the complex interaction between these social, health and economic factors in rural and 
regional communities. 
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Figure 14 Factors affecting Remoteness (Kelly and Phelps 2017) 

In the Central West region, the flow-on effects of drought influence both social and economic 
characteristics, similar to many rural and remote communities in Australia. Drought causes loss of 
employment for both rural and town workers, worker relocation, and reduced income for small 
businesses. The economic decline impacts on the social fabric of the community, and this in turn 
tends to exacerbate the economic environment.  

Six key interacting factors link drought to reduced socio-economic resilience (as outlined in Figure 
14 above) and stem from the reliance of small business on rural expenditure: 

1) Cash drought (rectangle blue box on left in Figure 14)
2) Reduced small business incomes (blue box in Figure 14)
3) Population drought (rectangle orange box on right in Figure 14)
4) Services decline (orange box in Figure 14)
5) Reduced livability (orange box in Figure 14)
6) Reduced socio-economic resilience (red box in Figure 14).

These complex and interacting relationships, based on the diagram, are discussed next. 

1) Cash drought
Cash drought is when graziers from agricultural properties, and their workers. have less money to 
spend. Small businesses have a high reliance on farming family expenditure (Paton 2014, Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008, Alston & Kent 2004). As such, small businesses are 
recognised as particularly vulnerable in times of drought, even those not directly associated with 
rural enterprises (Miles et al. 2007). Drought events tend to exacerbate pressures on small business 
due to isolation and remoteness. Impact on small business is related to two main factors [1] 
“whether primary producers were key customers, and [2] the level to which businesses sold 
discretionary (non-essential) products and services” (Miles et al. 2007:3).  

The extent that reduced expenditure by farm families on small business in small rural towns is not 
really clear, but it is significant. Small business in smaller towns are more affected by drought than 
larger towns (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2009:26), as the reliance of small 
business on farm expenditure was lower in larger towns (Alston and Kent 2004). A survey for the 
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CPA Australia Small Business conducted in 1999 in NSW showed that drought had a negative 
impact on 24% of businesses (Alston & Kent 2004). Based on the surveyed businesses, the impact 
of drought on their turnover depended on the extent of their diversification, ranging from a reduction 
of 40% to 90% (Alston & Kent 2004). “A farmer may only spend 10 per cent of their total 
expenditure locally but ABARE calculations show farm expenditure represents as much as one-
third of small town economies” (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2009:21). Therefore, 
the impacts on small business range from 33% (Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2009:21) to 90% 
(Alston & Kent 2004). 

2) Reduced small business income
Reduced small business income starts with the agricultural cash drought, the retrenching of rural 
workers, and the flow-on effects of the population drought, and then tend to compound. As the 
Mayor of Barcaldine, Rob Chandler said: “There is a critical threshold that, once passed, tends to be 
set in concrete. These kinds of changes are very hard to overturn.” (Morton 2017:1). A negative 
spiral starts and can be difficult to turn around.  

The consequences of lower incomes for small business are also multiple. The economic struggles 
that small business face during drought in the Central West and Fitzroy regions, lead some 
businesses to retrench staff, reduce their open hours, reduce their range of stock and some non-
essential businesses (cafes, restaurant, clothes) have even closed (Paton 2014). Small business 
are less likely to donate money or time to local community events such as agricultural shows 
(Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008), less local philanthropy occurs. 

Consequently, rural communities have reduced access to activities, facilities and services, which 
leads to reduced quality of life. The residents might have to travel further which has a financial 
impact due to increased costs such as fuel, but also has a social impact due to reduced leisure time 
with family.  

3) Population drought
In Australia, people leave small towns because of lack of employment, loss of services, and general 
negative mood of the community. One wide scale survey reported that some household members 
move temporarily or permanently to areas with better economic opportunity during drought 
(Edwards 2009). Another study reported a loss of available casual and part-time positions in several 
communities in rural NSW due to drought (Alston & Kent 2004), often as small business experience 
reduced income. Rural workers leaving areas affected by drought also leads to teachers, health and 
other social services workers leaving (Kotey 2014). Children leave towns with their parents looking 
for work, and this results in class sizes in school shrinking, followed by teachers leaving.  

When the drought ends, people often do not return. Youth leave to go to larger towns, and people 
expressed concern that they will not return (Alston & Kent 2004). It is then very difficult to replace 
and attract small business and other skilled workers back to the towns (Morton 2017, Kotey 2014, 
Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). The population drought has compounding effects 
for both agricultural and town small business.  

4) Reduced services
Lower population levels mean services are reduced, and some are at risk of closure. A lack of 
mental health services can occur at a time when these are most needed.  

A study published in 2004 on the impact of drought in rural areas of NSW, shows that some towns 
have lost health workers, banks and other businesses during the drought (Alston & Kent 2004). 
Professor Sorensen, who undertakes research on regional population and development at the 
University of New England, stated during an interview with The Australian in March 2017 that: “the 
town loses a police station and then the school and then the local businesses begin to lose 
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customers and they go, too”. This demonstrates the interrelated relationships between these 
various factors. 

Loss of infrastructure, services and businesses have a feed-back impact in the loss of direct and 
indirect employment (Morrissey & Reser 2007), further reducing the population, and can start a 
negative spiral of further reduction of services. All of these factors are inter-related, and all 
eventually lead to lower levels of resilience in drought affected towns. 

5) Reduced livability
Declining populations (especially young people) reduce social networks, community activities, 
volunteering and community engagement (Howden et al. 2014:82). All of this builds social isolation 
and contributes to reduced livability in rural and town communities; social and psychological distress 
can follow (Howden et al. 2014:82). Social disintegration was an important concern for members of 
one NSW community affected by droughts (Maybery et al. 2010), where many people mentioned a 
decrease of social events during drought events and that there were fewer people volunteering 
(Maybery et al. 2010).  

A lack of volunteers during drought was also a concern for fire services in another NSW study 
(Artore et al. 2008). The ability for small business to donate funds for local community events and 
agricultural shows, also makes organisation difficult, with volunteers having to work very hard 
(Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). 

In the Central West, the famous community event ‘Harry Redford Cattle Drive’ was cancelled in 
2015 and 2016 due to the drought (Burton 2016). Such events require a major effort from 
volunteers, the Barcaldine Mayor, Rob Chandler said: 

"It is really sad. The Harry Redford Cattle Drive has been an institution; it's been one of the 
greatest events in outback Queensland for a long, long time" (Burton 2016). 

Another cause of reduced community participation is the cost of fuel. With reduced incomes, 
community members tend to only use fuel for essential activities, not for pleasure (Botterill & Wilhite 
2005, Maybery et al. 2010). Thus fewer families are able to engage in social activities such as sport 
or other community events. In communities that are already isolated, lack of social interaction 
increases this sense of isolation and can lead to mental health issues (Maybery et al. 2010).  

6) Reduced socio-economic resilience
The economic down turn of small business has a profound flow on effect on the social wellbeing of 
rural communities (Morton 2017:10, 34, 39). Some characteristics of rural communities mean they 
are more vulnerable to income shocks (Kim and Prskawetz 2010), for example households with 
lower education levels are more vulnerable (Skoufias 2007; Silbert 2011). So, increasing education 
and skills can be important in promoting adaptive capacity (Garbero & Muttarak 2013:1).  

Reduced access to amenities, lack of social events and pressure on family structures are 
exacerbated during drought. Various studies in rural NSW (Allen et al. 2012; Maybery et al. 2010) 
confirmed that a decreased level of social support was linked to an increased risk of psychological 
distress for families and young people. 

For the last ten years, the Federal and State Governments and non-governmental agencies have 
been working on drought policies and programs to assist rural communities (Askew & Sherval 
2012). Unless policy and drought assistance measures take account of these interacting remote 
factors, success is unlikely (Walker 2012).  
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The next chapter reviews literature relating to resilience. This concept is suggested as a proactive, 
evidence-based approach that enables a community to prepare for, adapt to, and survive change 
processes including crises situations such as droughts. 
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4. Building resilience
When looking for approaches to help Australian communities survive and prosper, resilience 
thinking emerges as one way that can help improve people’s well-being (Martin-Breen & Anderies 
2011; Schwarz & Williams 2009a). By the 21st century, the theory and political rhetoric moved on 
from community engagement to engaged governance and resilience thinking (Curtis et al. 2014). As 
Walker and Salt (2006) explain, resilience thinking moves sustainability thinking into the realm of 
complexity. Drought is one of the ‘wicked’4 problems inherent in land management; thus a more 
integrated approach is needed. 

The concept of resilience is considered increasingly important in Australian drought policy, 
particularly in an era of environmental, social and technological change (Drought Policy Review 
Expert Social Panel 2008). Resilience in this report is ‘the extent to which our communities have the 
capacity, skills and knowledge to adequately prepare, respond and adapt in the face of rapid 
change’ (Queensland Government 2017:4). 

Resilience is not the only approach that has attempted to improve integration between social and 
ecological aspects. For example:  

• Sustainability thinking was one of the early attempts at integration, proposing a triple bottom
line and overlapping domains of social, economic and environment. This gained prominence
in international declarations (e.g. United Nations 1987).

• Social Impact Assessment (SIA) was traditionally done to meet regulatory requirements, to
measure the intended and unintended consequences of an intervention e.g. policy or
project. SIA can be used to assist affected communities in developing an understanding of
the issues they face, whether these be environmental or political (Vanclay & Esteves
2011:3). Thus, it can be an integrating framework.

Nonetheless, resilience thinking is frequently used in drought policy and other fields outlined below. 
Resilience thinking is so widely used in policy (Davidson et al. 2016; Maclean et al. 2017) that 
Maclean and her colleagues suggest that resilience may be the new ‘buzz word’ replacing 
sustainability (Maclean et al. 2017; Davoudi 2012). 

This section of the report first outlines the fields in which resilience is used, and then briefly outlines 
the historical development of resilience thinking. Thirdly, the aspects of resilience that would need to 
be addressed to overcome the impacts of drought are discussed. Social attributes are a particular 
focus, as these are often neglected, but are arguably the most important. 

4.1 Resilience – use and attributes 
Resilience is used in many fields or disciplines especially those confronting some sort of uncertainty 
and disruptive change. Some of the key fields relevant to Central West of Queensland are:  

• Psychology and mental health (Brown and Westaway 2011; Buikstra et al. 2010; Ng et al.
2015),

• Social-ecological systems (Berkes et al. 2003; Folke et al. 2010; Gunderson and Holling
2002; Ross and Berkes 2013; Walker and Salt 2006),

• Disaster management (Maguire and Hagan 2007; Zhou et al. 2010),
• Environmental risk management (Sapountzaki 2007),

4 ‘Wicked’ problems are ill-defined, contradictory, unique and do not have a solution, rather they need to be 
solved over and over. Solutions are not right or wrong (Rittel and Webber 1973). 
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• Climate change/variability (Boon et al. 2012; Cutter et al. 2009; Fraser et al. 2011; Bahadur
2016),

• Urban planning (Davidson et al. 2016; Davoudi 2012; Martin-Breen & Anderies 2011)
• Political science (Martin-Breen & Anderies 2011),
• Community and international development (Berkes and Ross 2012; Brown and Westaway

2011; Davidson et al. 2016; Martin-Breen & Anderies 2011), and
• Social learning (Berkes and Ross 2012; Keen, Brown & Dyball 2005; Pahl-Wostl et al.

2007).

Despite the term resilience being used in many fields, its meaning is contested and there is no 
shared understanding of the concepts of resilience. Different uses have generated different 
methods and different meanings (Martin-Breen & Anderies 2011:5). A brief review of the historical 
development helps explain this lack of convergence and highlights the key concepts of resilience.  

History of resilience
Resilience has largely developed in two parallel but discrete fields firstly: psychology and mental 
health, and secondly, systems thinking and social-ecological systems (SES). The key concepts that 
developed in these fields have been outlined in at least three recent reviews (Bahadur 2016; 
Davidson et al. 2016; Maclean et al. 2017).  

Resilience was initially discussed in the psychology and mental health field in the 1940s, and is 
credited to Norman Garmezy, Emmy Werner and Ruth Smith (Manyena 2006 quoted in Maclean et 
al. 2017). In this field, resilience focuses on personality traits of individuals that help them cope with 
times of adversity. The fields of disaster resilience and risk management have grown out of this way 
of thinking. Over time, the scale that is considered has changed, and the community as well as 
individual situations are now discussed in psychology and mental health. As one Australia training 
manual says: “Disaster recovery is more than dealing with individuals” (Robinson 2015:5). However, 
the focus is still more on the factors and personal traits that help individuals and the community to 
survive disasters, whether these be floods, fires or droughts.  

The other field that has contributed significantly to the development of resilience thinking is complex 
adaptive systems, mainly in the ecology (Hollings 1973). Systems thinking encourages a more 
integrated approach. One fundamental belief from Holling (1973) that has widely influenced thinking 
is that all elements of the system are mutually interdependent. So, changes in one part of the 
system will impact on other parts, not necessarily in ways that can be predicted.  

Developments in this field clearly link people and the environment (e.g. Gunderson, Holling and 
Light 1995; Gunderson and Holling 2002). Social-ecological systems (SES) have been defined as: 

 “A social-ecological system emphasises the importance of considering humans as part 
of ecosystems. Feedbacks within and across the social-ecological systems determine 
its behaviour which depends, in turn, on cross scale interactions.” (Folke et al. 2005 
quoted in Gorddard 2015:62)  

Within Social-ecological systems (SES) thinking, Gunderson and Holling (2002) developed the idea 
of ‘nested systems’ or ‘panarchy’. Nested systems highlight the interconnectedness between levels, 
such as local, watershed and regional; as well as the impacts between the fast and slow cycles. 
Revolution may occur when fast, small events overwhelm the larger, slower systems that tend to 
bring stability (Resilience Alliance nd). The application of ecology principles is not always simple, 
because fast and small events are not the only way to initiate revolt in social systems. Inherent 
difficulties exist in linking social and ecological systems (Maclean et al. 2017) mainly because 
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human beings are capable of independent thought and may not follow ecological or systems 
principles (Giddens 19845; Gunderson and Holling 2002).  

Strengths and weaknesses of resilience literature
The two schools of thinking see resilience differently - psychological/mental health developed from 
the social sciences, and socio-ecological from the natural sciences.  Both ways of thinking see 
resilience as a process rather than an outcome, but in different ways. Each approach has its 
inherent strengths and weaknesses (Davidson et al. 2016; Maclean et al. 2014; Martin-Breen and 
Andries 2011). A few key points are outlined below in Table 9 below. 

Table 9 Strengths and weaknesses of resilience thinking 
Psychology and mental health Social-ecological systems (SES) 

Differences tends to have shorter time frames 
(Bahadur 2016:13) 
tends to be more static e.g. ‘bouncing 
back to normality’ (Tanner et al. 2017) 

tend to have longer time frames (Bahadur 
2016:13) 
tend to be more dynamic, emphasising non-
linear change & dynamism of cross-scale 
systems (Tanner et al. 2017) 

Strengths Planned interventions to enhance a 
person’s resilience  
- Focus on individual resilience
- Explicitly designed for direct

interventions
- Emphasis on empirical research,

evidence-based policy
- Accepting that people have

different points of view about the
same thing (Bahadur 2016).

Collaboration & adaptive management with 
learning cycles (Berkes & Folkes 1998) 
- Focus on how to work with social and

ecological uncertainty
- Emphasis on flexibility of systems
- Importance of adaptive management
- Ability of systems to self-organise
- Highlights importance of institutions &

governance systems (Adger 2000).

Weaknesses - Needs more focus on larger scale
& links between scales

- Lacks recognition of the important
impact of the natural environment
and institutions arrangements in
facilitating change.

- Needs more focus on building strengths
within SES

- Lacks recognition of smaller scales, while
the literature discusses ‘nesting’, most work
is on regions

- Lacks processes to instigate appropriate
change; limited clarity on how to design
interventions.

Recent 
developments 

- Community scales which have
appeared more recently (e.g.
Maguire & Hagan 2007; Buikistra
et al.  2010; Robinson 2015)

- Recently addressed through social learning
(Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007; Ross et al. 2010),
collective learning (Keen, Brown & Dyball
2005) & community development (Buikstra et
al. 2010; Ross & Berkes 2014).

(adapted from Maclean et al. 2017) 

According to a report done by the Rockefeller Institute (Bahadur 2016:10), resilience thinking from 
the SES field often ignores individuals, their relationships and their social systems. Yet the strengths 
of psychology/mental health approaches, such as an understanding of the individual, could 
complement the weaknesses in the SES approach. However, these ways of thinking have largely 
developed in silos, with very little cross-fertilization (Davidson et al. 2016; Maclean et al. 2017; 
Bahadur 2016). Even as the fields have matured, concepts from each field are not always found 
consistently in other fields, as indicated in the table below (Table 10).  

Davidson and her colleagues (Davidson et al. 2016) examine what concepts of resilience occur in 
different domains. Their domains are a simplified list of the fields; of the resilience fields listed above 

5 Giddens (1984) developed ‘structuration’ theory which basically says that human beings usually act within 
the structure or norms of society, but that they are active subjects capable of independent thought and so 
have the power or agency to make their own decision independent of society’s norms.  
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(Chapter 4.1). They present a typology of resilience, showing how the concepts of resilience have 
matured in different domains (Table 10 below). Some conceptual elements appear in most domains; 
other elements occur sporadically or are domain specific. Concepts in the early thinking (the yellow 
boxes for each domain) were persistence & resistance, and recovery to a stable state. These seem 
to reflect the foundation in systems thinking.  

Table 10 Key resilience concepts grouped by resilience domains (Davidson et al. 2016 Fig 1) 

Resilience	
Domains	

Ecological	

Social-
ecological	

Urban	

Disaster	

Community	

The more recent extended, advanced evolutionary or integrated thinking in each domain show how 
resilience has matured. Transformation, innovation, preparedness, and vulnerability are concepts of 
resilience thinking today, but not consistently in all domains.  It is clear that collective capacities and 
processes do not occur in every domain but are limited to domains that have close dealings with 
communities – disaster and community. The concept of scale does not appear in this analysis, and 
others have commented that much less resilience research has been done on a community scale 
than on an individual scale (Buikstra et al. 2010; Maclean et al. 2017; Maybery et al. 2010).  

A recent review of resilience (Tanner et al. 2017) indicates a lack of understanding of social 
science. Current projects in climate change and development often support the status quo “and 
business as usual”, and this is a way to de-politicise disasters and disruption from changing weather 
patterns (Tanner et al. 2017:15). This interpretation of resilience “enables governments to … 
transfer responsibility from the authorities to local residents” (Tanner et al. 2017:15). Individual 
levels of “preparedness” and their understanding of business risks are seen as indicators of the 
level of business resilience. The language of shared responsibility reinforces this idea that people 
should not rely on government. This is found in the current Queensland Strategy for Disaster 
Resilience (Queensland Government 2017).  
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The inherent weaknesses in the concept of resilience have led to the argument that resilience 
needs to be used in conjunction with other terms, such as ‘vulnerability’ and ‘transformation’ (Adger 
2008; Bahadur 2016).  

Vulnerability
Vulnerability and resilience are closely linked. Vulnerability is often seen as the opposite of 
resilience (e.g. Martin-Breen and Anderies 2011). However, Maclean and others (Maclean et al. 
2017) point out that resilience is neither the opposite of vulnerability; nor is one a component of the 
other (Maclean et al. 2014:146). 

It is widely accepted that resilience will reduce vulnerability. However, this assumes that resilience 
is always positive (Maclean et al. 2017). Resilience implies stability to some people (Martin-Breen & 
Anderies 2011:12), and maintaining the status quo. This may not always be the best strategy if 
transformative social change is needed in rural and remote communities (Keen, Brown & Dyball 
2005; Walker 2012).  

Vulnerability is useful “for identifying and addressing risk factors” (Maclean et al. 2014:14). As such, 
it focuses predominantly on the deficits. Conversely, resilience focuses on the strengths already in 
the community. These concepts complement each other in this aspect. Another reason to integrate 
these concepts more is that vulnerability emphasises the social-political aspects, while resilience 
focuses on the ecological-biophysical (Bahadur 2016:14). Vulnerability is rooted in the social 
sciences and is concerned with issues of power; generally at the household or community scale 
(Bahadur 2016:13).  

Policy makers or development workers need to consider the vulnerabilities, as well as looking to 
support the positive attributes that already exist in communities. They also need to consider factors 
that will help protect the local community (Buikstra et al. 2010; Maclean et al. 2017; Bahadur 2016). 
Focusing only on vulnerabilities ignores the knowledge and skills and capabilities in local 
communities, which in many instances is the reason communities such as the tiny towns of Central 
West Queensland have survived for so long under adversity.  

Transformation
One of the weaknesses of both resilience and vulnerability thinking is that these tend to focus on 
incremental change, without questioning the underlying assumptions and cultural discourses 
(Bahadur 2016). One of the strengths of transformation is that it does consider the ‘politic’ realm - 
politics, governance and institutions. 

Transformational change and transformational learning are both concepts that enrich resilience (see 
Table 11 below). Transformation may require destroying part of the existing structures of business 
or governance: “Transformational changes … may alter entrenched systems that are maintained 
and protected by powerful interests” (O’Brien 2011:4-5 in Bahadur 2016:16).  

Table 11 Resilience and Transformation 
Resilience Transformation 

Goal Functional persistence in a changing 
environment  

Reconfigure the structures of development 

Scope Change in technology management 
practice and organisation 

Change overarching political economy regime 

Policy 
focus 

Resilience building practices. e.g. 
new seed varieties 

New political discourse redefine the basis for 
distributing security and opportunity in society 
and socio-ecological relationships  

(Bahadur 2016:16) 
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Transformation may be seen as ‘empowerment’ when it examines and questions issues of equity 
and rights of local people (Bahadur 2016:17). Empowerment also comes from local people learning 
about oppressive power structures (Bahadur 2016:17), which was called ‘conscientization’, when 
explored by Paulo Freire (1970).  

In conclusion, both transformation and vulnerability have ideas to complement the resilience 
literature. The lack of attention paid to institutional structures and organizational cultures is one of 
the key weaknesses of resilience. Economics and a focus of specific scales, by each way of 
thinking (Maclean et al. 2017: 526), also indicate benefits from more integrated approaches. The 
understanding of social aspects of resilience generally is less developed, as highlighted by many 
authors (e.g. Davidson et al. 2010; Brown and Westaway 2011; Maclean et al. 2014).  

Types of resilience
Resilience is sometimes conceptualized in terms of different types of ‘capitals’, the assets or 
resources of a community or area. The notion of ‘capital’ was popularized by Robert Putnam (1995; 
2000). The idea of capital does help to link resilience to economics, sociology, ecology and culture; 
and it does capture the idea of adaptive capacity (Able et al. 2006; Cocklin and Alston 2003). 
Communities have social capital, in terms of networks, trust and cohesion, and these can adapt as 
circumstances change.  

The various capitals usually include natural, cultural, human, social, political, financial or economic, 
physical or built; as well as bonding and bridging capitals which provide the links between the other 
capitals (see Table 12 below). 

 Table 12 Nine capitals 
Capitals Description 
Natural “The resource condition, including waste generation, consumptive and non-consumptive 

values, conservation, biodiversity and natural habitat, climate change” (Ross et al. 2010:17) 
Cultural “Relates to the different world-views embodied in different social classes that reflect their 

values, the way they think, and the perceived possibilities for change” (McCrea et al. 
2014:277) 

Human “The status of individuals, including investment and attainment in education and training 
evidenced through skills, knowledge, life experience, values, leadership, active citizenship 
(rights and responsibilities)” (Ross et al. 2010:17) 

Social “The fabric of society, including societal strength, cohesion, social inclusion, trust, networks, 
equity, safety, sense of place, creativity” (Ross et al. 2010:17) 

Political "Refers to the ability to influence the decision making about the distribution of costs and 
benefits in a community, often concentrated in groups of local elites (and excluded 
community groups)” (McCrea et al. 2014:277) 

Financial “The stocks and flows of money, savings and pensions, including income generation and 
distribution, un/employment, economic costs of social and environmental impact and 
resulting dysfunction, savings and investments.” (Ross et al. 2010:17) 

Physical or 
Built 

“The provision of infrastructure to support human needs, including transport, health and 
education facilities, human services, housing, communications” (Ross et al. 2010:17) 

Bonding “The value assigned to social networks between homogeneous groups of people” 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_capital). 

Bridging “Social networks between socially heterogeneous groups” 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_capital). 

These types of capital are seen as ways to facilitate the development of resilience (Flora & Flora 
2013). The model below (Figure 15) outlines how this occurs, using natural, cultural, human, social, 
political, financial and built capitals. 
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Figure 15 Model for community wellbeing and resilience (McCrea et al. 2014:278) 

In drought affected areas, natural capital is reduced due to the lack of rainfall but this is out of 
people’s control. Natural capital changes then impacts on community well-being and/or resilience. 
For example, correlations between soil salinization and women’s mental health has been 
established in Western Australia (Fearnley et al. 2014). Despite this being a straightforward way of 
looking at different aspects of resilience, the use of ‘capitals’ has been widely criticised. 

Many of the criticisms of the ‘capitals’ are very similar to the criticisms of resilience itself. Capital 
thinking is a tool of neo-liberal politics, as it implies that that marginalized people need to build their 
social capital to help protect themselves. –  People are powerless simply because they do not have 
enough capital, but this takes no account of any structural inequality within society (Ferragina and 
Arrigoni 2016). The language certainly has a hard-nosed economic feel, even though it does include 
social aspects (Halpern 2005). Some other ways of conceptualising resilience mirror the ‘capitals’ 
as is indicated in the table below (Table 13).  

Table 13 Four ways to conceptualise types of resilience 

For this report, the focus is on resilience for town-based small businesses in the Central West of 
Queensland. Thus, social resilience and how it relates to the educational opportunities, economy, 
governance and infrastructure in rural and remote Australia is most important. 

[1] Competence
(Norris et al. 2008)

[2] Dimensions
(Berkes & Ross 2013)

[2] Social Attributes
(Maclean et al. 2014)

[4] Capitals

Social capital 
competence 

Social networks Community networks providing 
support to residents  

Social capital 

Information & 
communication 

Community 
infrastructure 

Community infrastructure to 
support community’s needs  

Built capital 

Economic 
development 

Diverse innovative 
Economy 

Diverse and innovation 
economies  

Financial capital 

Community 
competence 

Knowledge, skills, & 
learning 

Knowledge, skills and learning Human capital 

Engaged governance Collaborative and engaged 
governance to decision making 

Political capital 

People-place 
relationships 

People-place connections Natural capital 

Leadership Social 
Positive outlook Social 
Values & beliefs Cultural capital 
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Social resilience
While social aspects are often forgotten by researchers and policy makers, these are seen as vitally 
important by rural and remote communities themselves e.g. communities in Central West 
Queensland (Cole 2016 and WQDC 2015), in south-west Queensland (Kelly 2005) and in drought 
affected areas Australia-wide (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). Social resilience is 
used in this report to help focus policy recommendations on these issues of importance in Central 
West of Queensland.  

Social resilience has been defined as: 
 “the way in which individuals, communities and societies adapt, transform, and potentially 
become stronger when faced with environmental, social, economic or political challenges” 
(Cuthill et al. 2008:146). 

Six attributes of social resilience which connect resilience to the dimensions of sustainability 
(society, economy and environment) have been developed and validated by Maclean and her 
colleagues across several white and Indigenous communities in north Queensland (Cuthill et al. 
2008; Gooch et al. 2010; Maclean et al. 2014; Maclean et al. 2017; Ross et al. 2010). These 
attributes are not exclusively social; they also “connect across the dimensions of sustainability – 
society, economy and environment” (Maclean et al. 2014:153). The six attributes are listed below 
(Table 14).  

In some situations, the first five attributes can be seen as leading to the sixth attribute of engaged 
governance; however in other situations one attribute may be more important than another, without 
any being dependent on the achievement of others. Each context needs to be understood.  

The next section reviews the literature on each of these six attributes. The aim is to provide an 
understanding of community resilience to assist future policy and programs in rural drought affected 
areas. 

Table 14 Explanation of six attributes of resilience (Maclean et al. 2014) 
Attributes Explanation 
Knowledge, skills & 
learning 

“Knowledge partnerships are fundamental to individual & community ability to 
cope & adapt to change … A diverse skill set, appropriate to local contexts, is 
seen as essential to successfully negotiate periods of change” (Maclean et al. 
2014:149). 

Community networks “The attribute ‘community networks’ draws heavily from the concept of social 
capital & encompasses the social processes & activities that support people 
& groups in a place. In times of change these networks provide essential 
support, operationalise community capacity, identify opportunities, & provide 
a focus for renewed optimism & hope” (Maclean et al. 2014:149). 

People-place 
connections 

People-place connections acknowledges human-environment 
interdependencies & connections. Two main themes are ‘connection to place’ 
& ‘sustainable livelihood development’ “(Maclean et al. 2014:150). 

Community 
infrastructure 

Community infrastructure is required to support community needs & actions. 

Diverse & innovative 
economy 

A regional economy that is over-reliant on a small number of major industries 
has an increased risk of impacts from national & global events.  
“Many participants regarded the ability to ‘do things differently’ as an 
essential aspect of the process of adapting” (Maclean et al. 2014:151). 

Engaged governance Engaged governance revolves around collaborative approaches to regional 
decision making (Maclean et al. 2014).   
“Institutions & governance structures can contribute to & detract from 
resilience” (Martin 2011:18) & must be linked to the context. 
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4.2 How to build resilient communities? 
Building resilience means addressing each of these attributes to find the vulnerabilities at individual, 
community and regional scale. Then non-government organisations and government policy makers 
need to work with the local people to ascertain what measures are needed to both support local 
strengths as well as to decide whether or not transformational change is appropriate.  

v Knowledge, skills and learning
Education and training are often seen as the most important way of increasing resilience. The 
Queensland Strategy for Disaster Resilience (2017) emphasises the need to have continual 
learning to build resilience, and the “capacity, skills and knowledge to respond to and recover from a 
disaster” (Queensland Government 2017:8).  In the Central West of Queensland, one study based 
on locals’ views, emphasises the importance of human capital (education, training for skills, 
knowledge) in building sustainable development and making regions resilient (Cole 2016:3). 
Increasing knowledge and skills is desired by rural communities.  

One study interviewed rural members of seven communities in NSW (Maybery et al. 2010). When 
asked what their community needs to be more resilient, half identified training. The key training 
required was about grant writing proposal, how to run effective meetings, as well as short training 
programmes on mental health and first aid (Maybery et al.  2010). Hanna and others (Hanna et al. 
2011) also propose training for rural businesses and farmers about adaptive strategies for drought, 
such as changes in type of crops grown, restoration of soil carbon, better water management 
practices, and investment in solar and wind energies. Training in using the internet and social media 
to diversify income sources or to reach broader markets is also recommended (Kotey 2014).  

Innovation6 strategies used by rural SB often relate to visionary and proactive leadership, which can 
involve risks (Kotey 2014). The most effective innovations seem to be the most radical ones, but 
these are also the most risky. As innovation requires credit or cash, government could assist in 
providing training, and encouraging banks provide appropriately structured loans (Kotey 2014:343). 

Drought negatively impacts on training and education. The loss of education was identified as one 
of the effects of drought across rural Australia (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008), 
and in Victoria specifically (Schwarz and Williams 2009b). AgForce (2016) urges the government to 
provide education assistance for all drought affected rural students. Families in financial hardship 
cannot keep up with the increasing boarding school cost rises, so children have more limited 
opportunities for education. The Drought Policy Review reported that children arrive at school 
hungry during drought periods (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008:52), which also 
limits learning ability.  

In the RAPAD area, local schools class numbers are reducing as rural populations decline (Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008) and young people are not able to access higher education 
and extracurricular opportunities because of household financial limitations resulting from the 
drought (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008). The demand for university 
undergraduate agriculture places also fell 19 per cent in the period from 2001 to 2006 (Drought 
Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008:47), indicating a loss of interest in agriculture as a future for 
young people. According to Rural Debt and Drought Task Force (2016), hope could be an important 
factor to the resilience of youth in drought areas. Education can provide hope for their future and a 
greater sense of meaning. Higher levels of personal hope have been associated with better physical 
and mental health outcomes (Nestler & Charney 2009 cited in Stain et al. 2011). Knowledge, skills 
and learning is understandable when linked to other attributes of resilience.  

6 Innovation is defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics as ‘the introduction of a new or significantly 
improved good or service; operational process; organisational/managerial process; or marketing method 
(Kotey 2014:331). 
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While learning is mentioned in policy documents (e.g. Queensland Government 2017), 
transformative learning and social learning are rarely mentioned in the resilience literature. The 
exception is authors such as Berkes and Ross (2012), who state that social learning is needed if 
communities are to cope with significant change. Transformative solutions are critical for resilience 
of rural and remote communities in Australia, according to Walker and his colleagues (Walker et al. 
2012; Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012). Walker called for “appropriate networking, collaboration and 
entrepreneurial skills” to make transformative changes, especially to improve governance (Walker et 
al. 2012:57).  

Similarly, Herbert-Cheshire suggests that rural development needs to build on people’s passion and 
entrepreneurial qualities and to challenge the dominant ideas and structures of governance. Local 
people can then build networked community organisations and collaborative businesses rather than 
the current focus on market-driven individual businesses. Herbert-Cheshire cites a successful 
example from western Queensland where the Booringa Action Group transformed the town of 
Mitchell in about 5 years (Herbert-Cheshire 2000:210). Education and training is obviously needed 
to help foster greater collaboration, and to transform governance arrangements. 

Transformation, innovation and diversification may be made more difficult for people in rural towns 
because they already have lower levels of vocational qualifications (Drought Policy Review Expert 
Social Panel 2008:45). However, education is not the primary determinant of economic outcomes 
(Walker, Porter & Marsh 2012:39). therefore, some of these assumptions about the links between 
training and improved economic resilience may be overstated. Other research considers relational 
aspects to be particularly important in determining economic outcomes (Jacobsen 2017; Young 
2006), which is addressed next. 

v Community networks
‘Relationships matter’, especially in disaster recovery (Red Cross 2012). Community networks and 
relationships are similar to the concept of ‘social capital’ (Putnam 1996) and encompass social 
processes and activities that support people and groups in times of change (Maclean et al. 
2014:149). The importance of relationships and a sense of community in helping people recover 
from disasters is highlighted in several reports (e.g. NRM Regions 2017; Red Cross 2012:23; 
Robinson 2015; Queensland Government 2017). The Red Cross report (2012) is based on the 
National Disaster Resilience Advisory Roundtable, which discussed recovery experiences from the 
fires of Kinglake in Victoria, and the floods in the Lockyer Valley, Queensland. Human interactions 
and mutual trust are essential to build resilience (Flora & Flora 2013). While droughts are a slow 
forming disaster, relationships are vital for resilient communities. Policy and other decision-makers 
need to acknowledge the connections within rural communities, in order  to adequately support local 
communities (Kiem and Austin 2013:1311). 

The review of the literature provided some avenues for reinforcing community networks. Social 
events and festivals are seen as “playing a constructive role in helping communities cope with 
drought” (Gibson and Connell 2015:445) by rural people surveyed during the Millennium Drought 
(2007-2008) across NSW, Victoria and Tasmania. Rural communities affected by drought in NSW 
also expressed a desire for more community events such as sporting and social events (Maybery et 
al. 2010). Events help establish and deepen community networks, and need to be understood in 
terms of place (Gibson and Connell 2015). Some of the benefits are listed below (Box 1). 
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Box 1 Benefits from Arts, Festivals and social events 

The Arts generally (McHenry 2011) and social events specifically, help build community resilience, with 
benefits such as: 
• Bringing people together
• Strengthening community
• Lifting moral and community spirit
• Providing an ‘escape’ from depressing circumstances of drought, improving mental health
• Providing a means for communities to come together for support, as well as guidance and advice
• Providing fun and entertainment (Gibson and Connell 2015:453)
• Strengthening a sense of place and community identity
• Providing opportunities for social interaction and networking (McHenry 2011:245).

A key point made in several reports, is that local people do not want to go to events that are labelled 
‘mental health’, ‘depression’ or ‘drought’; they want to talk about topics they choose, for example: 

• Workshop labels like depression or drought do not attract community members (Askew &
Sherval 2012)

• People do not want to hear over and over again about the issues of climate change and
drought (Askew & Sherval 2012)

• Participants want to avoid being reminded of drought, the effects of which are visible every
day in the landscape (Artore et al. 2008)

• Drought affected participants preferred to discuss issues with families and friends rather
than professionals (Botterill and Wilhite 2005).

Thus, social events play a very important role, especially in times of droughts or other disasters. 
Having professionals in attendance, in a social capacity, is one way of introducing people, and 
building the trust between local and professional people who may be of assistance in the future. 

Disasters can bring communities together. Shared experiences build social cohesion and networks, 
especially in flood and fire type disasters (Whittaker et al. 2017:170). Conversely, droughts often 
mean that local events, such as local race meetings and sports matches, are cancelled because of 
a lack of volunteers and money. Agricultural shows were particularly hard hit, which means a key 
way of disseminating information is lost, as well as of the social and emotional benefits as outlined 
above (Gibson and Connell 2015:457). Shows, festivals and other events attract locals, and also 
visitors. In western Queensland, the influx of tourists including “grey nomads” can significantly 
increase the population for short periods and lead to increased income for local businesses. Many 
of these events are based on the natural and historical features of the region or place. 

v People-place connections
People-place connections acknowledge human-environment interdependencies and connections 
(Maclean et al. 2014). Two main themes emerged from research undertaken in North Queensland: 
‘connection to place’ and ‘sustainable livelihood development’ (Ross et al. 2010). It is not only 
Indigenous people who have a connection to place; town business people demonstrate connections 
to place, as expressed in workshops in the Central West:  

• “untouched natural environment … sand hills, water, wide open spaces, unique river
systems”

• “pristine rivers are the life-blood of local recreation and relaxation”
“we are a special niche tourist destination, providing genuine Aussie heritage”

• “we are in the Lake Eyre Basin” (Cole 2016:9-10).

Sustainable livelihood development is demonstrated in the tourism industry in western Queensland, 
which is an indication that people are finding ways to stay and make a living. Ross (Ross et al. 
2010) explains that organisations might use their knowledge of people-place connections to tailor 
their communication strategies accordingly. So understanding these connections can help develop 
innovative place-based businesses.  



53 

The disaster management field has recognized the importance of place-based connections and 
organisations. After the 2011 floods in Queensland, the best organisations to provide support were 
usually those operated by local people in local areas, as their connections meant they understood 
the needs of local people (Caniglia and Trotman 2011). These place-based organisations were also 
nimble, responsive and understood what, where and when support was most needed (Caniglia and 
Trotman 2011). Such local organisations are recognised as integral to disaster response as they 
understood the links vital to the community. 

v Community infrastructure and services
Community infrastructure and activities that support community needs are essential for rural and 
remote communities to survive, and to attract new residents and to some extent tourists. Mitchell in 
south-western Queensland has become a hub for travelers as it has good services in terms of 
doctors, a hospital and a good bakery, as well as a free camping/caravanning site (Herbert-
Cheshire 2000).  

The Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008) 
advised the government to consider the negative social consequences of withdrawing services in 
drought-affected areas. In 2015, the Australian government Drought Communities Programme 
(DCP), was established to help fund infrastructure in drought affected regions to provide 
employment (Department of Agriculture and Water Resources 2016). One of the core issues 
highlighted by stakeholders in western Queensland (Miles et al. 2007:6) was lack of infrastructure. 
Poorly maintained infrastructure intensifies the effect of drought in a lot of sectors (Kotey 2014), 
such as transport and freight affected by poor roads. Infrastructure is needed for transport, 
communication, medical services, schools, community centres and youth recreation facilities.  

As well as sometimes being totally missing, infrastructure is often poorly designed for rural and 
remote communities. In the literature, the problem where facilities are designed for urban 
communities and copied for rural communities, and then do not meet local needs - is called 
“isomorphic mimicry” (Pritchett, Woolcock & Andrews 2010). Working with local people to 
understand the real needs is essential to overcome this problem.  

Poor services are a disincentive for people to move into some rural communities. The lack of 
recreational opportunities, as well as lack of jobs, certainly encourages the drift of young people to 
larger centres. Kotey (2014) proposes tax breaks for businesses and people that relocate to drought 
affected areas. Other financial measures to help support resilience are discussed next. 

v Diverse and innovation economies, and drought assistance impacts
The viability of small-medium size businesses is often regarded as a prerequisite for resilience in 
many rural areas” (Miles et al. 2007:1). However, town business owners in rural Australia said that it 
is difficult to plan for drought (Drought Policy Review Expert Social Panel 2008; Miles et al. 2007).  

In droughts, rural producers (mainly graziers in the Central West) have less income to spend in 
town, so town business incomes also decline. Small business owner-managers in western 
Queensland have highlighted problems in finding and keeping sales outlets open, “marketing/selling 
the product or service and dealing with the competition” (Miles et al. 2007:6). Cash flow, finance and 
marketing were also highlighted as particular problems for rural regions in western Queensland 
(Miles et al. 2007).   

Public and private grants and charity donations can help support local economies. Some disparities 
occur as most of the governmental programs are aimed at farming related businesses e.g.  selling 
fencing materials, not all town business. Public generosity and aassistance from charities do help 
local communities feel cared for, supported and more positive (Government of South Australia 
2011:7).  



54 

However, some assistance measures hurt, rather than help, local economies. Hampers of food and 
other goods brought in from outside the region deprive local businesses of sales, often at a time 
when sales are already depressed.  Many donations are unsolicited, and actually cost local 
communities time and resources in storing, sorting and delivery; and many goods end up being 
dumped (Government of South Australia 2011:5). To demonstrate the extent of this problem: 

“The 2009 Victorian bushfires resulted in more than 40,000 pallets of goods from across 
Australia that took up more than 50,000 square metres of storage space. That is twice the 
size of the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) arena. The cost for storage, staff and 
transport amounted to more than $8 million” (Government of South Australia 2011:7). 

Donations of money are the most useful to avoid these costs, and money is likely to be used in the 
local community, thus supporting local businesses.  

While drought does cause negative impacts, drought was seen as a trigger for innovation and 
resilience building strategies by some small businesses (Kotey 2014:335). As people in the Central 
West workshops said (Cole 2016), drought encouraged them to do things differently. Results from 
businesses in rural Victoria (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b), and from regional Queensland 
(Miles et al. 2007), showed successful strategies during drought periods included: 

- Diversification (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b; Miles et al. 2007)
- Creating a niche business or providing a service or product reaching further than the local

market (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b)
- Providing essential services (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b)
- Keeping costs to a minimum (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b)
- Improving operating efficiency (Schwarz and McRae-Williams 2009b; Miles et al. 2007:7)
- Understanding customer needs
- Expanding customer base by targeting large businesses as valued customers (Schwarz and

McRae-Williams 2009b; Miles et al. 2007:7).

Schwarz and Williams (2009b) proposed a framework (Figure 16 below) showing the factors of 
resilience for small rural businesses. It shows that considering different scales - personal, 
community and business - is essential. In time of drought, small businesses have a role as a 
community asset and in turn residents need to be loyal to their local businesses, and buy locally. 
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Figure 16 Factors of Resilience for SB (Schwarz & Williams 2009b:205) 

Diversification has occurred in some business in the Central West of Queensland with several 
businesses diversifying into the tourist industry, which was seen as an achievement for the regional 
economy (Cole 2016). Multi-functionality is recognised as occurring in western Queensland (Holmes 
2006). The rise of privately managed conservation reserves (The Nature Conservancy; The Pew 
Charitable Trusts) indicates diversification in the region, which could further assist the tourism 
industry.  

Innovation is also considered important by people at workshops in the Central West (Cole 2016), 
where people regarded the ability to ‘do things differently’ as an essential aspect of coping with 
drought. The literature suggests that self-organization is related to novelty and innovation (Martin-
Breen & Anderies 2011:7), which complements Jacobson’s (2017) idea of the need to develop 
collaborations between remote business to help them prosper. Also, innovation needs to shift from 
“markers in individual businesses to capabilities to innovate. If this occurs, then it represents a 
fundamental paradigm shift (Walker et al. 2012:82). Supporting self-organisation is likely to 
generate innovation and inherently new ways of operating, and thus encourages transformative 
collaborations and partnerships.  

One paper (Abel, Cumming and Anderies 2006) agreed that external funding was needed to rebuild 
resilience, but warned that excessive assistance or subsidies could reduce the capacity of 
communities for self-organisation. They recommended a long-term perspective, and that cross-
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scale relationships needed to not be exploitative by those in power, but not encourage a welfare 
dependency thus reducing capacity (Abel et al. 2006:21). However, this paper does focus on 
adaptive management and economics, which does have some weaknesses as previously 
discussed. 

Alston and Kent (2004) propose welfare programs to assist businesses to keep people employed, 
rather than only focusing on the payments of the unemployed. Employment has a flow on effect in 
improving mental wellbeing as people have more of a sense of purpose. In addition, redundancies 
often mean people move to larger centres, and not come back when the economic condition 
improves, leading to de-population of rural towns and loss of skilled workers (Drought Policy Review 
Expert Social Panel 2008).  Despite the rhetoric of risk management, short term support does seem 
to be needed in circumstances where town businesses face uncertainty in several aspects of 
business.  

In summary, rural town businesses could benefit from financial support and programs that foster 
innovation, improve skills in business management and technology, as well as providing assistance 
to keep staff employed. This in turn benefits the whole community. 

v Engaged governance
Engaged governance revolves around collaborative approaches to regional decision making 
(Maclean et al. 2014:152), thus the ability of a community to influence decision-making. The lack of 
autonomy in regional groups such as in the Lake Eyre Basin and the need for more independence 
in public engagement is one example indicating change is needed (Measham et al. 2013). Effective 
government support in rural areas in NSW was found to mean government needed to undertake 
community led projects, collaborate with all service providers while taking long-term and consistent 
approaches (Askew and Sherval 2012).  

Long-term policy planning and proactive responses of government are essential (Drought Policy 
Review Expert Social Panel 2008; Kiem and Austin 2013; Miller 2012; Morrissey & Reser 2007). 
The current short-term reactive approach (as previously discussed Chapter 2.4 on Drought policy) is 
not appropriate to deal with drought events.  

Cross agency and interdisciplinary initiatives are also needed. There is a gradual trend in Australia 
towards more integrated policy approaches (Head 2010:91). For example, community-led 
approaches are seen as a guiding principle for disaster recovery, so that responses are “responsive 
and flexible” (Government of South Australia 2011:10). Collaborative or co-operative approaches 
need to incorporate some of many participatory processes that are successful used in community 
and rural development (Lathouras 2013; Cavaye 2013; Beer et al. 2013).  

More recently, social learning has developed as a key approach where there are diverse 
stakeholders across different sectors in unpredictable and complex situations – such as with climate 
change and drought (Bradsley 2015; Brown and Lambert 2013; Keen et al. 2005; Ison et al. 2007; 
Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007). Social learning is one way to achieve such radical change and incorporates 
principles similar to those espoused by the Rockefeller Institute: 

• Innovation
• Effective leadership
• Developing a joint vision or picture of the future
• Including diversity of perspectives
• Ensure critical reflection and conscientization (Bahadur 2016:18).

Engaged governance involves the transformative change that is called for by many (e.g. Bahadur 
2016; Herbert-Cheshire 2000; Walker et al. 2012; Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012). The Pew 
Charitable Trusts (Woinarski and Lewis 2017:179) also call for new and distinct policy settings for 
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remote ‘outback’ communities, because current governance structures are often frail, and incapable 
of providing services that would be expected in more settled areas. Transformation is needed in the 
way roles and responsibilities are assigned between government and local organisations. Some 
solutions to the issues posed by Walker, Porter and Marsh (2012) are outlined in Table 15. 

Table 15 Potential governance solutions 
Issues Potential solutions 
Lopsided Governance and Responsibility 
Government services are being outsourced, as government relies 
more on the market; then government requires remote communities to 
increase supervisory and accountability capacities.  
Conversely, power to define problems and priorities is more 
centralized (Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012:38-39).  

. Enhance accountability   
skills  
. Involve local communities 
in jointly developing 
accountability measures 
. Local communities to define 
problems and priorities  

Organisational Deficits and Misalignments  
The needs of remote communities are not met, especially Indigenous 
Australians who tend to have fewer opportunities to represent their 
wishes or participate in government (Walker, Porter and Marsh 
2012:40-41). Often services, such as hospitals are created on the 
model of successful urban hospitals, yet fail to meet the (very different) 
expectations and needs of local communities; the development 
literature (e.g. Pritchett, Woolcock & Andrews 2010) calls this 
technique of failure ‘Isomorphic Mimicry’.  

. Ensure local communities 
wishes are heard 
. Involve local people in the 
design of infrastructure and 
services, so that local needs 
are met, and ‘isomorphic 
mimicry’ is avoided. 

Policy Overreach and Administrative Under-reach 
While the rhetoric of policy regularly does not connect with practice, 
this problem is more severe in rural and remote Australia (Walker, 
Porter and Marsh 2012:41). Trust in government suffers over 
consecutive failures of politicians’ grand statements. As one Northern 
Territory person commented, closing the gap between Indigenous and 
white communities is really difficult because “the gap is between the 
intention and the action” of the bureaucrats (Walker, Porter and Marsh 
2012:39).  
Administrative under-reach tends to be caused by regional 
organisations who lack capacities and try to do too much too soon, as 
expectations of government force them to assume more responsibility; 
this is called ‘premature load bearing’ in the development literature 
(e.g. Andrews Pritchett & Woolcock 2017). 

. To help build trust in 
government: 
. Provide mentoring as well 
as training to support local 
organisations. 
. Work alongside local 
communities to avoid failures 
. Change government 
procedures so that 
government actions more 
closely match policy 
intentions 

Inability to Reconcile Parochial & General Interests 
The over representation of urban interests in the political agenda is 
probably the main reason for this dilemma in Australia.  

. Local decision-making 
processes to ensure general 
societal interests are 
represented  

Policy turbulence and instability 
The changes in drought policy is one indication, although these 
changes have moved slowly in comparison to some policy changes, 
such as those around tree clearing in Queensland (interviews 2017), 
or the NT Emergency Intervention (Walker, Porter and Marsh 
2012:49).  

. Mitigate against policy 
instability and turbulence 

Mismatches between Responsibilities and Resources 
Research undertaken (Walker et al. 2012; Walker, Porter and Marsh 
2012) point to (a) available funding consistently being less than the 
cost of implementation; (b) the way funding is made available 
undermines and/or causes conflict amongst local organisations (Kelly, 
Macdonald & Cuthill 2010); and (c) backlogs in capital infrastructure 
for various reasons (Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012:52). 

. Ensure funding actually 
meets the cost of 
implementation 
. Encourage collaboration 
between local organisations 
(to minimize funding conflicts 
at the local level) 

(adapted from Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012:38-39). (Kelly 2017) 
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One of the key changes is an alteration in the power relationships between government and local 
organisations. For example, to overcome the problem of “Lopsided Governance and Responsibility” 
(Walker, Porter and Marsh 2012:38-39), the responsibilities of local organisations and government 
could be swapped around: with local organisations having responsibility for deciding on 
performance indicators, and managing accountability locally. Government could provide guidelines 
and training in accountability, but allow greater local self-autonomy.  

Existing groups such as RAPAD in the Central West region are heralded as an innovative model for 
local collaborative organisations (Walker, Brown & Marsh 2012:20-21). The attributes that make 
RAPAD successful include cross agency collaboration, and stakeholder support. Institutions and 
governance structures can definitely contribute to resilience as evidenced by the case study from 
Mitchell (Herbert-Cheshire 2000). Walker (2012:4) suggests that governments are key change 
agents, yet they are in need of change themselves.  

Even with positive case studies available, delivering resilience outcomes across disciplinary and 
organisational boundaries remains a key challenge (Tanner et al. 2017). Disciplinary silos restrict 
the flow of ideas within academia; and these different disciplinary ways of understanding the world 
are also present in public and private sectors, frustrating the ability to work holistically across 
organisations and institutions (Tanner et al. 2017:12). In Australia, integrated water and energy 
management has started to emerge. However, issues related to drought are still not well integrated 
e.g. water allocation and natural resource management organisations are not well linked. Similarly,
in India the importance of integrated management of water, energy and food is recognised (Tanner
et al. 2017:24).

Insurance companies are seen as being able to help lead societal changes required to build 
resilience, especially when related to climate change (Tanner 2017:23). This potential ability of 
insurance companies is “due mainly to their combination of underwriting and asset management 
activities, their access to extensive data and their engagement in multiple spheres of economic 
activity” (Tanner et al. 2017:23). Awareness about risks associated with uncertainties from climate 
disruptions may be driven by insurance companies. However, whether insurance companies can 
help encourage policy and institutional changes required to support engaged governance seems 
less likely.  

The six attributes above form the framework for the rest of this paper, to discuss the learnings from 
the Central West case study and recommendations for policy makers. The next section of this report 
presents the results from the survey, the interviews and the public meeting undertaken in 2017. 
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5 Results: Views of town small business owners 

The results presented here stem from data collected from the survey, interviews from across the 
Central West, and the public meeting held in Longreach. The following four sections cover: 

1. The impact of drought

2. Local perspectives on drought assistance

3. Improving current responses

4. Resilience characteristics

5.1  Impact of drought 
The ongoing and cumulative impact of drought on small businesses in the Central West region was 
evident through responses in both the mail survey and the interviews. In particular, small business 
operators indicated their businesses suffered significant flow on effects from the downturn in 
agricultural enterprises: 

• This drought has seen how the devastation of the rural industries impacts severely on local
town business - from retail to service providers - no one was untouched. Recovery will be
slow! (Survey).

• More targeted support and acknowledgement for small business owners is needed. We are
the last to be impacted by the economic damage of drought and we will be the last to
recover (Survey).

• The drought is a concern to people, it does not just effect the property owners; it affects the
businesses in town (Interview 4).

• The towns suffered a lot, not only the graziers (Interview 8).
• Drought has the full ripple effect, it affects every aspect of our business, it has had a

significant effect (Interview 3).

However, it was noted that the drought is not the sole cause of social and economic distress in 
these communities. Rather, a combination of factors, including external factors such as the effects 
of economic slowdown across Australia and overseas, and changes to the mix of industries in the 
Central West region, affected business viability.  

External impacts
Research participants described external factors such as: 
- The downturn in this business is not only caused by the drought, a lot of things have happened

over the last 5 years, outside the region … when the American dollar was on parity with our dollar,
then people were travelling overseas instead of travelling around Australia (Interview 13).

- Even the media has a big impact on my business. Earlier this year we were supposed to get a
cyclone, and we actually got about 12 mm of rain, but that changed people’s travel plans, so
people did not come out (Interview 3).

- If the grey nomads are on a self-funded retiree program, with interest rates low, they are cash poor
[and so do not spend much in town] (Interview 9).

- Government spending has slowed down in the last few years, very few government workers, like
Ergon (Interview 4).

Change in industries
They also described how in the Central West, the mix of industries has changed, and some 
industries have declined, but not because of the drought. For example, impacts have occurred from 
changes to both the smaller sheep/wool and kangaroo harvesting industries, as well as from the 
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reduction of the number of government staff. Interviewees described how these regionally based 
changes impacted them: 
- This drought is different. Most people are now in cattle, not sheep. Sheep weather the drought so

much better than cattle; cattle need more water and more feed, so people have had to get rid of all
their cattle; then there are no stock around. As long as you have sheep, you have shearers,
rouseabouts, the cooks, all of those people. Now everyone is in cattle, you do not have those
(Interview 12).

- Twenty years ago, we had a roo (kangaroo) industry here … They are all gone now (Interview 15).
- Our main business was from the shearers, the kangaroo shooters; and we also stocked the stuff

that graziers use, such as stock feed, hay, chook and dog feed. That has changed (Interview 7).
- Those government cut-backs really hurt a lot of little towns. It has slightly recovered now [after

many publics servants left regional centres around 2012] (Interview 4).
- People that have been transferred from Brisbane to Darwin used to be an extremely big part of our

business, at least half a dozen going each way over the summer. I have seen that drop away
dramatically. I was speaking to a fellow from Darwin recently, and he said we don’t have to
transfer as much. Government does not want to spend the money to shift them every 2 years. So,
them saving money has created a short fall in the community here (Interview 13).

Clearly there are multiple factors which together have combined over recent years to produce 
social, health and economic impacts to the Central West Region. One person said that it was 
difficult to tell: … how much of the impact on our downturn … perhaps 50% is due to drought 
(Interview 13).  

This comment came from an accommodation business operator who caters for tourists, business 
travellers, people being transferred, and local people who comprise a small proportion. Small 
businesses directly linked to agricultural industries are more likely to be directly and severely 
impacted by drought. Clearly, the focus of the small business plays a large part in determining the 
level of economic impact which can be attributed to drought.  

Economic impacts
Overall, we can see that the financial situation of small businesses in the Central West Region has 
been impacted by various factors, including drought. These impacts manifest in lower business 
turnover, reduced staff numbers and staff hours, and whether or not owners paid themselves a 
wage.  

Between financial years, 2012/13 and 2015/16, all business sectors surveyed recorded a decline in 
the turnover. Tourism had positive growth in 2012/13, however the agricultural sector suffered the 
highest turnover loss of any sector in this first period. Other sectors have been recording losses 
every year (Figure 17). 



61 

Figure 17 Change in turnover between 2012 and 2016 per business sector (Survey 2017) 

People were generally open about the extent of the decline in their businesses during interviews, 
with reports that turnover had dropped by between 50-80%. The following comments relating to 
decline in turnover provide a deeper understanding of the situation, a personal perspective to 
underpin the dry accounting figures: 
- Our family had a café … and late every afternoon, 87 roo shooters would go to the café. They

would get fuel, buy some cans of coke, four rounds of sandwiches and some ice for the esky. So,
$30-40 was sold every night to each of these roo shooters. Now, nothing … (Interview 15).

- The drought impacted the weddings. It is only this year, we had a fairly sizeable wedding that filled
up the motel for a night. For the property people, their weddings would be 200-300 people. The
last 2-3 years they had dried right up, people have not got the money, so they are not having a big
wedding (Interview 13).

- Every morning, all the council workers would come and get their morning tea, but they don’t do
that anymore, we would make $500 every morning from the locals. Now, we have very limited
local trade (Interview 14).

- Huge, huge impact. We still get a lot of tourist trade, but we do not have much local trade. … If it
wasn’t for the tourists, we would go under (Interview 16).

- When people are doing it tough, then the first things that go are the cleaning lady, ironing lady, the
lawn mowing man (Interview 4).

Increased fixed costs, seasonality of some industries and ability to service account debts were 
also identified as impacting on social, health and economic well-being. For example, taxes (such as 
GST/ATO), bank loans and electricity bills were among the top four most difficult costs to meet 
by businesses in the region. These were followed by insurance costs in smaller towns, and wages 
in Longreach, for example: 
- Another problem we have is that we have fixed overheads are the same, yet our trade has

dropped. We cannot compete on a price basis, because our fixed costs are so high (Interview 9).
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- Fixed costs are high in comparison to the turnover of the business. For example: Electricity for our
shop was $2600 per quarter, on top of that rates of $3000 per quarter, and there are extra water
charges as you are a business. People complain, but at the end of the day you have to try and
cover your costs (Interview 10).

- I have had to reduce my rates from the peak when the miners were around. But I have to balance
paying my bills and keeping the clients happy. There comes a point, where I cannot reduce the
rates much lower (Interview 13).

- The main strategy I have had to do is reduce my expenditure, which has had an impact on (other
businesses in town) the IGA, the butcher and so on. I have reduced my expenditure in town about
$10,000 a month; I am not spending it here, but I am not going somewhere else to buy things
more cheaply; by the time you add your fuel costs, it may not be cheaper anyway (Interview 4).

- Our expenses have gone up, but people’s wages have not gone up, so people cannot afford to
buy much (Interview 14).

Small businesses in the region also tended to experience seasonal changes in their business 
activity. Although the peak period is generally between May and September, there are slight 
differences for different sectors – for tourism and retail it is July, for services May and June, and for 
agriculture small businesses August and September (Figure 18). 

Figure 18 Seasonality: busiest months for each business sector (Survey 2017)
Peak months for each sector are marked in red 

Making sufficient income during the peak season of 3-6 months, to pay expenses for the whole 
financial year, was difficult.  The challenges presented by this seasonality were well reflected in 
interviewee’s comments: 
- In the summer months’ the staffing levels of the businesses in town drops off; in the winter month’s

they hire the kids from school to stock shelves. April to October is the busy season (Interview 13).

Ability to service account debts was identified through survey responses, but not during 
interviews. There is some suggestion that small business operators are not comfortable discussing 
outstanding accounts with people in their community, who are most likely friends. Almost 40% of all 
businesses surveyed reported problems with collecting money from customers’ accounts. The 
tourism sector was found to have the highest rate of outstanding accounts (43%), while small 
businesses linked to agriculture had the lowest (22%).  
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The impact of declining turnover, combined with other challenges of seasonal work and rising fixed 
costs contributes to financial stress. Some indicators of this stress include, a decline in full-time 
staff, fluctuations in part-time staff employed, and increasing numbers of owners who did not pay 
themselves. 

Employment hours and arrangements
Survey respondents reported overall reductions in employed staff in recent years (Figure 19). Over 
three financial years, 2012/13 to 2014/15, full-time staff declined slightly in the region (233 to 217 
FT staff). However, while service industries reported a decline in employed staff, tourism contradicts 
this trend and now employs more than double the number of staff than it had in 2012. Agriculture 
had a slight increase in staff (Figure 19). 

Figure 19 Full time staff changes by business sector [2012 – 2016] (Survey 2017) 

Declines in full time staff tends to be balanced by a slight increase in more flexible working 
arrangements. Survey data identified an increase in part-time employment (27 to 38 PT staff), 
while casual staff numbers fluctuated. In 2015/16 the number of full-time staff stabilised, but the 
number of part-time employees started to drop (218 to 217 FT; 38 to 33 PT staff), and casual staff 
employment rose slightly (138 to 141 staff). All business sectors reported that they had to reduce 
the number of hours of their employees. This included 57% of small businesses in the Tourism 
sector, 33% in the Agricultural sector, and 45% in Services and Retail sector. 

Interviewee comments describe some of these difficulties: 
- You cannot afford to pay out full time wages. … We cannot get staff in. We used to have full-time

lady during the week, and a couple of juniors over the week-end, we do not have any of that any
more (Interview 14).

- Our shop’s hours reduced, as we could not afford to be open full-time (Interview 5).

Of concern, is that more than 40% of all small business owners in the region cut costs by not 
paying themselves wages. This trend has increased year by year across all sectors, and is 
subsequently exacerbated by the owner’s inability to any take time off. Participant’s comments 
reflect this, at times, distressing situation: 
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- In this business, it is a family business, we cannot pay ourselves, our wages are very minimal. I
cannot afford to have people on staff. On one of those government grant schemes, to help young
people into the workforce. I did have a young girl start, but she did not work out (Interview 13).

- Basically, it is run it yourself … when you take out all your overheads, you cannot afford to pay out
full time wages (Interview 15).

- The drought does mean businesses are short of staff, they (owners) do most of the work
themselves, and it is difficult to get away (Interview 1).

Business regulations also contributed in some instances, to small businesses struggling to comply 
with government requirements. Some examples include: 
- It is getting harder to make ends meet, because of regulations and costs which keep going up and

up (Interview 5).
- One hindrance to small business is that if we close for more than 6 months, then the new building

laws apply and you have to upgrade the building to suit the new laws. There are council rules and
building inspections. This old shop here, if it is shut for longer than 6 months, it would have to have
wheel chair access, staff toilet. In an area with a small population base, you just cannot afford the
expense to get it re-established, because your over heads would be too much. So, the town loses
the business (Interview 9).

Overall, there is strong evidence that small businesses are trying to cope with ongoing financial 
challenges by reducing a range of costs. Unfortunately, the responses identified tend not to be 
viable long-term strategies for maintaining resilient town businesses. Social impacts, stemming at 
least in part from these financial challenges, are also evident. 

Social impacts
Social impacts are inextricably linked to the economic decline of rural enterprises and town 
businesses, in a complex and possibly self-reinforcing cycle. The interviews reveal impacts relating 
to employment prospects, population decline, social events, family life, and mental health. First, 
participants clearly identify that employment opportunities are in decline, both agriculture and 
town jobs: 
- Properties that used to employ a couple of people, now they don’t, it is just the owners. A lot of

places that had staff, do not any more. All the town businesses are affected by that (Interview 8).
- My partner is a contract musterer, and so he has felt the effects of the drought. If they have not got

stock, they are not mustering; if they have minimised their numbers, then that is less time
mustering. If the budget is tight, then they don’t get help, they tend to do all the work themselves
(Interview 3).

- There is very limited employment in this town, the only SB that employs anyone is the garage. He
has one bloke working for him, and an apprentice. Everyone else relies on Queensland Health or
council – that is the only employment there is. The general store was the last business except for
the garage (Interview 9).

- It is not just here … regional Queensland does not have the demand for labour that keeps people
out here (Interview 10).

The last comment refers to the generally declining populations in regional Queensland towns and 
how this has impacted employment opportunities. Overall, the impressions of small business 
owners in the Central West region is consistent with the ABS data (presented in Figure 10, Chapter 
3.3) of significant declines in population in Longreach and surrounding towns. In addition to those 
people seeking employment elsewhere, the reasons for decreasing population was attributed to:  
- We had shearers, and each team would have 8 shearers, a presser, a wool classer, a rouse-

about, a cook and a head guy, so each team would have about 15 people. Now there are no
sheep, so we lost these people and all their families (Interview 14).

- A number of different companies had kangaroo boxes here (refrigerated boxes to hold carcasses),
so we had the boners as well as the shooters. All these people lived here with their families and
they supported the businesses in town, but they are all gone now (Interview 15).
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- A lot of government workers were put off, in Longreach and elsewhere, and the impacts from this
were significant in the towns (Interview 4).

- Between the government closing services in various departments, and redeploying staff, and the
drought, there has been an exodus of people and families (Interview 5).

Interviewees provided rich description of the subsequent impacts: 
- The drought has had an impact on the declining population, and liveability is declining as people

leave (Interview 1).
- I moved here 7 years ago, Jericho had a population of 104 adults, now there are about 51. The

problem is that we have no one of working age left in town, most of the people are retired
(Interview 9).

A combination of factors such as drought, population decline, less job opportunities, and rising costs 
has impacted on the social life of people in this region. A couple of participants said, only partly in 
jest: What social life!? Other people said:  
- The drought has impacted on my personal life. For a while now I’ve pulled my belt in as far as my

personal spending goes (Interview 7).
- The drought has impacted our social life. For a while there when people got a bit negative, it was

not a lot of fun to go anywhere. Then we just got so busy just trying to survive. We also have
stock, and when you are in drought you tend to muster five times as much, you are shifting stock
all the time, then you have cattle away on agistment. And I have been going away further for work.
You are running around all over the place, so you do not do as much socialising (Interview 8).

- I don’t really go out, I am so buggered when I get home from work (Interview 12).
- I don’t go out as much. I play golf once a week, that is all I can afford. I don’t go out and eat at the

pub, I have eaten once at the pub in the last 4-5 years (Interview 13).

Lack of money to spend on social activities, tiredness from long hours working, as well as negative 
feelings, such as not feeling like socialising, were common given reasons for not engaging in social 
activities. Businesses that are suffering financially can no longer support social activities with 
money, or time, in the way they once did, as one survey respondent explained: 
- We are a business that never says no to a donation and I have found it hard to decrease this value

of donation but we have had to. Sometimes wage money is hard to find (Survey 2017).

Similar issues were also seen to impact on family life, especially when one or more people in the 
family went away from home for extended periods of time for work, for example: 
- There is not much work around this area … so [my partner] has had to go away for work. He is

away most weeks, he has not been working week-ends lately, but end of last year they were really
busy, so he was away a lot. So yep, it is tough on family life (Interview 6).

- In the drought, I went mining for 10 weeks, because we spent everything we had in the bank .... I
made good money, but this really upset our family lifestyle. My daughter was sent to boarding
school, I went mining and my partner stayed at home – that put a bit a bit of pressure on the
family. We went in three different directions, all separated, so we could not support each other,
because we were all just trying to keep our heads above water – it was really tough (Interview 3).

- I have a friend whose husband is a shearer; he is now working in South Australia. She is still here,
with her children; they cannot afford for them all to pack up and leave. The drought is dividing
families. Yet she does not qualify for any help, so it is creating a great divide (Interview 12).

These impacts on families also affect the health of individuals, including mental health. 

Mental health impacts
Mental health impacts were also identified. However, it was observed that people, living in rural and 
remote communities, are reluctant to discuss mental health issues. Mental health is potentially a 
hidden impact, as several participants suggested: 
- The suicide rate is higher than we know, because people do not talk about it. They call it an

accident or say someone passed away (Interview 14).
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- Drought impacts your cash flow, it impacts your bank account, and you put stress on yourself.
Then people think it has all got too hard, so they grab a rifle and go and do something stupid. It all
hangs together (Interview 9).

Increasingly, it is being suggested that in particular men’s mental health is at risk, as one male 
respondent explained:  
- Some of the drought assistance, I know my wife thinks differently. As a bloke, it really is hard to

accept it, because you feel you are not supplying your own things to your family. It actually starts
to make you depressed. … I can accept easily things for my animals, like hay. Something for us
personally, like food, really sent me into depression … I know a lot of blokes that will just not
accept any of that stuff. I understand exactly where they are coming from. I would have been
better off not accepting any of it [assistance]. It did depress me pretty bad (Interview 16).

Anecdotally, it has been suggested that men find it more difficult than women to discuss mental 
health issues. One positive aspect of comments during this research is that it appears that men are 
starting to discuss their mental health issues.  

As the results to date describe, the interrelationship between drought and myriad other factors is 
complex, with many of the economic, health and social impacts clearly linked. Droughts contribute 
to a negative economic environment which in turn affects both individual health and social well-
being. This was confirmed through both the survey and interview results.  

Complex links
A link between impacts on rural industries and town small businesses was also evident with 
participants comments such as:  
- It is not only the farmers feeling the effects of drought. It has a flow-on affect to the contractors and

farm workers, which in turn flows on to the local shops/community (Survey 2017).
- When drought happens, trade drops off, because people on properties don’t use ringers as much,

and they get the contractors instead. So, instead of there being ringers permanently based on a
property, there are contractors, who come and do their job and leave. This means there are less
people living in town … there are no permanent rural workers (Interview 10).

- In the drought people are more inclined to spend money on feeding their livestock, rather than
doing repairs and employing people. Property people used come in and spend their money in
town, now they don’t, so it has a major impact all round (Interview 6).

- There are a lot of spin off effects. Some of those really really small towns; they are relying on
business from producers. Drought shuts down those small communities, like Muttaburra, when
they rely on people to spend and there is no money circulating … The loss of people affected a lot
of things in town. It affected the moral in town as well.
Longreach became like the Titanic, everyone was trying to get out … A lot of younger people with
families left … without that younger demographic, the number of activities has reduced e.g. we
had this nice gym, and that has closed down. If you cannot offer services, people do not want to
stay (Interview 4).

One particular concern at the public meeting was the declining youth population: 
- Something that worries me is that we lose our young people. What we need to be able to give

them something to come back to when they want to settle and have a family. Young people need
to know that it’s a great environment out here to raise a family. To me that’s where part of our
future lies, is in bringing the home bred youth back out here (Public Meeting).

- Over the last 30 years in Longreach, of all year 12 students, at least ¾ of them leave to further
their training or join the workforce and don’t come back (Public Meeting).

- As someone who was born here, I think we need to get some pride back from our local residents
in our local High school. Encourage people to send their children to the local High School. They go
away, lose peer groups and don’t come back. If we can figure that out, we would solve half our
problems with our youth (Public Meeting).
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Clearly, there are multiple factors forming complex interrelationships that have contributed to the 
current social, health and economic challenges faced within the Central West region. Drought is one 
of these factors but appropriate responses cannot be implemented without due consideration of 
each of the other factors.  

The most common response to drought is the charity groups and governments providing short-term 
assistance. This research explored the levels and effectiveness of recent assistance programs. 

5.2  Local perspectives on assistance measures 
While research participants were generally appreciative of assistance provided, there were 
concerns relating to inequitable distribution and unintended consequences for local town 
businesses. Less than half the businesses (44%) in the region reported receiving some kind of 
assistance. However, that support was not equally distributed between sectors of people who 
answered the survey (Figure 20).  

Figure 20 Percentage of business that received assistance per business sector (Survey 2017) 

Almost 80% of respondents from the small businesses servicing the agricultural sector said they 
had received help in the last four years, but only 29% of tourism sector and 34% of services sector 
businesses received any assistance. This reflects government policy which provide most assistance 
to agriculture-related town businesses. In addition, more small businesses in Longreach (54%) 
received assistance than other smaller towns in the region (38%).  

As well as the major state and federal government programs, various other groups provided drought 
assistance. Interviewees commented on the various providers: 
v Councils
- The local council has been very proactive in getting funds to do things for the community, they

have been very, very supportive (Interview 13).
- The council is not too bad, they are quite pro-active and try and get funding. They organised free

entry to the show; and they gave out money to all the kids to spend at the show (Interview 14).
- Some of the shires, like Longreach shire have got organised with their (exclosure or cluster)

fencing, and this has got people out doing things. That is positive, providing employment for town
people (Interview 7).
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v Western Queensland Drought Committee (WQDC)
- The WQDC are trying, and council is trying, but it is too much talking and not enough doing

(Interview 12).
- The WQDC have done some good work, it terms of promoting events, and getting people together

(Interview 7).

v Remote Area Planning and Development Board (RAPAD)
- RAPAD came at a very good time, they came when everything seemed like it had collapsed

around us. Now we are slowly getting there, we can see light at the end of the tunnel (Interview
13).

v Rotary, Salvation Army and various different church groups
- There have been a lot of organisations doing great things. Rotary is done things to keep things

ticking along, and that has helped (Interview 7).
- The churches and the Salvation Army have done wonders, they have done a lot. They have come

out and put on BBQs, that was much appreciated! (Interview 10).
- Salvation Army have gone to people’s places, put a BBQ and done everything, and invited the

neighbours. They have also paid for all the kids meals at the Gymkhana, things like that. They
have done a lot of little things behind the scenes, that have made a lot of difference (Interview 8).

- The Uniting Church try and do a bit. Meals on Wheels gave a voucher to every child at the school
for fruit and vegetables (Interview 12).

Overall, organisations providing assistance were praised, however not all aid had a positive impact. 
Concerns were raised about drought assistance in both the survey and interviews.  

Negative impacts
The most vehement criticism was probably directed at some of the charity groups, but government 
assistance packages were also criticised. Issues around fairness and equity of distribution were 
frequently mentioned. People stressed the need for more targeted support from the government, 
and more proactive measures. Frustration emerged when government assistance was seen to 
favour graziers over town business owners, with some participants identifying that this lack of 
fairness was dividing the community, essentially creating a divide between town and country: 
- Assistance needs to be fair and equal for all impacted by drought (Survey 2017).
- It’s all about the graziers suffering, hell, we (small business) are too! (Survey 2017).
- I have 2 children at boarding school. I do not get the same subsidies to put my kids through

boarding school like the primary producers do, because I live in town (Interview 4).
- Property owners get electricity subsidies, freight allowances, food hampers, they can defer their

tax bill till they get a better income. We cannot do any of that in town. Those things are really
starting to divide people, and no one is game to say it (Interview 12).

- The community worked together in the past. The property owners did not expect as many
handouts. The greed has become quite prominent, and driven a wedge between the graziers and
the town (Interview 12).

Running against this general sentiment, one respondent suggested: 
- If there can be a "plus" to drought, in the last 5 years, I feel, it has broken down a few barriers

between cocky/townie. I also feel the media has made more city folk more aware of the
importance of rural regions and industries in Australia (Survey 2017).

There were also general frustrations about the timing of assistance: 
- I think this is too little, too late. I am a business owner who has been here 25 years, and I have

never been so disappointed about the help that has been offered (Interview 12).
- I have been to meetings here, over and over and over, and nothing comes out of it. It has always

got be a process, it is so frustrating (Interview 13).
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Arguably, it is difficult to please everyone in a situation of high stress such as has been experienced 
in this region over recent years. The ‘process’ orientation, complained about in the last quote, is 
actually an indication that agencies are trying to run an open and accountable assistance program, 
consulting frequently with the community. 

Buy local
One key issue identified was that donated goods are not bought locally, and this means local small 
businesses miss out on sales, for example, 
- Bringing in truckloads of fruit & veg to give away and local shops not told, so they don’t reduce

their wholesale orders. Hairdressing services and grocery hampers bought in and given to people
on full-time wages unaffected by drought financially, so they then don’t spend their dollars locally
(Survey 2017).

- Handouts of goods where those goods were not purchased locally has a significant flow-on effect
to all local businesses and service providers (Survey 2017).

- The [charity group] brings in hay, fruit and veges. So, there were no sales at the IGA for a
fortnight. We would be better giving local people money to spend in the town, to keep the
businesses that are here, alive … One other group gave everyone an Akubra, when we don’t want
a hat. The hats were not even bought in Longreach, so that was a lot of money that was spent in
the local district. All these little things make a hell of a difference (Interview 14).

- They [charity group] brought out all this food, and want to do people’s hair and all that. It does
have a negative impact on people that sell the food and services. The card system where locals
have to spend the money in the community; they were good. By going to IGA to buy grocery, it put
money into the shops and circulating in town. However, when the vegetables came in, the IGA had
to throw out a lot of food (Interview 13).

As the last two quotes indicated, a couple of people saw bringing in goods and services as 
counterproductive, a short-term fix. It was noted by one participant that maintaining relationships 
between the local people is more important than a little bit of food: 
- When we were going through our toughest time, we were offered free food, but we did not take it.

We went to IGA and bought our groceries; and that helped our relationship; and they will help you
out when times are tough for you later. That is the relationships you can have in town (Interview
13).

It was also suggested that government departments and all residents need to be encouraged to 
support local businesses by purchasing locally, and not just during drought. Other unintended 
negative consequences were outlined during interviews, for example: 
- One [charity] brought in mouldy hay, and when it was fed to the stock it killed them. The owner had

managed to keep these sheep alive all through the drought, they were the last of a family breeding
herd (Interview 15).

- [Some media reporting] frustrates me, they put those ads on that looks like we are a third world
country, and we have no water. I think it is over the top, and it is really negative stuff. It is not a
real scenario, and does not help people who are trying to survive, it tends to promote the victim
mentality (Interview 7).

- Programs are not always useful. Recently we were offered counselling in town. People do not
want to go and talk to counsellors, it is a waste of time. Give me some money to pay off debt, and
that will make me feel better (Interview 14).

Better coordination
One participant argued that better co-ordination would help overcome these issues: 
- If organisations come from far away, it can be tricky, they will give things to one person, and not

the next, so that can be a negative almost. It creates a drama. I would like to see this better
coordinated, so everyone gets to see some help (Interview 7).

Better coordination had been attempted by the WQDC and by Longreach Council, but not all charity 
groups would listen. 



70 

Overall, respondents identified the following assistance measures that are not equitable between 
town and country: boarding school subsidies, interest subsidies, electricity subsidies, freight 
allowances, food hampers, and deferred tax bills. Current drought assistance measures may be 
creating a divide between town and country, between graziers and small business owners based in 
rural and remote towns in Central West Queensland. 

Positive impact
While the previous discussion has identified some negative aspects of drought assistance, people 
who participated in this survey and interviews did express appreciation for the assistance offered. 
Efforts were seen as having good intentions shown, and did boost the community’s morale, for 
example:  
- Gifts of goods, hampers etc. uplifted spirits in the community to no end. People's unexpected

generosity has been wonderful to our community (Survey 2017).
- Morale support and knowing people were thinking of us in WQ and praying for us made a huge

mental difference. Financial (vouchers/cards) were a psychological lift even though they didn’t
have a huge impact on cash flow (Survey 2017).

- Most people out there have been extremely generous to people in the drought affected areas; it is
amazing what has been given and what people have tried to do. It needs to work well for everyone
(Interview 13).

- I look at the hay runs from the view of the generosity of people. Truckies, hay suppliers, fuel
suppliers, locals who ran the hay distribution with their time, expertise and machinery. The public
have big hearts (Survey 2017).

- Personally I received a $200 credit card. This initiative is a great idea. Cash is what is needed
most other than rain. Drought affected businesses can then make their own relative choices
(Survey 2017).

Businesses who received assistance indicated in the survey that they found it helpful – although the 
responses ranged greatly. The assistance offered varied greatly including Cash, Pre-paid cards, 
Goods/hampers, Business Advice, Food vouchers and Church donations, Movie nights & BBQ, Hay 
& Fodder, Social Media workshops, Contractors scheme, Consultancy business, Gifts from 
customers, Back to school vouchers, and Rotary Vouchers. Gift vouchers and prepaid cards 
were seen as particularly useful, as these help to keep money in the town. They prompted people to 
shop locally and helped local business owners: 
- People splashed a bit of money around with those cards. We saw a few of them come across the

counter, not many, but it might have been $100. Farmers who were doing it tough, would come to
town and have a splurge; every bit helps (Interview 4)

- Each customer who could spend something in town helped cash flow when there was next to
nothing (Survey 2017).

- More people endeavoured to buy local to support local businesses (Survey 2017).
- Programs/cards/vouchers that ensured people shopped locally was of assistance (Survey 2017).

Of businesses surveyed 33% said their customers had used pre-paid cards (mostly in retail sector 
58%). However, more than half of the respondents claimed that pre-paid cards were only a ‘little 
helpful’, the lowest of 4 responses possible. The amount spent using cards ranged from $100 to 
$5,000. 

The most useful assistance measures identified here, are in line with what the literature reports from 
experiences with other natural disasters in Australia over the past ~10 years.  
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5.3 Improving current responses 
People from small businesses in the Central West region also identified ways in which current 
responses to drought could be improved. The need for further government support in areas such as 
funding, marketing, infrastructure and services investment, as well creating interstate opportunities, 
were suggested as appropriate forms of assistance: 
- The Government needs to invest in regional Queensland and there needs to be incentives for

other businesses to be here, other than farmers (Survey 2017).
- Bringing new visitors and plane loads of people to town for events was helpful (Survey 2017).
- I think small businesses employing locals should be considered when assistance is being handed

out. Seven of my 11 employees are ratepayers and have kids in school. Two of my employees are
apprentices - no kids and one still attending school. 1 of my employees has kids and rents. My son
has no children but rents. I think we are helping in sustaining our local town's existence by
continuing operating and employ locals and families (Survey 2017).

Comments were also made about the cluster fences7, for which some graziers can get government 
support. Some groups of graziers have built their own cluster fences:  
- I think fencing is good as it has got people doing something … but I don’t think feral fencing is the

only answer. It will definitely help the sheep guys, and it will help get rid of the roos and get some
more grass (Interview 7).

- A lot of shearing sheds have fallen into disrepair. They are trying to cluster fence, to try and get
sheep into the area (Interview 14).

- The dingo fence [cluster fence] that is getting funded… It is improving what people have, because
the roos are not getting in, their cattle have more feed. But people are not going into sheep, which
is what the fence was for. That should have been a stipulation – if you do not go into sheep, you
have to pay it back with interest, not an interest free loan or grant. Sheep will get more people into
town, and help grow the town (Interview 12).

Most comments were positive, but there were some concerns about people not going back into 
sheep, even though changing the enterprise mix can take some time. These fears are unfounded 
according to the organisation administering the funding, RAPAD (Interview 2017). 

While the positive initiatives already in place were acknowledged, local business owners put forward 
other opportunities, including: 

Be equitable, 
- In the drought area, if they could just pay everyone’s rates. That would help the local shires, as
they have had to carry people that not afford to pay rates. It would help the feelings of inequity when
some people accessed a lot of assistance, and others were not. Something like would be fair
(Interview 8).
- It would be better if we could get cheaper power, and lower rates (Interview 15).

Buy and invest locally (donated goods to be purchased locally, not from outside the region), 
- The [charity groups] have raised money, they could stop at every small town along the way and

hand out money as vouchers (Interview 12).
- The credit cards and vouchers, which have to spent locally, are a good thing (Interview 6).

Develop proactive, long-term strategies, 
- We are better doing pro-active things, rather than being reactive. You don’t make good decisions
when you are in difficult situations, or you have to do things in a hurry. We need to build resilience in
our business before we get to the drought situation (Interview 7).

7 Cluster fences are designed to keep out wild dogs, mainly for sheep graziers. Kangaroo and goat numbers
can also be controlled, leading to better management of total grazing pressure. Clusters or property groups 
can be as large as 10,00 hectares, occasionally more.  
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Reduce complexity, 
- I think the government wastes money with lots of little packages (Interview 13).
- You need a degree to do the paperwork for some of these grant applications, and then you get

very little. … There is some funding out there, but you just do not know about it; some people are
in the know (Interview 14).

Encourage young people to stay, 
- We need to talk to our young people about career paths, and what we have to offer in the region.

We have wonderfully skilled people out here, so we could be mentors. We’ve got people out here
who are willing to share their skills, sharing their knowledge or IP with each other (Public Meeting).

- The schools could push more apprenticeships, they only push only degrees. Locals out here
cannot get apprentices (Public Meeting).

- Longreach Pastoral College needs to teach about wool again – shearing, wool classing and
handling, for when sheep come back inside the fences (Public Meeting).

- Local rural community job opportunities could be promoted in the schools e.g. Career day (Public
Meeting).

- University needs to be available here, instead of people having to leave town. There is no reason
with today’s technology why they can sit in on a lecture in Brisbane from out here (Public Meeting).

- Promote local career paths e.g. careers day in the region & in other regions (Public Meeting).
- [Explore new uses for] the Agricultural college and TAFE. Longreach is 400km from Emerald and

600km from Mt Isa, we are in an ideal location (Public meeting).

Change the employment incentive scheme, 
- The State Government has a scheme [Youth Boost payment or Federal Government Youth Wage

subsidy], whereby you get $10-20,000 to put on new staff. It is no good out here. For everyone
west of the Great Divide who is struggling with the drought, they need to look after the businesses
that have staff, to help to keep those people employed (Interview 12).

Change the first home buyers grant, 
- The first home buyers grant. All the houses that are for sale in Longreach do not qualify for the first

home buyers grant because they are not new houses. To help the young kids that are saving, and
want to buy a house here while the market is low, they need to allow them to buy older houses,
not just new ones (Interview 12).

These suggestions have been incorporated were possible, into the recommendations for decision-
makers and policy makers.  
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5.4 Resilience characteristics 

The concept of a resilient community was discussed during the survey, interviews and at the public 
meeting. People were asked what helped them manage difficulties in their businesses, and people 
were divided as to whether or not training, workshops and other similar assistance was helpful. 
Responses are grouped under five main headings that generally reflect the attributes of resilience 
see McLean et al 2014) listed in the literature: 

v Knowledge, skills and attitudes;

v Community networks;

v People/place connections;

v Infrastructure and services; and

v Diverse and innovative economy

v Engaged governance.

v Knowledge, skills, learning, and attitudes

About half of the small business operators interviewed were keen to improve their knowledge and 
skills. When asked about whether they attended training and networking events, they made 
comments such as: 
- I do go to anything I can get to, I try to get to what is available … I have been to a few different

types [of training] (Interview 8).
- I went to one training workshop soon after we arrived in town, and that was helpful. It was on

business planning. It was good to see the younger business people there too, that was really
good. That workshop was very well patronised (Interview 2).

- The Longreach Business Group organise a monthly breakfast meeting and get some good
speakers … and you might get some useful information (Interview 4).

- This week-end there is a start-up week-end, there are workshops and there is an entrepreneur you
can go and talk to at RAPAD (Interview 14).

Survey and interview data indicated that business skills training was most helpful to the retail and 
tourism sectors. Strategic business skills were said to be lacking the most (Interview 18). Other 
topics seen as valuable included internet use and general planning skills. Training to use the 
internet effectively was mentioned, for example: 
- Access to free social media workshops was a huge help to me when establishing [my business]

(Survey 2017).
- We are continually working to improve digital literacy, for example we have a Facebook page We

have a big awareness that we need to reach out, and we are setting up a digital strategy to help
our marketing. We are still growing the business. Our external on-line orders need to be the
mainstay of our business, and at the moment it is only 20-30% (Interview 1).

- We want to get onto the internet, rather than doing the wages manually (Interview 2).

The need for good planning skills was also identified as important (with one person’s campaign 
slogan when standing for local government stating, ‘Failure to plan is a plan to fail’). Several people 
said they do plan, but also said that planning needed to happen more frequently: 
- We bought a business out here with a 5-year plan, and we make decisions based on economics

(Interview 13).
- We need to plan … I think we need grants to help people to do planning before the drought, that is

when you can do good planning (Interview 7).



74 

- I have got to have my business set up to capture those good years. I have to get to the end of this
drought, and I have got to be organised and ready for the good times It is what we do in the good
times that makes a difference. It is important to take time, while you are in the pits, to look forward
(Interview 7).

The way training is delivered seems to be just as important as the topics. The small business 
Financial Counsellor was particularly appreciated:  
- The Small Business Financial Counsellor has been wonderful and is needed for at least 2-3 years

(Survey 2017).
- RAPAD has been helpful, they had a small business Financial Consultant. He gave me a year to

18 months of invaluable time. I would hate to have paid for an accountant for the amount of work
he did. He helped me restructure, better cash flows, a business plan to keep moving forward. He
was a God-send. That sort of thing can be available, but not everyone takes advantage of them
(Interview 13).

- [I developed] a better understanding of financial position and able to make decisions for the
longevity of our business (Survey 2017).

- The Financial counsellor was always there, you could ring him about anything. I would not be
paying myself if it weren’t for him (Interview 10).

- I have worked with a business coach for the last 3-4 years. This has helped a lot. We have a
Skype session every month with the Business coach. As a result, we have held more “open days”
… these were very successful (Interview 14).

The way the small business Financial Counsellor delivered training was obviously very successful; 
and he was seen as trusted and credible source of information. Research done in western 
Queensland (Kelly 2005) found that the way training is delivered, and the credibility of the trainers 
were more important to attendees, than the topics itself. The personalised approach to training and 
the need to provide follow up support was seen as important:  
- You need to help people understand what to do, but then you need to support them, hold their

hand. Mentoring is a good way of saying it (Interview 1).
- We need training for example in how to set up the payroll. The one on one training was fantastic.

On-going support is so necessary (Interview 2).

Training gaps were identified by a few people, particularly networking and collaboration, as well as 
skills to assist with governance: 
- You need to have the management tools and skills, and you need to be able to manage people
better (Interview 10).
- Perhaps we could have some networking training. It seems like such an obvious thing, but a lot of
people do not know how to start (Interview 1).
- [Small business] would benefit from networking training, knowing how to get people working
together. … We do not do enough networking (Interview 2).

In summary, training was considered worthwhile if it met local needs. Financial and time constraints 
to training were identified. Coaching and mentoring at times suitable to the small business owner, 
rather than formal workshops or class-room situations, seem to be preferable. Follow up support is 
required. 

Despite these motivated people, about half the small business operators surveyed had not 
attended training courses or workshops. Reasons for non-attendance included that ‘they 
already had skills’, ‘because as owner/operators they could not get away from the business’, or ‘did 
not have the time or energy after work’.  

Only 9 of the 84 survey respondents suggested that business skills training had been useful for 
them. Participant’s comments included: 
- They do have all these workshops and things, but as an owner/operator I cannot get away. If it is

after hours, I have to play mum and feed animals (Interview 3).
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- I would love to go to more workshops, where you are networking with people. I cannot seem to get
to these. I am very conscious of this, as I know I have keep up on my skills. I miss out on a lot of
opportunities, but I just cannot afford it (Interview 4).

- I have a financial background, so that helps, I do not need training in that, but I use it a lot
(Interview 8).

One comment suggested that some small business owners were reluctant to change, and needed 
lots of support and skills development. Appropriate use of technology was one example: 
- People seem to need you to hold their hand. The underlying issue is the lack of skills and ability,

so the little things are too hard. The example of using Facebook as a marketing tool is not working,
because people do not keep up the posts (Interview 1).

Given that so many small business operators are not accessing training, questions need to be 
asked about the topics offered, and the way workshops and seminars are provided to make training 
easy to access. The considerable effort currently put into training by organisations in the Central 
West may not be meeting a clearly defined purpose. 

Attitudes 
An individual’s or a community’s attitude to training, and to their situation in life generally, is an 
important consideration in terms of resilience. Attitudes are developed over extended time frames 
and arguably must be open to change. People’s attitude to change might challenge some people as 
the following comments suggest: 
- I do not mean to be critical of people, but they do tend to do things the way it has always been

done. So, they need someone to come and suggest, how about you change this a little bit, not big
changes, but little bit at a time (Interview 2).

- There are a lot of people who think that because they did things one way 30 years ago, why
should they do things any different … they are scared of change, because it is outside their
comfort zone, partly cause of the age of people out here, most are over 60, even people in their
90s (Interview 9).

- People’s resilience has come through. There was a lot of whinging about the drought to start with,
but people are quite positive now, whereas a couple of years ago, everyone was fairly negative.
We think we are through the worst of it, and we will come out alright, we are looking ahead. We
have been at a standstill for 4 years, and if you did not start looking ahead, you would go mad I
think (Interview 8).

The topic of attitudes was explored mainly through interviews where comments reflected on both 
personal attitudes, and their perceptions of community attitudes:  
- It is important to look forward. If you are looking out the window, and there is not a lot of joy there

when it is dry. It is like any community; some people have a victim attitude (Interview 7).
- At the moment, people are taking the drought in their stride. People (producers) who have been

affected for a long time, do not even want to be hopeful about having a wet season this year. They
are too scared to look forward, after the failed summer wet season. They are not talking long term
forecasts (Interview 4).

- Last year we had winter rain, which disrupted the tourists a bit. However, people in town were
smiling more, and you got to see the property owners a little bit more. People’s mood changes
when there is rain (Interview 2).

- Across the Central West, some pockets have had rain, there people are full of confidence and
have a grin a mile wide and are ready to take on the world. … Rain seems to make a difference to
people’s attitude to their business. … It is still tough (Interview 7).

A spectrum of attitudes was evident, from very negative: I am all doom and gloom at the moment 
(Interview 14); to a few people at the public meeting who were very positive: 

- I am very excited about where our region is heading. There are some great programs, such as
the cluster fencing. We are on the cusp of a really good change (Public meeting 2017).
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One person described the changes in attitude to drought over time. This description generally 
reflects comments made by others: 
- What is interesting is the change in people’s mood over time. This drought has been going 5

years, and we have been monitoring the attitude of small business in town.
In Year 1 and 2, we would ask people how things were going, and they would say “It’s not too bad;
things are a bit slow”; people were cautiously optimistic.
By Year 3, people say that things are not as good as it has been, people were facing reality a bit
more, as they did not know when it is going to rain.
By Year 4, you ask them the same questions, and people say, “it sucks”, “it is really bad”, “I don’t
know what I am going to do”.
... So, business attitude has changed, and they are telling you how it is, not what they think you
should hear. Probably as we are all in it together now (Interview 5).

Some people did say they thought that community attitudes were starting to become more positive, 
but this may be in areas that have had a little bit of rain, which was patchy across the region.  

Stoicism 
People in rural and remote communities are often portrayed as hardy and enduring, stoically 
working through challenges. One important distinction was made by one person interviewed, and in 
the literature, around whether country people are more resilient or more stoic, than urban folk: 
- There is a lot more stoicism in the bush than resilience, it is semantics, but the slight distinction is

important. The bush is famous for its resilience, but it is not really resilience. Stoicism is where you
grit your teeth and survive; but resilience is where you grit your teeth, you survive, and you bounce
back (Interview 7).

This stoic attitude is perhaps personified by the following comments: 
- We are alright, most of the bush is alright. We can handle drought, it is part of our make-up, it is

part of our business. We know it is going to happen. It was a double whammy this time, with low
cattle prices, and the drought, and it hurt everyone (Interview 8).

- Drought is part of life out here, it is reality out here. Somehow, we have to build that into our
thinking, that this is normal … You have to think, well I am out here for the good years, and there
will be one, eventually (Interview 7).

People’s attitudes to drought, and life generally, influences their ability to change, to learn new ways 
of coping with change, and their enthusiasm for maintaining friendships and community networks. 

v Community networks

The idea of community networks is similar to the broader and well discussed concept of ‘social 
capital’ (Putnam 1996). It involves social processes and activities that support people and groups in 
times of change (Maclean et al 2014:149). Rural towns are recognised as important to the resilience 
of rural communities (United Nations 2009). The benefits of a strong and united community were 
identified in this research:  

- We are stronger if we hunt in a pack. We have great knowledge [in the community] and we need to
share our knowledge with each other (Public meeting October 2017).

- More businesses need to work together – maybe we should start a Chamber of Commerce, so we
can tackle future issues united, not alone (Survey 2017).

Stories from the 2017 interviews indicate strong community networks exist in the Central West: 
- When there is a tough time, everyone is there to help you out. For example, we had a car roll over

earlier in the year, and my husband was offered the use of 3 vehicles, 5 trailers and the 2 ride-on
mowers, which is what we lost in the accident. Someone lost their house in a fire, and people put a
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container on the counter for people to put loose change into, and before you know it, they had 
collected $10,000 to help them get started with furniture, that is what they do out here - that is 
what I love about out here (Interview 15). 

- There was an auction recently, and people opened their pockets for the charity. People in the west
will give you the shirt off their back if it is for a good cause; it was astounding how much we raised
(Interview 13).

When asked about what community activities people were involved in, and how the drought 
impacted on community life, there was some difference in opinion about attendance at community 
events. Some events are well attended, and those people who were actively involved in 
community activities made comments such as: 
- I am involved community events. I am on the Junior Rugby League Committee, I am also on the

school P&C and also volunteer with Cubs. The drought has impacted some events, but not all
(Interview 6).

- The show is well attended … also we love a wedding, that always brings some joy (Interview 12).
- Attendance in the events is fine, people are still going to things (Interview 15).
- Blackall is one of those towns that rolls along. People support a lot of events (Interview 13).

However, other people suggested that the drought had impacted community and social 
activities, saying that they personally no longer had time to attend social events. Some community 
activities are impacted more than others, events effected are particularly those associated with 
cattle: 
- The drought has meant there are not the numbers of people in the clubs, not the people in the

community anymore, so not as many people to do things (Interview 14).
- The drought has impacted our social life, for a while there when people got a bit negative, it was

not a lot of fun to go anywhere. Then we just got so busy just trying to survive. We also have
stock, and when you are in drought you tend to muster five times as much, you are shifting stock
all the time, then you have cattle away on agistment. And I have been going away further up north
mustering. You are running around all over the place, so you do not do as much socialising
(Interview 6).

- I don’t really go out, I am so buggered when I get home from work. Morale get s bit low, it is hot,
dry and dusty. Everyone tries to rally around. We have a big race meeting here next week,
everyone tries to support these sort of things, to keep that positive vibe (Interview 12).

- Camp draft has been impacted as there have been no cattle around to use, so we have not had
one for 3-4 years. The Isisford Races have not been that well attended, probably partly cause of
the drought. The fishing competition has not been so much affected, because it is not attended by
the property people so much (Interview 8).

Lack of money was also identified as a contributing factor to declining numbers of attendees: 
- With the drought, people do not have the money to do certain things. People used to bring their

kids in to football from out of town, and they don’t seem to that now. We have fair distances to
travel to go to matches, and some people do not want to travel cause they do not have the money
to go places (Interview 6).

- Because there is not the income in town, because their hours have been cut at work, or their
husbands are actually out of work. There is not the money to spend like there used to be on
pleasurable things (Interview 12).

- I don’t go out as much. I play golf once a week, that is all I can afford. I don’t go out and eat at the
pub, I have eaten once at the pub in the last 4-5 years (Interview 13).

Other people, who said they did not go out much now or during drought times, still tried to keep 
some connection to community. For example: 

- We are not very involved in community things, but we always try and go to the Race Days, and I
go to the Show Ball. Last year, people said that there was hardly anyone there, that there are
usually more people attending. The last couple of Race Days have been better, there a couple
every year (Interview 2).
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- I see a decline in the number of people attending events, compared to 10 years ago. I don’t go to
much, but my kids go to the football and things that happen, and I don’t hear of the crowds any
more. But, every now and then, something big will happen. Recently we had a variety bash, a rally
and it brought people out of the wood-work. It was good festival feel … getting people together
and have a bit of fun – all those things you want to see happen (Interview 13).

A few people were likened to ‘fly in/fly-out’ miners, in that they were not well connected within the 
community, and did not attend many community events. These people are in town during the week 
for work. As one local business person explained: 
- Sometimes the husbands come out to work here, but leave the wife and children back on the

coast. It is not just the mines doing this, it is quite a lot of people. So, on the week-end they are off
to visit the family. [We see these people] at the grocery store occasionally, but I don’t know him
and his family. Their hearts are not in the community. People then tend to buy their alcohol and
groceries when they are away (Interview 15).

So, while some people outlined extensive community involvement, and some said attendance at 
activities was good, others said numbers of attendees at community activities was declining. One 
person tried to explain this apparent difference of perceptions: 
- There are less rodeos and that sort of thing, because there are no livestock about. The events still

happen, the council puts on drought concerts and things like that. I have heard that attendance at
the big events is quite good, because people decide they want to go and let their hair down and
enjoy a night of music or something. However, small events are less well attended (Interview 5).

Running events has become more difficult because there are not the people available, as the 
population declines.  

Volunteers 
Levels of volunteering also provide insight as to the resilience of a community. A relatively high 
percentage of people volunteer in these outback communities (ABS 2016). However, results from 
this research suggest that finding volunteers was not always easy. As population declined, there 
were less people around to volunteer. As noted previously, people were tired, time poor and 
stressed, factors not conducive to volunteering. Hence, organising and running activities, such as 
the show, which somewhat rely on volunteers, has become difficult:  
- The impact of the drought is visible in the community, as there are less volunteers to do things. It

is usually the same people that do everything, but because there are less people around, it is
more difficult (Interview 1).

- The same people do the organising all the time, just like most places, it tends to be the same
people all the time (Interview 2).

Changing attitudes to volunteering were also seen to further exacerbate the problem of finding 
volunteers:  
- These days people don’t want to be a volunteer. We have our little nub of workers. Basically,

people want things given to them. This decline in volunteers is not related to the drought, it is a
generational thing (Interview 7).

- And not as many people are prepared to volunteer, people who come out here cause it is cheap to
live and they get things given to them. People who move to town these days don’t tend to get
involved as much. We don’t have a Rotary or Lions for people to join (Interview 14).

- People do not have the social ethic to volunteer; that old ethic has faded, it is sad. A lot of people
get to the stage where they have nothing more to give, they get burnt-out (Interview 15).

A catering company had actually been founded because of the lack of volunteers: 
• The parents from the kindergarten used to do the food at the show; however, the numbers of

people helping out at the show declined. The catering company ‘Marmalades’ was born out
of the lack of volunteers prepared to do the work. This business seems to be thriving, and
travels from Winton to Roma and anywhere in between (Interview 14).
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It was noted that when public servants leave town, one source of volunteers is lost. Such people 
were seen as well positioned to volunteer with stable jobs including regular pay and set work hours, 
and the valuable skills and knowledge needed to support community activities.  

In summary, involvement in some community activities has declined, especially for events such as 
camp drafts which need local cattle and have been effected by the drought. Nonetheless, 
community members had tried to support major activities, and the comment by one person - that the 
big events are still well attended while smaller events struggle to attract people - may well be true. 
Volunteers to support these events have become more difficult to find largely due to the declining 
population, but also attributed to changes attitudes to volunteering. Research participants report that 
they are usually too tired, too poor and too stressed to contribute to community. 

v People/place connections

The resilience literature talks about the concept of people-place connections. When people have a 
strong connection to the place where they live, they often have a desire to build a business that 
allows them to stay in that place. People in the Central West were positive about their ‘place’, with 
comments such as: 
- It is great living here … in a small town. Everyone talks to everyone; it is so nice to be able to walk

down the street, and know someone. People look after each other too (Interview 2).
- We do love the area, I have been here on and off since I was 10 years old, I have tried to leave a

few times, but I just keep coming back (Interview 15).
- One of our children is a Blackall person, and they are due to have their first child later this year. I

would say they will never leave Blackall, as they enjoy the country so they are entrenched out
here. Blackall, as a town, could not find a better town to bring your kids up. A few of the niceties
are not in Blackall, but then a few of nasties are not here either (Interview 13).

- People may love the bush, but they want to get going after 2-3 years, especially if they are
government workers (Interview 4).

- Longreach can show people the social and lifestyle benefits of living in the bush e.g. no travel time
to work, sunsets, slower pace, friendlier people. It is a great place to live (Public meeting 2017).

However, for some people, economics has become the deciding factor about where they live. While 
they may love the area, the difficulties in making an income seems to be the over-riding decision-
making factor at the moment, an indication that things are tough economically. However, low or 
declining real real estate prices mean, for some, it is not possible to leave: 
- People cannot afford to leave. I would be gone tomorrow, but I cannot sell my house. I would not

get what it is worth (Interview 12).
- One of our businesses has been for sale for 15 years. We cannot sell it, no one has the money, no

one wants to work 7 days a week (Interview 15).
- Real estate in Longreach has changed, at one point there were 200 rentals available in town.

Property for sale tends to sit for a while, if it sells at all (Interview 5).
- When a lot of government staff were out off, there were a lot of vacant government houses …

Then government sold all their houses, and they did not put a floor price. This dropped the price of
houses down, and this in turn dropped the rents down. It is a vicious cycle. People could not make
money from rent; and people could sell either. There are people who want to get out, and they
cannot take a cut in price, as it would not cover their mortgage. They still have to pay off their
mortgage (Interview 4).

People’s comments that the sale price would not cover their loan costs meant that people were 
trapped, unable to leave, and not able to afford to stay, especially if there was no employment. The 
uncertainty of being in such a position is likely to affect both individual and community resilience, as 
attachment to place has been broken. 
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v Infrastructure and services

Infrastructure and services are seen as a key contributor to community resilience. In particular, 
roads, internet, schools and medical facilities were all identified in interviews. Generally, comments 
relating to infrastructure were negative. However, to some extent, people actually seemed resigned 
to the poor quality of infrastructure and services in the Central West region of Queensland. 

Not everyone seems to use the internet for their business. Those that did complained during 
interviews and at the public meeting: 
- One of the main challenges is our internet capacity – it is slow, and has problems with time out,

even the telephone is unreliable (Interview 1).
- Communication is an issue here, some days everything is out, phones, internet, the lot (Interview

2).
- Internet connectivity in the last 6-8 months is not as reliable as it has been, even though we are

with Telstra. Power and internet, you pay through the nose for these out here (Interview 5).

A few people commented positively on a local government initiative which plans to connect the 
whole of the Central West to WiFi internet: 
- One shire has funding for point-to-point internet (Interview 1).
- Blackall-Tambo shire is putting internet through the whole shire – and yet we have been told that

cannot be done and it is too expensive. There is a shire that is going to do it! So, you think. We put
up with a lot, because that is where we live. But if there are options out there, then you would like
to see things happen (Interview 7).

As with the internet, people seemed resigned to poor roads. There was no shortage of comments: 
- If you are driving around in the bush at the moment, the roads are really starting to cut up because

it is so dry, rocks are coming through. It is not pleasant. I think people factor that in a bit, if you live
out here (Interview 7).

- They cannot fix the roads too much when there is no sub-soil moisture, so you just gotta live with
them (Interview 8).

- Railway shut down, and we were promised sealed roads where they took out railways. There are
still dirt roads if you want to get to main centre, like Blackall to Emerald still has a section of dirt,
which really slows you down (Interview 15).

- We are on the major highway from down south to Darwin, and they repaired it a few years ago, but
did such a bad job, you would not know it had been touched. It is wear and tear on the car
(Interview 14).

Considerable frustration was expressed by people with schooling, with two inter-related issues. 
Firstly, unequal subsidies between rural property owners and town’s people mean some children 
can go away to boarding school while others miss out. Secondly, the local High school does not 
have adequate facilities, the following comment provides more detail on these issues: 
- Families have left town, but it is not to do with the drought. It is probably to do with the high school,

because they do not have the facilities to cope; they don’t have quite all the subjects that kids
need to do. So, I have actually sent my oldest boy away to boarding school this year. This is
probably the reason why some families leave, when it is time for their kids to go to High School.
They cannot afford the expense of boarding school (Interview 6).

A level of frustration was expressed with existing medical facilities. However, it was noted that 
major changes that are under way: 
- People out here in Jericho want a doctor. To get a permanent doctor, you need a certain number

of people - Queensland Health has a set population threshold of 800 or so people, before you can
get a doctor (Interview 9).

- One of the most positive things that’s happened is the local hospital board. Doctors are not in a fly
in/fly out system (Public meeting).
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Part of the aim of the Central West Health Services is to treat more patients within the region, 
avoiding the need for costly trips to larger centres, where people are away from family and friends 
(Interview 20). This approach is also a cost saving for Queensland Health. As a result, significant 
resources are being spent on regional medical services (Interview 20). Infrastructure projects 
contribute to construction being the second largest GDP for the region (REMPLAN 2017).  

A new Community Hospital opened in Alpha in 2016 at a cost of $17.5 million and there is a $4.7 
million upgrade at Barcaldine Multi-purpose Heath Services. The reconstruction of Longreach 
hospital including the installation of a CT scanner, a new Primary Healthcare Centre planned for 
Aramac together, and upgrades in Boulia and Windorah, costing $16 million, are in progress 
(Interview 30).  

Further compounding these infrastructure challenges, for small businesses, are issues relating to 
freight, labour, financial capacity, and regulations:  
- Freight is also an issue: we get all our raw materials in; and then we cannot guarantee delivery

dates. We can usually fill orders the next day after people order, but it can take many days for
delivery. I get 2-4 emails a month asking when they are going to get their order. If you buy on
EBay, you expect to get the order the next day, but we cannot give people reliable delivery dates
(Interview 1).

- Freight is probably the biggest cost we have. Incoming deliveries arrive twice a week, so we
cannot get things in quickly if we have run out of something. This is the same problems for lots of
small businesses out here. I was in Windorah, and they had been advised to drop their prices to
increase sales. Given how much freight costs to get things in they may have had more sales, but
they would not have made any more money (Interview 1).

- Financial capacity is an issue too. For example, we had a loan with Westpac Bank for the
purchase of a building, and we had great service from the local Manager. Recently, I went to re-
structure the loan, as the business needs had changed. Now we are not classified as a rural
business, so some position in Brisbane is who I need to deal with. This Brisbane person has no
idea about running a business in a rural town (Interview 1).

- Labour is another issue, as we struggle to get the right people for the job. We currently have a
customer service position advertised. There are over 380 people in town, but it is hard to find the
right person. We wanted a junior, and have advertised widely. There was no one application from
the local region, but we did get 5-6 backpackers, and one of them will start soon. It is about getting
the right skills (Interview 1).

Despite these and other issues which have been discussed, one interviewee commented: 
- I don’t know that running a business out here is more difficult, it is just different (Interview 2).

In summary, the Central West is a business hub with infrastructure and services used by people 
both in and outside of the region. Some towns are on the major road from Darwin south, and thus 
roads are used by people and businesses from outside the Central West, for example people being 
transferred north, and fruit such as mangoes coming south from Darwin.  

Internet does not seem to be well used in the region, and those who do use it complain about the 
quality of service. The internet initiative to connect everyone in the Central West to WiFi is 
underway. Infrastructure and services to support community needs such as medical services, 
schools and community centres have been impacted by the declining population. 

v Diverse and innovative economy

The Central West has many examples of people managing change with innovation in their 
businesses. The Qantas Museum and the Stockman’s Hall of Fame are two tourist attractions that 
strive to introduce innovation, including a plan to use charter planes to bring people during the low 
season (Interviews 2017).  
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In another example, an increase in patronage points to successful innovation at the Jockey Club in 
Longreach. Many community activities other than racing are now attracted to the venue, helping to 
make the place profitable. Local people explained that the success of the Jockey Club is built on an 
initial grant from government, and the work of dedicated volunteers (Interviews 2017).  

As noted in the literature review, innovation (which suffers from some definitional issues) is seen to 
contribute to resilience. While local people did not often use the term ‘innovation’ per se, many of 
their comments discussed the general ideas relating to innovation. They saw this, as the ability to 
‘do things differently’, a necessity for survival’ or ‘new ways of operating’, and as an essential aspect 
of coping with drought: 
- We have had to change the way we do things (Interview 13).
- I have had to change the way I do business massively (Interview 4).
- We have had to change our business, because my partner is working away a lot now (Interview 6).

Innovation was suggested as having a long history in the development of the tourism sector in the 
Central West. Tourism is a strategy for diversification for RAPAD (RAPAD 2017). Research 
participants suggest tourism is one of the success stories in the region. The Central West draws 
tourists to the major heritage museums in Longreach and Barcaldine, and the dinosaur trail and 
museum near Winton. Events also attract both tourists and locals, and include the local agricultural 
show, race days and camp drafts.  

Many businesses have diversified, not only into tourism. In the survey, 2/3 of people talked about 
how they had diversified their businesses, many in response to drought. Comments from the 
interviews supported this:  
- We started this business in a move to help diversify the local economy, and have been going 24

years. This business shows what can happen (Interview 1).
- The drought has made us diversify our income (Interview 5).
- Prior to the drought, probably 70-80% of my business was from western Queensland. Now only

5% comes from western Queensland, and the rest of my work is from other parts of Queensland,
Northern Territory and Western Australia (Interview 4).

- We diversified prior to the drought in our business. We did buy another business, but it is hard to
do that stuff in the middle of a drought, cause your cash flow is tight, and your confidence is low,
so you are better making those decisions when you are in a good space (Interview 7).

Others argued that still more diversification in the region was needed to help build resilience and 
stabilise the regional economy: 
- I am hoping that the mines go ahead, and that people want to live here, thus bringing their money

back to this little country town, so it has a flow on effect (Interview 14).
- We could quite easily put a Government department in Longreach. With high speed internet and

video conferencing, there is no reason that they have to live in Brisbane (Interview 10).

Not all small business people interviewed were as optimistic as these examples, with an aversion to 
risk, lack of understanding from some service providers, and perhaps a lack of understanding of 
cultural diversity. For example, diversifying your business can be a risky strategy, and people are 
cautious in difficult times, a little risk adverse: 
- I have looked at the solar panels, it is difficult to go down that path without having a little bit behind

you to make it happen. However, I am not knocking solar, but if it does not do the job they say it
will, then I have got to find more money. It is a risk (Interview 13).

Respondents expressed frustration with people who did not understand how business works in the 
bush. This effects whether or not people will seek advice, as well as the appropriateness of services 
provided to rural and remote regions: 
- Banks in Brisbane have no idea about distance and no idea about the importance of a business

like this to the region. For example, we needed to sign something, so they wanted myself and 2
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other people in the business [from other towns] to drive to Longreach, on the same day to sign 
something! I said no. The bank is not working with clients in rural towns (Interview 1).  

- I have been to financial counsellors at the bank, and they never get back to you. They come out
here from the city, they do not understand the bush (Interview 15).

- Telstra has no idea about where things are out here, they do not understand the distances (Public
meeting 2017).

Indigenous culture was not a specific topic covered in these interviews. One Indigenous person 
explained that there were very few, if any, local Traditional Owners living in the Longreach shire 
(Interview 22). However, traditional owners were sought out and involved in land management in 
other areas such as Windorah and Diamantina (Interview 22). Regional tourism tends to focus on 
European history, dinosaurs, natural features. Tourism in the Central West does provide a very 
Australian agricultural and bush experience.  

In summary, many small businesses in the Central West have already embraced the need for 
diversification and innovation to counteract the downturn in agricultural industries, impact of drought 
and the negative flow-on effects. The high adaptability index of the Longreach shire (Productivity 
Commission 2017) seems well supported by evidence of several innovative and forward-thinking 
tourism and event-based businesses. The literature recognises that institutions and governance 
structures can be critical in supporting and promoting innovation. 

v Engaged governance

Engaged governance focuses on collaborative local decision-making. Such engaged governance 
structures can contribute to building resilient local communities in the Central West. One regional 
organisation, which is built on collaboration between the seven local shires in the Central West, is 
RAPAD. RAPAD is recognised as a model of successful engaged governance for other regions 
(Walker 2012) and has a successful record of partnering with local, state and federal government as 
well as community groups and private sector businesses (Interview 20).  

Another example of effective local decision-making is the Central West Hospital and Health 
Service. The re-organisation of health services demonstrates that local people can develop local 
solutions, rather than centralised decision making (Interview 19). In particular, collaboration with 
James Cook University is encouraging young doctors to build their careers in rural regions. The 
system of fly-in/fly-out GP doctors so common in rural and remote regions, is now rare in the 
Central West. Local systems have been put in place to ensure local doctors are supported and have 
a safe working environment (Interview 18). The Central West Health Services recognised that 
additional governance capabilities were needed, and has developed systems to support doctors 
(CWH &HS Strategic Plan 2014:5). 

It is important to note that not all localities are the same within the Central West region, either in 
terms of resilience or in their models of governance: 
- The areas are different. In some areas people say it is getting dry, but they are not worried about

it. People in the south-west, around Cunnamulla, Quilpie, Thargomindah seem to be more resilient
mentally. Some of that area looks like Armageddon and no one complains. Longreach people
could be more vocal than other areas. They have done it tough here. I think having a media
presence here in Longreach puts Longreach on the map more (Interview 4).

- One size doesn’t fit all – particular regions respond to different ways. If you talk to the locals, you
will understand what they want. It is so important to talk to the locals (Public meeting 2017).



84 

In concluding this chapter, the results from this research suggest that the Central West Queensland 
region encompasses diverse small communities, each with distinct characteristics. Data collected in 
a survey, interviews and a public meeting show that while drought impacts may start with rural 
enterprises, the flow-on effects impact on town businesses, and the whole of the rural communities.  
Small businesses, based in towns across the region, have suffered, at times, severe impacts from 
drought. Declining turnover and employment have caused economic and social impacts. However, 
larger scale agricultural enterprises are often times the primary focus of government attention when 
addressing these impacts. Charity groups providing assistance have also largely forgotten the town 
businesses. Vouchers, credit cards and cash are recognised as the most effective means of 
assistance. Information from this research paints a complex picture where multiple financial, social, 
technological and environmental changes have impacted on this region. These impacts have been 
exacerbated by droughts, certainly over the past ten years. 
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6 Building resilience in the Central West 

This project has explored the financial, social and health impacts of drought on town small 
businesses in the Central West region of Queensland. Four key questions guided the work: 

• What is this region’s context - economic and social characteristics?
• What are the impacts of drought on town small business in the Central West?
• What are the current effects of drought assistance, from public, private and NGO groups?
• What are the most appropriate responses to build resilient communities?

Relevant literature has been reviewed, a survey of small business owners in the region was 
implemented and in-depth interviews conducted. Information relating to the first three questions has 
been presented in preceding chapters. This chapter primarily addresses the fourth question: What 
are the most appropriate responses to build resilient communities? A comprehensive and informed 
response to this final question is presented in following four sections:  

1. Options;
2. Principles; and
3. Recommendations and future research
4. Conclusions

While this research has focused mainly on town small businesses in the Central West region of 
Queensland it is important to note that responses listed in the following sections generally adopt a 
whole of community approach. This approach acknowledges that small businesses are inextricably 
linked to all other aspects of community.  

6.1 Options 
This report presents four options as a framework towards taking informed, collaborative action to 
address identified impacts. Appropriately for the often-dusty Central West, the acronym for this 
framework is DUST. 

D Decide to act. 
U Understand the context. 
S  Support and develop local capacities and local institutions. 
T  Transform regional governance. 

While it might seem an obvious statement, there is a need for decision makers at all levels to 
acknowledge that the interrelated challenges faced by communities in the Central West must be 
addressed proactively. Decision-makers can start anywhere depending on their organisations 
mandate, as not all guidelines can be implemented by all organisations, but acting together can 
make a difference. All are crucial if resilience is to be maintained and improved. 

These rural and remote communities, including the essential town-based small businesses play a 
key role within the social and economic context of regional Australia. If these communities are to 
successfully respond to existing and emerging financial, social and environmental changes, they will 
require support. Without support these communities will likely face increasing health and social 
issues, population decline, economic decline, and communities could disappear. Not every 
decision-maker will be able to adopt all of the following recommendations. However, a decision 
must be made to support these communities. 
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Existing literature suggests the need to focus on building resilience in rural and remote 
communities, as described in Chapter 4 of this report. The first step in building resilient communities 
is to gain an understanding of the local context. 

Regional towns and communities within the Central West are quite diverse, and it is important to 
understand differences, both within and between these small towns and across the region. In 
addition to existing economic and demographic data, it important to involve local people, to gain a 
better understanding of their lived experiences, their challenges, needs and aspirations. The 
importance of understanding the complexities and nuances of local contexts within remote regions 
is emphasised in the literature. Building on what is already there, from the existing knowledge, 
abilities and networks, is a relatively simple concept which is so often ignored when ‘experts’ arrive 
to solve a community’s problems for them. Rather, experts and locals need to work together, 
drawing on and integrating both expert and local knowledge. 

Understanding the context, having a reliable and diverse information base to direct open and 
accountable decision-making, is a critical first step in building the resilience of rural and remote 
communities to address the challenges they face. This information base can then be used to 
support and develop local capacities and local institutions so they can take charge of their own 
futures.  

Empowered communities have been shown to be very effective in responding to incremental 
change processes or specific crises. Local businesses and community organisations are more likely 
to have established relationships and networks, a reservoir of trust and capacity that external 
agencies lack. These networks and relationships can be supported and further strengthened to build 
resilience and capacity to take informed action. 

Results from this research suggest that there is already a good foundation of networks and 
relationships across local businesses, community organisations and government agencies in the 
Central West region of Queensland. Further investment in capacity building is likely to be well 
utilised when targeted at local needs. 

This capacity building is the first stage in transforming governance in the region from a centralised 
capital city model to a more collaborative regional governance which increases the involvement 
local people in decision-making processes. Local people strongly expressed their desire to be 
involved in decision-making. The Central West already has successful examples of such 
arrangements, such as: 
• RAPAD which fosters joint projects and collaboration between the seven local shires; and

• The Central West Rural Wellness Network, which was set up during the drought, and has
helped to foster collaboration between government departments and NGO groups, and
streamline mental health services.

Literature reviewed for this project also suggests that fostering engaged governance is crucial, not 
only as a local operational necessity, but also as a pathway to inform and direct the development of 
appropriate policy relating to regional Australia. The need for such transformational change is most 
evident when environmental, economic, or social contexts make some existing arrangements 
untenable. While good governance is evident in some organisations in the Central West, some 
arrangements could be further transformed to support more resilient communities.  

Building on the existing good foundations, greater collaboration between government, businesses 
and community has the potential to build resilience, thereby supporting positive social and health 
outcomes, and strengthening regional and national economies. The recognition of high adaptability 
to change in this region (Productivity Commission 2017), means that investment is very likely to be 
well used. When matched with significant local effort investment has a significant multiplier effect in 
these small communities.  
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A set of four principles, to underpin strong governance arrangements and to support resilience 
building in the Central West region, are proposed. 

6.2 Principles 
As described, rural and remote Australian communities, where people live away from centres of 
economic and political power, are confronted by complex and interrelated challenges, including 
financial, social and environmental change, large geographical areas which are sparsely populated, 
an increasingly unpredictable climate, lack of infrastructure and services, and vulnerability to overseas 
markets and changes in the monetary exchange rates. We identify four key principles which would 
underpin collaborative responses to the challenges confronting rural and remote communities. 

v Equity
The first principle is that of equity, the quality of being fair and impartial. In the context of the Central 
West region equity has relevance at three levels. The first level is equity for each individual within 
the region. Governance processes must give due consideration to all members of every community. 
It should not be only the loudest voices that are heard. The second level is equity for all business 
interests in the region. For example, in the Central West, current drought assistance programs were 
not seen as equitable, with town businesses often times excluded from support. The third level is 
equity between ‘urban’ and ‘rural and remote’ communities. Sparse population bases, scattered 
over vast distances, often leaves rural and remote communities without a strong political voice. 
In terms of building resilience, three questions which encourage equity are: 

• Resilience of what?
• Resilience to what? and
• Whose resilience? (Martin-Breen & Anderies 2011:10).

These questions require an understanding of the local context, and to consider all members of the 
community. Basically the same questions can be asked about vulnerability, transformation or well-
being.  

Collaborative local governance arrangements support the inclusion of local ideas in decision-making 
processes, and help address the question of ‘Whose reality counts?’. Consideration of how the 
discussion around drought is framed and presented, by whom and using whose reality, is critical to 
ensure equitable outcomes.  

v Flexibility
The second principle which underpins responses to the challenges confronting rural and remote 
communities is that of flexibility, the ability to successfully adapt to and survive change processes.  
The localised diversity within and across rural and remote regions and communities brings particular 
challenges. Flexible arrangements are needed to respond to local contexts. For example, the 
Central West encompasses diverse communities and towns, and the needs of Longreach are 
different from smaller centres such as Isisford or Stonehenge. In particular, delivery of services 
requires consideration of local context and be designed to meet local needs.  

The resilience literature highlights the importance of ‘flexibility’ to help foster innovation. Siloed 
disciplines, rigid organisations and limiting social norms will stifle innovation. Collaborative local 
governance is well placed ensure flexibility to respond quickly and appropriately to crises such as 
droughts. 
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v Valuing local knowledge
The third principle which underpins responses to the challenges confronting rural and remote 
communities is that of valuing local knowledge, the process of including diverse voices in decision 
making processes. 

As highlighted previously, local people in the Central West region want their voices, their concerns 
and needs to be heard in decision making processes. It is a common complaint in western 
democracies that local voices are not given the same degree of credibility or attention as scientific, 
expert or bureaucratic knowledge. One of the failures of participatory processes is that all 
knowledge is not seen as equal, and local people still feel that their opinions and ideas are not 
valued.  

Processes for including a diversity of voices in decision making processes must be open and 
accountable, with appropriate feedback provided so that communities understand where their 
information went, and whether or not it made a difference. Modern resilience approaches advocate 
for the integration of different knowledges in decision making processes.  

v Working together
The fourth principle which underpins responses to the challenges confronting rural and remote 
communities is that of working together. In resilience systems thinking, decision-making is required 
across scales, both vertically and horizontally, and there will be multiple interacting centres of 
control and power. Genuine collaboration involves both listening, talking, and including diverse 
voices in decision making processes, with all stakeholders seen as equal partners in the process.  
The goal of working together must always be towards the ‘common good’, but this does not mean 
promoting consensus. Looking for one solution can be difficult, if not impossible when faced with 
‘wicked’ problems. Developing a suite of diverse but complementary solutions can provide better 
outcomes. This can be achieved through well facilitated processes. It has been shown that the 
process of working together stimulates new ways of understanding ‘wicked problems’ facing rural 
and remote communities, and supports informed, collaborative responses. 

The real challenge lies in converting these principles into practice. How do we work together to 
address the identified challenges and impacts in the Central West region of Queensland, and 
potentially across the broader regional Australian landscapes. Results from this project identify a 
set of recommendations to governments and other interested stakeholders. 

6.3 Recommendations 
A set of 17 major recommendations, which respond to the challenges confronting rural and remote 
communities in the Central West region of Queensland, are presented. Some specific actions are 
also included for each resilience characteristic. Suggestions for, and a process towards 
implementing, ongoing research are also listed.  

Attention to these recommendations will help address both the ‘symptoms’ and ‘causes’ of such 
challenges. They draw from both analysis of survey and interview responses, and the current 
literature on resilience building which is considered at the cutting edge of regional development 
science. When decision-makers Decide to act [D], these recommendations incorporate strategies to 
help Understand the local context [U], Support local capacities and institutions [S] and transform 
towards collaborative local governance [T]. 
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v  Transform regional governance so as to foster local decision-making 
Helping to transforming governance is a proactive measure that governments and other decision-
makers can implement, in line with local people’s requests as part of this research. Such 
governance arrangements will help communities cope with inevitable change, including drought. 
A more collaborative approach with local decision-making is perhaps the greatest need in rural 
and remote areas, as highlighted in the literature.  
Recommendations 
1. Foster more local input to decision-making

1.1 Provide appropriate support to local individuals and organisations so they can be 
involved in decision making processes. 

1.2 Change roles and responsibilities to reduce centralised accountability and reporting 
requirements. 

2. Support the development of stronger links and partnerships between organisations
2.1 Both between regions and within the region. 
2.2 Ensure collaboration building processes are well supported and appropriately 

facilitated. 

Some specific actions relating to engaged governance include: 
• Explore a partnership between Queensland Government and Central Queensland University

to develop higher education degrees and courses in tourism and agriculture.
• Develop a Sheep and Agriculture technology hub in Longreach with a partnership between

Department of Agriculture and Forestry and other organisations.

v Extend infrastructure and services
Recommendations 
1. Build understanding of the local context for infrastructure and services, ‘how things work in

the bush’.
2. Provide guaranteed funding for state and national roads recognising these are essential

infrastructure for state/national economic development.
3. Improve whole-of-government planning for services, including basing relevant public servants

in regional towns.

Some specific actions relating to community infrastructure and services include: 
• Support local government initiatives to provide fast WiFi internet across the Central West.
• Support initiatives regarding health services, to ensure that the region continues to build its

capacity to provide local services, rather than people travelling to large coastal centres.

v Recognise people-place connections
Recommendations 
1. Recognise people’s ‘connections to place’ and support their desire to stay in the local area.
2. Support people’s desire to build sustainable businesses as part of their connection to place.

Some specific actions relating to people-place connections: 
• Amend 1st home owners scheme to allow young people to purchase older homes, as there

are no or limited new homes available in the Central West.



90 

v Acknowledge community networks
Recommendations 
1. Identify and support social activities and events that are important to specific

communities/towns/region.
2. Support the development of stronger links and networks between and across the

community, social organisations, schools, business and government.

v Build local knowledge and skill levels
Recommendations 
1. Identify the diversity of and develop processes to integrate local knowledge and skills into

decision making processes.
2. Implement place-based determination of training needs with local individuals and

organisations deciding what is required.
3. Identify and support mentoring and coaching programs appropriate to the local context and

needs.
4. Support both existing collaborative local governance arrangements, and development of new

local initiatives relating to governance.

Some specific actions relating to knowledge, skills and learning include: 
• Work with local people and businesses to identify training needs.
• Provide opportunities for local people to develop skills for networking, partnerships and

improving governance
• Foster partnerships between government, universities and private industry to allow TAFE

and university courses to be run out of Longreach.
• Ensure ongoing funding for the small business financial counsellor.

v Support the development of diverse and innovative economies
Recommendations 
1. Identify and respond to the drought induced financial needs of town businesses to ensure

equitable government support to all those in need.
2. Develop processes which encourage/direct government and charity groups to invest and buy

locally, supporting local businesses.
3. Develop measures to support and foster stronger collaborations between businesses within

the region & between regions.
4. Develop measures to support and foster innovation across the region.

Some specific actions relating to diverse and innovative economy include: 
• Base State Development and other appropriate staff in the Central West.
• Foster a buy local campaign, so that all state government departments source goods,

services and supplies locally, rather than purchasing from outside the Central West region.
• Develop incentives for small business to maintain current staffing levels, similar to the

current state government scheme for new employees.
• Revise the remote area allowance to be in line with CPI.
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Recommendations for ongoing research and actions 

- workshop, evidence based, resilience building

While actions relating to recommendations are listed above, it is strongly suggested that additional 
research be undertaken to provide a solid evidence base to inform any such actions.   
The first step we suggest is that a stakeholder workshop be convened to identify and/or assess 
research requirements and subsequent actions based on results tabled in this report.  

Five suggestions to guide this workshop discussion include the need for: 
1. A socio-economic analysis of the contribution of small business to community and economic

well-being in the Central West region.

2. An education audit including existing facilities, training and partnerships.

3. A social network analysis of the Central West to identify current links, strength of existing
relationships, and opportunities for further development of partnerships.

4. A review of current successful social resilience and governance initiatives operating in the
Central West, and other rural and remote Australian regions.

5. An exploration of appropriate governance arrangements for rural and remote Australian
communities, including action planning approaches.

Of particular note is the need to focus attention of resilience building initiatives, drawing from the 
evidence based research listed in this report and recommended research.  

6.4 Conclusions – Building resilience in the Central West 
This research was commissioned by Western Queensland Drought Committee to “identify the 
financial, social and mental issues associated with drought and the most appropriate responses to 
alleviate hardship and build resilient communities across the central-western health region” 
(Queensland Department of Health 2016). The project objective, as stated in the contract, was to 
“build community resilience by providing evidence based policy advice to influence public, private 
and NGO service providers to deliver best-practice programs that focus on long-term as well as 
short-term issues” (Queensland Department of Heath 2016). 

The issues associated with drought are examined with a literature review, as well as through data 
about local people’s views. This literature review is reported under financial (Chapter 3.2 Economic 
issues), social (Chapter 3.3 Social issues) and mental issues (Chapter 3.4 Impact of drought on 
health). A second literature review (Chapter 4 Building resilience) explores resilience, the strengths 
and weaknesses of the resilience discourse, and how to help build resilient communities.  

The project also explored the perspectives of small town businesses in the Central West region of 
Queensland (Chapter 5). The policy advice and guidelines for appropriate responses build on this 
evidence base and focus on building resilient communities across the Central West.  



92 

Key findings 

Town businesses are an important component of regional economies, and provide vitally important 
social capital. The issues of declining turnover, dwindling population, poor health and mental health 
of town communities are exacerbated by drought. As part of the highly variable climate, drought is a 
destabilising factor that overlays all of the other global and national trends, such as declining rural 
population and lower terms of trade. 

Government policies that help support people during a drought are frequently criticised for being 
both reactive (responding to, rather than preventing impact), and inequitable (providing support for 
grazing enterprises and not town small businesses). Support for small businesses is essential if the 
region is to remain economically and socially sustainable.  

Some town businesses in the Central West region have developed innovative strategies to enable 
them to survive. Collaborative partnerships formed between government, private business, NGO’s 
and local communities are helping build resilience and adaptability. These positive stories need to 
be told, and the lessons from the Central West may solve problems inherent to many rural and 
remote regions.  

A focus on building resilience has been identified as a contemporary approach towards pro-actively 
addressing the impacts faced within this region. Rural and remote regions tend to be different to 
other regions, and it is vital to understand the complexities and nuances of the local context. 
Supporting and enhancing local governance, ensuring that local people are provided with 
appropriate opportunity to actively engage in decision making processes, is recommended as a first 
step in the resilience building process. This report calls on all stakeholders to work together to build 
resilience in the Central West region of Queensland, and in doing so providing a model for all 
regional Australia. 
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Appendix A: Remoteness Index and Central West Queensland Travel 
Distances 

The purpose of the Remoteness Structure 

“The concept of remoteness is an important dimension of policy development in Australia. The 
provision of many government services are influenced by the typically long distances that people 
are required to travel outside the major metropolitan areas. The purpose of the Remoteness 
Structure is to provide a classification for the release of statistics that inform policy development by 
classifying Australia into large regions that share common characteristics of remoteness” 
(http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/home/remoteness+structure#Anchor2a). 

MAP OF AUSTRALIA ILLUSTRATING THE 2006 REMOTENESS STRUCTURE 
(http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/home/remoteness+structure#Anchor2a). 



106 

The Remoteness Area Classes on this map come from the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of 
Australia (ARIA+). This index is determined by a formula based on factors such as the road distance 
to service towns classified into five categories based on population size. 

Service Centre Category Urban Centre Population 

A 250,000 persons or more 

B 48,000 - 249,999 persons 

C 18,000 - 47,999 persons 

D 5,000 - 17,999 persons 

E 1,000 - 4,999 persons 

F (ARIA++ only) 200 - 999 persons 

 (https://www.adelaide.edu.au/apmrc/research/projects/category/about_aria.html).  

The table below lists the RA categories developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). 

Figure 2 - 2011 Remoteness Areas of Australia 
(http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/4a256353001af3ed4b%202562bb00121564/6
b6e07234c98365aca25792d0010d730/$FILE/ASGS%20Remoteness%20Structure%20-
%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf) 

Remoteness classifications provide the opportunity to compare statistics of regions that share 
common remoteness characteristics. 
(http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/d3310114.nsf/home/remoteness+structure#Anchor2a).  
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Appendix B: Written survey questions 

Western Queensland Drought Committee _ 2016 Business Survey 
Section one: Respondents’ business profile  
Q 1. How would you classify your business? 
Q 2. What is the location of your business? 
Q 3. What would you consider your busiest months of the year? 

Section two: impact of the drought on central western Queensland businesses 

Q 4. What percentage has your turnover dropped since 2013? 
Q 5. What costs do you consider the hardest to meet every Month/Quarter? 
Q 6.  Are you experiencing increased problems collecting money from customer accounts? 
Q 7. How many staff, including yourself, have you employed over the last three financial years? 
Q 8. Have you had to reduce hours for any staff? 
Q 9. Did you pay yourself a wage in any of those years? 

Section three: small business drought assistance  

Q 10. Have your customers used Prepaid debit/credit cards in your business? 
a. If yes, how helpful were these to your business?
b. If possible, please estimate the amount of purchases made with pre-paid cards.

Q 11. Have you received any assistance in the past 4 years, since 2013?  
Q 12. Assistance can have impacts on local businesses, both positive and negative. Please list any 

impacts you have experienced personally, to help us better target future programs. 
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Appendix C: Interview outline 

Semi-structured interviews are like a free-flowing conversation, but based on a few key questions, 
sometimes with a list of subsidiary questions to make sure the interviewer covers all the key 
aspects.  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Telephone interviews 

Hello, I am Dana Kelly and I am working with the WQDC looking at the impact of drought on small 
business. I understand that you answered a WQDC survey recently, and said that you would be 
happy to be interviewed. I was wondering if you had time now for a chat, or if we schedule a time for 
me to ring you back? Our chat will probably take about 30 minutes.  

I would like to let you know that everything you say to me is confidential. I will be amalgamating the 
information provided during these telephone interviews, and only giving the summary to the WQDA 
people. Of course, as western Qld is a relatively small community, some things you say may be 
able to be linked to you by people living in the community here.  

If you like, I am happy to provide a summary to you before I send this to the WQDC. You will 
certainly be able to get a copy of the final report if you would like.  

[A] What sort of business do you have please?
[B] What town are you located in?
[C] What impact has the drought had on your business?
[D] What impact has the drought had on your social life?

— What has been the most difficult things for you to cope with personally?
— What has the impact on your involvement in community activities?

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Face-to-face interviews 

1. What positive things are you doing in your organisation (business) that boosts community
resilience?

a. What are you doing (have done) that is different or innovative to other regions?
How?  Why?

b. Are there any difference in running a business (OR delivering programs) in the
Central West?

2. Where do you see this community in 5 or 10 year’s time?
3. How do you feel about living in this region?
4. What advice would you give someone new to the outback?
5. What advice would you give someone if they were setting up a similar business (running

programs like yours) in another region of Australia?
6. From your point of view, is there something missing in this community that would make it a

better place?
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Appendix D: Drought declared shires in Queensland in 2017 
QUEENSLAND DROUGHT SITUATION as at 10th March 2017   
www.LongPaddock.qld.gov.au Information contained in this publication is provided as general 
advice only. For application to specific circumstances, professional advice should be sought. The 
Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, Queensland, has taken all reasonable steps to ensure the 
information in this publication is accurate at the time of publication. Readers should ensure that they 
make appropriate inquiries to determine whether new information is available on the particular 
subject matter.  

REGIONAL COUNCIL DECLARED STATUS 
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Appendix E Real Estate: Building approvals, House Prices 

Value of Building Approval in the RAPAD Region 

(Queensland Government Statistician’s Office 2017:20) 

Declining House prices 
According to Paton (2014), drought and unfavourable economic factors have contributed to 
purchasers being cautious, and consequently lower real-estate prices.  

The median house price in the three biggest shires, Longreach, Barcaldine and Blackall-Tambo, 
has reduced as shown in the tables below (http://www.yourinvestmentpropertymag.com.au/top-
suburbs/qld/) 

Barcaldine 
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Longreach 

Blackall- Tambo 

Lower land value has an impact on farmers, until 2017 when prices rose; but also all SB as their 
land loses value and has an impact on real estate businesses and local investors. 

Total land value 

Residential land Commercial land 
value 

Rural land value 

Barcaldine 58000 
49500 

2013: 6 323 800 
2016: 5077800 

390874500 
470185960 

Blackall-Tambo 41500 
25000 

3587200 
2192400 

263067400 
315069600 

https://www.dnrm.qld.gov.au/our-department/news/2017/march/2017-statutory-land-valuations 

“Some localities such as Blackall and Tambo reflected significant decreases in median values due 
to the prolonged drought conditions that the shire has experienced through 2014–15 with the 
median value of residential land in Blackall falling from $46,000 to $27,750” (DNRM 2017). The 
residential markets in Alpha, Jericho, Aramac and Muttaburra have seen a significant decline in 
property values, due to the downturn in the mining industry and the effect of the severe drought in 
the region. Due to the diverse economy of Barcaldine, residential land values in Barcaldine town 
have remained static with little sales activity (DNRM 2017). Primary production land has seen a 
moderate increase in value within the Barcaldine Regional Council area as confidence builds from 
unseasonal winter rain being received in 2016, record high cattle prices and low interest rates 



112 

Appendix F: RAPAD Schools Registration 
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