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Meeting the Crisis in the Murray-Darling Basin 
 
 

Horticulture Snapshot 
 

·  Horticulture in Australia is extremely diverse, comprising some 45 individual 
industries/commodities  

�  covering fruit, cut flowers, turf, nuts, vegetables, nursery and garden, and 
extractive crops. 

·  Horticulture is the second- or third-largest (depending on the year) agricultural 
industry (larger than Dairy and Wool combined, for example). 

·  The gross value of production (GVP) of horticulture at farm gate is around $7bn 
(2005-06)1. 

·  When mulitpliers associated with processing, wholesaling, distribution and 
retailing are included, the total value of horticulture to the economy is estimated 
to be more than $20bn. 

·  Horticulture generates exports worth around $800m a year. 

·  Horticulture is also the fastest growing agricultural industry - in the last five 
years, the GVP increased by 31%. 

·  Over 25,000 horticultural enterprises nationally employ more than 100,000 
people: 

�  this accounts for around 25% of overall agricultural sector employment; 
�  increasing employment and economic growth from horticulture are providing 

great opportunities for rural communities. 

·  Horticultural crops use around 17% of total irrigation use1 and produce around 
40-50% of Australia’s irrigated produce 

�  every 100ML of water used in horticulture generates $250,00 and four jobs 
on-farm; 

�  every 100ML of water used in horticulture generates approximately $0.5 
billion for the economy. 

 
 
 

The Murray-Darling Basin System 
 

The MDB system is Australia's most important agricultural region, accounting for 41 
per cent of the nation's gross value of agricultural production (1992).  The MDB 
system extends over three-quarters of New South Wales, more than half of Victoria, 
significant portions of Queensland and South Australia, and includes the whole of the 
Australian Capital Territory. Well over half of the Basin is in New South Wales and 
almost a quarter is in Queensland (Table 1, below).  
 
 

                                                
1  ABARE, 2007 
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Table 1 State shares of the Murray-Darling Basin  

State Total areas of  
states in km2 

Areas in  
MDB, km2 

% of states  
and ACT in 
MDB 

% of the 
area  
of the MDB 

NSW 802,081 599,873 74.79 56.65 

Victoria 229,049 130,474 59.96 12.32 

QLD 1,776,620 260,011 14.63 24.55 

SA 984,395 68,744 6.98 6.49 

ACT 2,367 2,367 100.00 0.22 

Totals 3,794,512 1,061,469 - 100.00 
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The Impact of Further Water Restrictions 
 
Background 
 

·  Water contingency planning applies to water supplied through what is known 
as the southern MDB – the Murray, Murrumbidgee and the Darling Rivers 
below Menindee. 

·  Owing to the critical water situation, the Federal Government has announced 
that all outside water use for domestic purposes that depend on MDB supplies 
be prohibited from 1 July 2007.  

·  This represents Level 5 water restrictions – 150 litres per person per day for 
personal use only. All outdoor water use is banned.  

·  Ground water connected to these rivers would also cease to be pumped.  
·  It is estimated that 350Gl (for distribution) is currently in the system which is 

considered by the experts to be barely enough to meet town/urban demands.  
·  Options are being developed that will deliver town water and some form of 

restricted stock and domestic allocation to allow permanent plantings, dairy 
herds and other livestock to survive. 

·  Stock and domestic water has the second highest priority, behind town water, 
however the experts are not entirely sure there is enough water in the system to 
meet all stock and domestic requirements. 

·  Creeks, irrigation channels and all wetlands will be disconnected from the 
Murray, Murrumbidgee and Goulburn rivers. 

·  The large inflows into the southern MDB usually occur between July and 
November;  therefore the current water shortage is not likely to change for 
many months. 

 
 
Impacts on Horticulture and Regional Communities in the MDB System 
 

The looming withdrawal of water allocations for irrigated intensive crop and animal 
production in the Murray Darling Basin presents governments with a major challenge 
with respect to assessing the most suitable and equitable forms of assistance to utilise 
in a timely manner to industries it has had little experience with in the past. 
 
In the Murray Darling Basin system there are an estimated 138,000 ha of permanent 
plantings (grapevines, citrus, stonefruit and pomefruit etc.), which are facing 
unprecedented water restrictions (with the possibility of 0% water allocations for the 
coming year from 1 July 2007).  However, it needs to be borne in mind that other 
areas, outside the MDB system, have also been impacted severely by the drought, 
and may have little or no access to irrigation water.   
 
In 2001 the MDB system produced approximately $1.6bn of fruit per year (farm gate 
value only, derived from ABS Census 2001);  this would clearly be much reduced 
with severe water restrictions. This figure is only the farm-gate value of production 
and does not include value added through the economy, particularly in regional 
Australia.   
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Using the standard multiplier for horticulture (x4), the value to regional communities 
along the MDB system for fruit production alone is likely to be in the order of $6.4bn 
on 2001 figures.   
 

·  60% of the Australian wine industry relies on the Murray Darling system 
(80% of wine exports emanate from production in the Murray Darling 
system). 

·  70% of Australia’s table grapes come from the Murray Valley 
·  80% of Australian citrus exports come from the Murray Valley. 
·  98% of Australia’s dried grapes come from the Murray Valley 

 
All these industries have made huge investments in domestic and international 
markets that have been realized in partnership with Government over a long period of 
time. Inability to supply for even one season would have an adverse impact on 
Australian horticultural industries, with other countries taking advantage and 
supplying our traditional markets.  If we are absent for three years or more, we will be 
forgotten. 
 
However there is even more is at stake, as the severe drought may require replanting 
of permanent plantings. The replacement cost of permanent plantings is of the order 
of $20,000/ha (or higher if trellis and irrigation are included), plus annual losses for  
a minimum of 3 and up to 10 years while new plantings mature. 
  
The loss of 1 hectare of permanent planting can result in a net cost of up to 
$80,000/ha: 

·  Lost income 5 years at $12,000/ha= $60,000  
·  Replanting = $20,000  
·  Total cost = $80,000/ha plus interest  
·  This would be offset by some new income from the new planting, but at low 

yields for the first 5 years, say $15,000/ha gross income;  and also by saved 
depreciation on the dead trees, say $10,000/ha  

·  This gives approx $55,000/ha net cost (not including interest).  
 

The impact of restrictions at the level of 0% allocations could be very severe. In a 
worse case scenario, if all 138,000 ha are affected, the cost would be in the order of 
$7.6bn on current figures.   
  
At the 1996 Census, the Basin had an estimated population of 1,956,765 - 10.94% of 
the total Australian population.  In the event of significant water restrictions, most 
horticultural businesses would not recover, and over 75,000 person-years of work 
would be lost. (In horticulture approximately one job is created for every $100,000 of 
turnover;  and four jobs per 100ml of water).   
 
Manufacturing industries in the Basin have a turnover of more than $10.75 billion 
(1992);  such severe impact on the horticulture industry is likely to also have 
significant flow-on effects for regional industries - especially food processing, pack-
houses, and consultants/suppliers of services and products (irrigation, chemicals, 
machinery, etc). 
 
In the event that water in-flows to the MDB system improve, the current top priority of 
the MDBC is “the domestic component of town water supply, basic landholder rights and 
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domestic and stock needs, and critical industry requirements.”  Horticulture insists on 
genuine consideration of the survival of permanent plantings as a “critical industry 
requirement” – stock can be agisted/moved, orchards and vineyards cannot.   

 
To protect the many years and millions of dollars of industry investment in research, the 
industry needs to ensure minimal water is available to protect our precious plant 
material (eg industry/State DPI/educational institutions, research stations and plant 
breeding facilities);  and a grant to assist industry to maintain on-farm/breeding nurseries.   
 
The possibility of zero allocations also impacts on loss of plant material and years of 
research and hard-fought for markets.  It raises the spectre of plant diseases and pests left 
unattended (fruit fly, vine yellows, fibelite, etc out of control) with consequent flow-on 
effects onto domestic and export trade.   
 
Another serious impact of the potential loss of large tracts of plantings is on the 
environment – with significant impacts on salinity, soil degradation and erosion;  and the 
loss of a major carbon sink from the national estate. 
 
Even at full allocation, horticulture utilizes only 17% of the nation’s irrigation 
water;  yet it produces more than 40%2 of the outcomes from irrigation. It would be 
a great tragedy for the nation if profitable plantings, jobs and businesses were lost 
due to lack of access to water for survival, and the social fabric of major regional 
communities (perhaps irreparably) torn. 

                                                
2  Source: ABS 2002-03 
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Urgent assistance measures required to address the 
economic and social impacts on MDB communities 

 

Summary of Key Recommendations 
 
A. Information Requirements 
 

Decision-making by individual growers requires up-to-date and ‘small bites’ of easy-to-
assimilate information on: 

·  Water Allocation; 
·  Future Predictions; 
·  Technical strategies for dealing with limited water. 

 
Actions: 

·  Ensure that simple and concise information on water allocations and future 
predictions is available to growers on a weekly basis. 

·  Ensure consistency in allocation policy/decisions between states and 
announcements. 

·  Provide stories on model farms/case studies to assist their decision making 
processes [industry responsibility]. 

·  Provide information on minimal water requirements for industries/regions 
[industry responsibility]. 

·  Development of a 1800 number to respond to information requirements. 
·  Maintenance of industry representative structures to ensure growers are 

provided with adequate information and support through the crisis.   
 
B. Exceptional Circumstances 
 

The current EC package is not being effectively accessed by horticulture. As a matter of 
urgency, an alternative model suitable to the situation for intensive industries (rather than 
the traditional model developed for dry-land, broad-acre farming) needs to be developed by 
1 July 2007.  Proposed ameliorative solutions include:  
 

Actions: 
·  Secondment of a drought relief support officer from DAFF to Horticulture 

Australia Council (HAC). 
 

Addressing Economic Impacts: 
·  Adapt the existing EC program to meet the needs of horticulture by  

1 July 2007;  including: 
�  eligibility criteria relevant to the current circumstances and the industry (eg 

removal of the requirement to demonstrate exceptional circumstances for the 
past 3 financial years;  changes to off-farm income and farm assets criteria); 

�  interest rate subsidy; 
�  ongoing expenses – relaxation of threshold and off-farm income; 
�  elimination of the discrimination against mixed family holdings. 

·  Structural Adjustment packages (‘Exit with Dignity’ strategi es), including the 
provision of Farm Help (income support and re-establishment grant). This may be 
useful for those wishing to exit farming altogether. 
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·  Face-to-face delivery of individual and customised financial and business 
strategies and options to enable individual growers to make informed 
decisions regarding options to continue in or exit the industry – including 
vastly increased resources to the necessary agencies at the local 
community/regional level (eg Rural Financial Counselling services and 
Centrelink);  

·  Extending and harmonizing state governments’ assistance; 
·  Perennial crop replanting assistance; 
·  Deferral of fixed water and water transfer charges; 
·  Retention of farm employees in production lag phase; 
·  Income support through Centrelink would be required;  however there will be a 

need to address the longer term requirements of perennial crop producers who 
may need to access off farm employment for an extended period whilst crops are 
maturing (3-10 years).  Some tailored employment or retraining assistance 
programs may therefore be required. 

·  Relocation assistance - Many farmers are being forced to relocate to regional 
centres to find paid work while the farm is unable to generate an income stream 
due to the current drought situation. 
 
Supporting Farming Families: 

·  Establishment, through DAFF, of a national network of Local Drought 
Support Coordinators, working in partnership with Drought Support and Rural 
Financial Counsellors. 

·  Social gatherings – To be organised by the Local Drought Support Coordinators.  
·  Drought Household Assistance (DoCS) - up to $2,000 per household to pay 

domestic bills only. This would be very helpful for those who have an immediate 
loss of income. 

·  Deferral of charges - Growers who are located within the southern MDB areas 
should receive some form of rebate, subsidy or deferment on the payment of 
essential charges for utilities and services.  

·  Immediate granting of pension entitlements to older generations who wish to 
hand over the family farm. 

 
C. Maximising Water for Horticulture 
 

The future of horticulture may depend on the allocation of limited water to preserve its 
longer term viability.  In the event that water in-flows to the MDB system improve, the 
current top priority of the MDBC is “the domestic component of town water supply, basic 
landholder rights and domestic and stock needs, and critical industry requirements.”   
 
Action: 
Horticulture insists on genuine consideration of the survival of permanent plantings 
as a “critical industry requirement” – stock can be agisted/moved, orchards and 
vineyards cannot. 
 
Even at full allocation, horticulture utilizes only 17% of the nation’s irrigation water;  
yet it produces 40% of the outcomes from irrigation. It would be a great tragedy for 
the nation if profitable plantings, jobs and businesses were lost due to lack of access to 
water for survival, and the social fabric of major regional communities (perhaps 
irreparably) torn. 
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A.  Information Requirements 
 
Actions: 

·  Ensure that simple and concise information on water allocations and 
future predictions is available to growers on a weekly basis. 

·  Projections for each region of the MDB system: 
�  Modelling future scenarios – for longer term decisions. 

·  Development of an effective and efficient water trading system – certainly 
for the short-term at least. 

·  Information on commodity returns/market prices [industry responsibility]. 
·  Develop a national system of ‘Model farms’, updated weekly to assist decision 

making [industry responsibility]. 
·  All grower representative bodies to prepare for August/September when 

‘reality’ hits [industry responsibility]. 
·  Development of a 1800 number to respond to information requirements. 
·  Close liaison with Rural Financial Counsellors;  ensure they have access to 

industry-developed resources such as the Decision Tree and Decision Support 
Model [industry responsibility]. 

·  Maintenance of industry representative structures to ensure growers are 
provided with adequate information and support through the crisis.  Loss of 
farm incomes, and mass exits from an industry, can also impact – at least in 
the short term - on the financial viability of the very organizations growers 
need to support them through a period of difficult decisions. 

 
 
B. Exceptional Circumstances 
 
Economic Assistance 
 
The drought we are experiencing is a supply drought and dealing with it takes years 
of recovery.  Rain helps, but unless water storages are well supplied, we will have to 
work with water restrictions for a long time. For irrigated horticulture on permanent 
plantings the option to close down farm practices is a severe option, with years of 
recovery required.   
 
For the first time, irrigated horticulture has also received EC support.  Rightly so, the 
government has recognised the supply drought for irrigation is just as serious as a 
dry land drought affecting those farmers. 
 
Sustaining consumption and a living wage through a wealth decline is an issue, with 
the evidence suggesting people have sold investment properties and reduced 
retirement investments as part of their response to current conditions.  

·  This will of course sustain incomes at the current time, but result in reduced 
consumption and reduced future investments, and increased demand on 
government pension funding, into the future  

·  The “cashing” of these investments, and also in some cases sales of operating 
assets, have been used to maintain a living wage, or may also have been used 
to reduce debt. Reducing debt will take some financing pressure off, and may 
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enhance sustainability of operations, but does not obviate the lack of a true 
economic return from operations.  

 
Reduced farm incomes have also been partly managed by increasing the extent of off-
farm income being used to support living incomes, and in some cases also potentially 
subsidise farm operations. There are two major issues in this regard:  

·  The opportunity cost in labour – no longer available for farm operations;  and  
·  The potential flow through affects of lost regional incomes limiting the 

availability of jobs to support the off-farm work.  
 
Actions:   
 
Secondment of a drought relief support officer from DAFF to HAC: 
 

·  An experienced officer who is familiar with the various systems, agencies and 
programs could greatly assist in providing HAC members and growers with 
information on what many perceive as ‘negotiating the labryinth’; 

·  Ideally this would be for a period of 3 – 6 months, to assist with the initial 
‘crisis’ period after 1 July.  

 
‘Exit with Dignity’ Support Strategies  

 

Enhancement of the “AAA” package to allow farmers to exit promptly with adequate 
resources to start a new career.  Many people could lose their life savings as a result 
of the expected economic downturn.  Managed restructuring in the lower MDB 
system will enable some growers to leave the industry whilst retaining the value of 
industry assets, including social capital.  
 
Farmers are choosing to sell water off and remain in their home rather than choosing 
to sell the farm.  There are two problems with this approach:  there are few buyers; 
and this is all many have to retire on.  Water value is currently greater than farm 
value.  The loss of water out of the pumps district is further eroding an infrastructure 
that is critical to the remaining participants. 
 

·  A short term exiting package, ($100K instead of $75K) designed to assist in 
a quick exiting of farming to be introduced by 1 July 2007.     

·  Face-to-face delivery of individual and customised financial and business 
strategies and options to enable individual growers to make informed 
decisions regarding options to continue in or exit the industry – including 
vastly increased resources to the necessary agencies at the local 
community/regional level (eg Rural Financial Counselling services and 
Centrelink);  

·  Fast-tracking (by State and local governments) of applications for complying 
land subdivision and rezoning processes. 

·  Farm Help (income support and re-establishment grant). This may be useful 
for those wishing to exit farming altogether. 
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Appropriate Exceptional Circumstances support 
 

·  An EC declaration specifically for intensive irrigated industries.  The current EC 
declaration will be reviewed in March 2008.  If the dry land farmers are not in 
drought any longer, irrigated horticulture will also lose the drought assistance 
under the current rules.  In addition, the definition of ‘small business’ in regional 
communities should be broadened to include the small businesses in rural 
communities (such as the corner store, the local butcher etc). 

·  Amendment of the EC criteria to reflect the current circumstances.  The 
‘normal’ criteria are based on dry-land, broad-acre farming, and require 3 years in 
exceptional circumstances plus the normal EC criteria.  Given the unique set of 
circumstances which is likely to occur in the MDB, these criteria would need to be 
relaxed.  

�  All producers in the MDB system (including irrigators) are currently 
eligible to apply for EC assistance.  However this will have to be revisited 
(depending on weather conditions in the interim) before the relevant expiry 
date to ensure eligible MDB system producers are able to apply for EC.  

�  The EC assistance expiry date will most likely need to be extended in 
order to allow for the longer term impacts of crop death, and the nature of 
assistance will need to cater for the possibility of a 4-9 year production lag 
phase. 

·  In difficult times it’s imperative for farmers to have confidence that their 
applications for relief are processed quickly.  We are aware that unprecedented 
demand is causing processing delays.  Therefore agencies need to be adequately 
resourced to meet demand in a timely manner. 

·  Income support through Centrelink would be required;  however there will be a 
need to address the longer term requirements of perennial crop producers who 
may need to access off farm employment for an extended period whilst crops are 
maturing (3-10 years).  Hence some tailored employment or retraining assistance 
programs may be required. Income support also enables those who choose to stay 
to manage surviving plantings/the environment can continue to stay in the family 
home if they wish.  In some cases, though, this may involve assisting the grower 
via a financial counselor to pursue complete exit and restructure.   

�  Doubling the asset limit.  To be eligible for EC Family Income Support, 
total assets excluding essential farm assets & bona fide superannuation and 
life insurance, must not exceed $229,000.  This excludes a large proportion 
of farmers who may have assets tied up in non-liquid investments geared 
towards their retirement;  however these farmers are still faced with 
exactly the same issues of having a low to zero cash flow.  

·  Off-setting of farm losses against farm income. 
·  Interest subsidy support is available (eg via the NSW Rural Assistance Authority). 

Under the current scheme up to 80% of the interest payable on eligible farm debt 
(limit of $100,000 in 12 months, $500,000 over 5 years). A limiting criteria exists 
on net essential off farm assets up to a value of $458,000 (excluding super and life 
insurance). This figure fails to recognise successful farmers who diversify through 
investing off farm, yet still face the immediate financial difficulties associated 
with drought.  Often these investments are designed with superannuation in mind. 

·  Professional advice and planning grants are available through Centrelink.  This 
program is aimed mainly at drought mitigation and recovery. It would be very 
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useful for growers who need advice available through avenues such as Viability 
Assessment. 

·  Farm management deposits – under EC farmers can withdraw funds within 12 
months of deposit and still retain the tax deduction for the original amount in the 
income year the deposit was made. They can deposit up to $400,000 and earn up 
to $65k in non farm income. 

·  Means test free grants for essential property maintenance eg pest and disease 
control, pruning and environmental works. 

·  More drought management projects managed by Catchment Management 
Authorities (CMA), with income received by growers from this activity exempted 
by Centrelink when assessing assets. 

·  Drought Household Assistance (DoCS) - up to $2,000 per household to pay 
domestic bills only. This would be very helpful for those who have an immediate 
loss of income.  

 
Extending and harmonizing state governments’ assistance.  For example, the 
Victorian Government currently provides the following assistance: 
·  A $5000 water rebate of water bills for all irrigators who received less than 50% 

allocation (though the horticulture industry believes that this program needs to be 
extended and the amount increased);    

·  A cash grant of $1500 per apprentice to businesses in EC areas;  industry believes 
this needs to be increased to $5000; 

·  $1.8m for on-farm advice to drought affected farmers;  
·  4 new rural counsellors at a cost of $1.2m;  however, this number continues to 

increase significantly as the need arises.  
·  Department of Human Services in the current budget was allocated additional 

funding to employ more psychologists to assist farmers with mental health issues 
– the issue is finding the most appropriate locations.  Mental Health First Aid 
courses have already been given across the state through DHS.  

·   Funding for councils to provide social and sporting events.  
·  Shire Councils have also received funding for Drought Co-ordinators.  
·  $170K is currently allocated to Vicrelief and Foodbank (through the Department 

of Community Services), for food parcels for drought affected farmers.  Industry 
also believes that this amount has fallen far short of requirements, and that an 
additional $700K is required, to meet current requirements. 

·  $1.5m for drought affected business counselling.  
·  Debt mediation This has recently been introduced to Victoria.   NSW have 

operated a statutory system for some years with great success.   Both the banks 
and the farmers have walked away from a one-off opportunity to have a mediation 
to write off debt in NSW.  This debt mediation helps not just the farmers, but also 
the community (in being relieved of the debts being left in their community). 

 

Other initiatives which are seen as being of great potential benefit could include: 
·  Petrol vouchers to farmers, due to the distances required to travel to get family 

essentials. 
·  Funding to schools in drought affected areas.  The Victorian Education 

Department has now allocated $2.9m to employ more social workers within the 
schools, and provide assistance for families with school uniforms, excursions and 
other essentials. 

·  The CWA initiative to disseminate information to some farmers on assistance 
available through intermediaries (eg tanker drivers) is an excellent concept. 
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However, there is a need to consider how other commodities (such as horticulture) 
can be most effectively contacted, as such assistance available on a “first in, first 
served” basis. 

 
‘Macro-economic’ intervention in the MDB region 
 

Because of the recessionary economic impact on rural communities, it’s imperative 
there be a fiscal response to avert the recessionary impacts, eg, the Government could 
accelerate infrastructure investment within the Murray Valley and this would be for 
water, transport, business and other sectors.  For example, a water savings project 
under the National Water Plan would be an appropriate investment. 
 
Addressing the substantial lost State and Regional Income  

 

·  An industry diversification strategy must be established and implemented.  
·  An investment attraction strategy for each region, in consultation with the relevant 

regional horticulture reference group/centre must be made a priority within each 
State’s Strategic Plan. 

 
Perennial crop replanting assistance 

 

Irrigated horticulture have invested years and millions of dollars into research and 
protection of integrity of plant material.  The supply drought recovery will require 
replanting at some stage.   

 

·  It is recommended that this would cover costs of: 
�  removal of dead crop. 
�  new planting material. 
�  new under-plant irrigation. 
�  associated labour. 

Note: Annual crop growers should also be considered in other areas of potential 
assistance, given that many have forward contracts to fulfill and/or significant 
liabilities incurred due to high infrastructure investment costs associated with 
intensive production. 
  
Deferral of fixed water charges 

 

·  Deferral of fixed charges for irrigation water supply and domestic use in those 
catchments where surface water allocations reach zero.  

·  Deferral of charges will reduce financial pressures on farmers. 
·  These deferrals should apply to last season as well as the coming one (2007-08) in 

areas where zero allocation for general or high security water has already been in 
effect. Any charges which have already been collected should preferably be 
channelled back directly to water users (as individuals or via their irrigation 
board) rather than lumped into a general EC assistance package pool of funds. 

 
Deferral of water transfer charges 

 

·  Postponement of the transfer fees on temporary water transfers.  
·  Currently, irrigators pay a fee of approximately $150 each time they make a 

temporary water transfer within a farming business. It is not uncommon for 
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irrigators to make up to six transfers each year. The temporary transfer is an 
administrative process undertaken by State Water or equivalent delivery body. 

 
Retention of farm employees in production lag phase 

 

·  Growers will need assistance to retain employees whilst irrigation water is 
unavailable or limited to ‘survival’ supply levels. The ‘Drought Force’ scheme 
administered federally by Centrelink may suffice but allowance needs to be made 
for longer term assistance in the event of perennial crop death and subsequent 3-
10 year lag phase until production resumes. 

·  Payroll tax relief for farming enterprises may be required where employees are 
retained on wages in spite of the crisis. This could take a similar form to the NSW 
State and Regional Development program which offers assistance to 
small/medium sized businesses that can show a 50% current or expected decrease 
in annual sales or earnings before interest and taxation (EBIT).  

 
Supporting Farming Families and Communities 

 

The current drought has highlighted a need for better integration, and increased 
responsiveness, of services to maintain and improve the health and well-being of rural 
and regional Australians.  
 
Current estimates of nature of this current drought, and predictions of on-going 
drought as a result of climate change and variability, leave little doubt that this is 
unlikely to be a one-off event.   
 
The concern of farmer representative bodies, including HAC as the peak national 
‘umbrella’ organisation representing horticulture, is that in the present situation many 
farmers are facing major decisions about their future viability within their industry, 
within agriculture, or even within their community.  However, many may not be best 
placed at this time to make a rational decision. 
 
Farmers are traditionally ‘proud’ – independent, resilient, and self-reliant.  These 
characteristics can also lead to isolation behind the farm-gate, with farmers unwilling 
to acknowledge that they are struggling, unwilling to seek support and help (even 
from their nearest and dearest, but often also taking their frustration and despair out 
on those closest to them), and bearing the full burden of difficult decisions and 
hopelessness on their own shoulders. 
 
Issues of significant concern amongst our farming communities include increasing 
rates of: 

�  Depression; 
�  Family break-up; 
�  Suicide; 
�  Stress-related health impacts;  and 
�  Loss of social support networks and sense of community (social capital). 

 
There is a plethora of government, community and welfare agencies doing an 
excellent job of attempting to ameliorate the situation – BeyondBlue, Centrelink, 
DAFF and state DPIs, Rural Financial Counsellors, CWA, banks, ACOSS member 
agencies, DOCS and state equivalents, and so on.  However, we believe that what is 
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required is a ‘whole-of-governments, whole-of-community’ response to service 
delivery in this situation. The two key issues are: 

1. Awareness of what services are available to farming families;  and 
2. Accessibility of/willingness to access those services. 

 
Recommended – a National Network of Local Drought Support Coordinators 
 

This proposal is modelled on the highly successful Dairy Family program, established 
jointly by NSW DPI and NSW Dairyfarmers Association as part of a suite of 
responses to de-regulation of the Dairy industry.   
 
It is proposed to combine the most outstanding successful activities of this program in 
the person of a local coordinator/family counsellor: 

�  networking and coordination of services at the local level, making farmers 
aware of the services on offer and the individual and agencies offering those 
services; 

�  free social activities (BBQs, family days, Awards Night dinners), which 
brought the local farmers together with the local service providers in an 
informal, relaxed atmosphere – and which also enabled them to engage their 
social support networks within their community; 

�  family counsellors/social workers/counsellors who can visit families on-farm, 
and offer support, a ‘listening ear’ and appropriate referral to other agencies.  

 
The individuals concerned would need to be “locals” themselves, conversant with the 
circumstances and issues at the local level.  They would require basic administration 
skills;  and appropriate skills in social work, counselling, family counselling or 
community development. 
 
The coordinators would require funding for their salaries;  admin. support (phone, 
printing of contact list fridge magnets and local newsletters, photocopying etc.);  a car 
or fuel reimbursement;  social events (though the Dairy Family experience was that 
sponsorship was often forthcoming from local businesses);  regular de-briefing 
sessions and 6-monthly workshops with their colleagues nationally.   
 
The local coordinators would be required to work closely in a team with the DAFF 
EC team, including Rural Financial Counsellors and Drought Support Officers.  They 
would be oversighted at the local level by a Steering Committee (similar to those 
which currently support Rural Financial Counsellors), and at the national level by 
DAFF. 
 

Estimated costs per coordinator would be around $100,000 per coordinator per 
annum.  Estimating approximately 95 local coordinators nationally, plus national 
coordination, the total is somewhere in the vicinity of $10m per annum. 
 

 
Additional proposals to ensure effective support to farming families during this 
crisis include: 
 

Rural Financial Counsellors - are a valuable asset to any rural community and they 
have played an important role in helping thousands of farmers examine and assess 
their financial positions. 
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·  With added pressure brought on by the drought, farmers and people in the 
agricultural industry need to ensure that they have access to good information 
when making important financial decisions.  The better informed the decision 
maker, the better their financial decision will be.  Rural Financial Counsellors 
ensure that people are aware of all the financial options available to them. 

·  Financial pressures, brought on by drought, are a major factor of depression and 
anxiety in rural communities.  The ability for people to discuss financial options 
with experts plays a major role of alleviating some of the increased stress caused b 
the drought. It is vital that significant funds be put towards this area given the 
potentially massive draw on resources as the result of new industries applying for 
assistance in large numbers. 

 
Social gatherings – To be organised by the Local Drought Support Coordinators.  
·  For example, gatherings of local farming communities and support agencies have 

been occurring on an ad hoc basis across NSW.  (This also reflects the experience 
of the highly successful DairyFamily in NSW.)  Reports from these meetings have 
been overwhelmingly positive, with the gatherings giving people the opportunity 
to get together and discuss the current drought situation with the relevant local 
experts present to answer any questions regarding support and assistance during 
these times. 

·  So far these gatherings have been local initiatives, however with funding and 
information provided these similar style gatherings could be easily run across the 
state.  These gatherings are a very cost efficient way of achieving two very 
important functions. 

·  First, by bringing all the local support agencies together it is a very effective way 
of ensuring that farmers have all the information they require on financial 
assistance and counselling support.  With the NSW Rural Assistance Authority, 
Centrelink, Drought Support Workers, Rural Financial Counsellors, Mental Health 
groups, Local Shire Councils and NSW DPI Livestock Officers present, it also 
provides an informal environment where questions can be asked and the problems 
of “self assessing” overcome. 

·  Secondly, such gatherings also serve as an important social opportunity for people 
to come together and help overcome the feeling of isolation that is often 
associated with drought and times of hardship (loss of social capital). 

 
Support for mental health - The impacts of drought upon mental health are well 
recognised.  Anecdotal reports from Drought Relief Workers, Rural Financial 
Counsellors and local GP’s all point to an increasing mental health crisis in rural and 
regional areas, exacerbated by the current drought conditions.  These reports are 
backed up with statistics regarding suicide rates among male farmers and farm 
workers being more than twice the national average, or the estimate that every four 
days a farmer takes their own life. 
·  beyondBlue has initiated (May 2007) a full audit of both local and national 

agencies and programs involved in supporting mental in rural Australia.  The 
agency has also developed a comprehensive ‘kit’ which can be distributed to all 
growers in the MDB. 

·  The NSW Farmers’ Association recently launched the NSW Farmers Rural 
Mental Health Network, and is working with the Network to rollout $100,000 in 
Mental Health First Aid Training during 2007.  However there are comprehensive 
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resources available in the form of printed materials and interactive CD/DVD’s 
designed specifically for farmers experiencing tough conditions.  These resources 
lay the foundation for further training and are used as a first point of reference. 
Examples of these include: 

�  Managing the Pressures of Farming – Australian Centre for Agricultural 
Health and Safety  

�  Toolkit for Getting Through The Drought – Lifeline 
·  These resources provide practical advice and put people in contact with other 

support services available. The distribution of these resources to front line health 
care workers and affected farmers in EC areas would help raise the level of 
awareness and ultimately play a crucial role in reducing the progression of more 
serious metal illnesses and suicides. 

 
Deferral of charges - Producers who are located within the southern MDB areas 
should receive some form of rebate, subsidy or deferment on the payment of essential 
charges for utilities and services.  Charges like Council rates, RLPB rates, utility bills, 
motor and machinery registration and school and health fees all place additional 
pressure on households experiencing low to zero cashflow due to drought conditions. 
A system similar to this was administered through the Country Women’s Association 
to ensure essential bills and schooling costs were covered. 
 
Relocation assistance - Many farmers are being forced to relocate to regional centres 
to find paid work while the farm is unable to generate an income stream due to the 
current drought situation. 
·  Relocation grants would assist people not capable of financing this relocation 

process and who would hence be forced to remain on their property.  Rental 
assistance would further help people in this situation, and also provide an avenue 
for people to financially support themselves through an off farm income during 
the period where the farm isn’t producing. 

·  As part of relocation grants, skills based training concessions or reimbursements 
would ensure that people exiting the farming industry would be able to support 
themselves in alternate industries and therefore reduce their dependence upon 
welfare. 

 
Currently older generations of farmers who have passed the family farm to the next 
generation are not entitled to a pension for a period of five years after the farm is 
transferred.  This results in the parent living on the farm without a source of income 
and becoming reliant upon the younger generations. By granting pension 
entitlements to these older generations it would alleviate significant financial burdens 
on the younger generations who are left running the farm during periods of drought.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



19 

HAC Submission on Meeting the Crisis in the Murray-Darling Basin                                 30 May 2007 

C. Maximising Water for Horticulture 
 

The future of horticulture may depend on the allocation of limited water to preserve 
its longer term viability. 
 
In the event that water in-flows to the MDB system improve, the current top priority 
of the MDBC is “the domestic component of town water supply, basic landholder 
rights and domestic and stock needs, and critical industry requirements.”  
Horticulture insists on genuine consideration of the survival of permanent 
plantings as a “critical industry requirement” – stock can be agisted/moved, 
orchards and vineyards cannot. 
 
To protect the many years and millions of dollars of industry investment in research, the 
industry needs to ensure minimal water is available to protect our precious plant 
material (eg industry/State DPI/educational institutions, research stations and plant 
breeding facilities);  and a grant to assist industry to maintain on-farm/breeding nurseries.   
 
Even at full allocation, horticulture utilizes only 17% of the nation’s irrigation 
water;  yet it produces 40% of the outcomes from irrigation. It would be a great 
tragedy for the nation if profitable plantings, jobs and businesses were lost due to 
lack of access to water for survival, and the social fabric of major regional 
communities (perhaps irreparably) torn. 
 
It is critical that we effectively utilize the last of our water resources.  Every drop of 
water that can be identified and used should be made available to prevent the impact 
of ‘worst-case’ scenarios. The industry is aware of “dead storage” possibilities, and 
wetland recoveries, and would be happy to provide details if required. 
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ATTACHMENT A  
 

Regional Impacts: 
 

Economic Impacts: 
 
The Standard flow-on multiplier for horticulture is x4;  this includes: 

·  Supermarkets, services (doctors, banks, etc) and local communities; 
·  Chemical and fertiliser suppliers; 
·  Machinery and equipment; 
·  Accounting and legal services; 
·  Peak industry bodies; 
·  Industries supporting horticulture (eg food processors, pack-houses, transport 

companies); 
·  Agents/merchants in the wholesale sector. 

 
 

The Economic Impacts on SA - the Riverland  
 

The Riverland regional economy is heavily dependent on horticultural output, 
specifically on wine, citrus, fruit and nuts. The following tables and charts indicate 
just how important the sector is for the health and future of the Riverland economy. 
 

Source: Input Output Table of the Riverland for 2002/03, sourced Econsearch (spreadsheet version of tables) in 
Quantifying the Economic Contribution of Regional South Australia, 2005  
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Source: Input Output Table of the Riverland for 2002/03, sourced Econsearch (spreadsheet version of tables) in 

Quantifying the Economic Contribution of Regional South Australia, 2005.  
 
This information identifies that the Riverland has around 16,500 people employed, but 
an estimated 14,000 FTE’s of employment. Wine grape growing, wholesale and retail 
trade and community services are the largest employing groups. The region has a 
gross regional product (i.e. value added in the region) of the order of $500 million, 
and the gross regional product distribution between industry sectors is similar as for 
employment.  
 
However, when the key economic drivers are considered, the picture looks quite 
different. Exports out of the region (i.e. sales of regional product elsewhere in the 
State, interstate or overseas) are dominated by the wine and citrus industries and other 
horticulture (Note: the sales of the service industry exports are mainly related to 
tourism).  
 
Below Wellington Estimates    

 Area 3 
Normal Water 

Use4 

Minimum 
Requirement for 

Survival 5 

 Crop (ha) (ML/ha) (ML/ha) 
 Wine Grapes 7530 2.5 0.4 
 Almonds 170 7.6 5.5 
Above Wellington Estimates    
 Wine Grapes 23510 8.2 2.5 
 Citrus 7870 10.2 5 
 Almonds 3480 12.3 5.5 
 Stone Fruit 1780 12.4 4 

 

Note:  Minimum requirements for survival were based on best information available in November 2006, and , like 
normal water use estimates, should be regarded as an average requirement over all irrigation system types. 

                                                
3  2004/05 Irrigated Land Use Survey, River Murray Catchment Management Board 
4  Courtesy of Duncan Tullet, Principal Consultant Horticulture, Rural Solutions SA 
5  Courtesy of:   Irrigated Crop Management Service (ICMS) Team, Rural Solutions SA;   

Gerrit Schrale, Principal Scientist, Water Resources & Irrigation, SARDI 



22 

HAC Submission on Meeting the Crisis in the Murray-Darling Basin                                 30 May 2007 

 
Even in the event of median rainfall in 2007-08, the modeling for the report on The 
Economic and Social Impacts of Key Industries on the Riverland demonstrate 
significant adverse economic and employment consequences of the current drought 
(as seen in Figure 4.1, below).  This data does not, of course, include any additional 
consequences for the regional economy should the Prime Minister’s National Plan for 
Water Security need to be implemented for irrigators on 1 July 2007. 
 
“Modelling of the economic conditions for the sectors suggest that the drought, in 
combination with the underlying structural issues faced by growers, is 
estimated/forecast to result in:  

·  2006/07 having an estimated decline in activity in the Riverland compared to 
2004/05 as follows:  
�  Approximately 1800 FTE’s less employment, of which approximately 

two thirds will be in the Grape and Citrus sectors, and the balance will be 
in other areas of the economy (including retail trade, business services). 

 
·  Worsening in 2007/8 even if the drought breaks in this year, with the 

following perspective of possible employment outcomes for the region and 
suggesting the loss of close to 2,000 jobs in 20070/8 relative to where the 
regional economy stood in 2004/05:  

 
Modelling based on Industry forecast of outcomes with a median rainfall year in 2007/08 
and beyond  

 
Over the period 2006-2010:  

·  There will be “lost” incomes within the Riverland region of $300-$400 
million Present Value (PV) relative to a 2004/05 base even if the coming 
year was to have a median rainfall or better (and followed by more 
reasonable rainfall years). If there was to be a further year of drought 
conditions, the lost incomes would escalate to the order of $550 million.  

·  There will be “lost” employment opportunities in the region of 5,000 – 7,000 
person years2 in the event or reasonable rainfall this year and beyond, 
escalating to in excess of 10,000 person years f drought conditions were to 
continue in 2007/08 (before more normal weather patterns resumed.  
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This represents an annual average of almost a 10% decline in regional incomes 
and in employment opportunities over the base level of activity in the economy, 
and while it may in part be replaced by other activity, it represents a very 
significant foregone economic opportunity and generates significant social and 
community cost. This is a significant problem from an individual and community 
context.  
 
From a State perspective, the modelled results suggest that over the period 2006-2010 
the consequence of oversupply in the wine grape sector and continued competitive 
pressure in the citrus sector will result in:  

·  “Lost” incomes to South Australia of $400 - $700 million PV (the lower 
figure is if more normal weather patterns are resumed in 2007/08 while the 
higher is related to a further drought year before more normal conditions 
occur).  

·  “Lost” employment opportunities of 6,000-12,000 person years.  
 

 
Source: PKF Modelled Results based on PIRSA Scenario, The Economic and Social Impacts of Key Industries on 

the Riverland, Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee, April 2007  

  
Therefore the major conclusions of the analysis are that the 2006/07 drought, in 
combination with the underlying structural issues faced by growers, is 
estimated/forecast to result in:  

·  2006/07 having an estimated decline in activity in the Riverland compared to 
2004/05 as follows:  

�  Approximately 1800 FTE’s less employment, of which approximately two 
thirds will be in the Grape and Citrus sectors, and the balance will be in 
other areas of the economy (including retail trade, business services etc)  
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Drought Forecasts of Prices and Volumes with Dry Year 2007/08 on – PIRSA Scenario Estimates6 
 

 
 

·  Worsening in 2007/8 even if the drought breaks in this year, with the 
following perspective of possible employment outcomes for the region and 
suggesting the loss of close to 2,000 jobs in 20070/8 relative to where the 
regional economy stood in 2004/05.  
 

·  Over the period 2006-2010:  
�  There will be “lost” incomes within the Riverland region of $300-$400 

million Present Value (PV) relative to a 2004/05 base even if the coming 
year was to have a median rainfall or better (and followed by more 
reasonable rainfall years). If there was to be a further year of drought 
conditions, the lost incomes would escalate to the order of $550 million.  

�  There will be “lost” employment opportunities in the region of 5,000 – 
7,000 person years in the event or reasonable rainfall this year and beyond, 
escalating to in excess of 10,000 person years f drought conditions were to 
continue in 2007/08 (before more normal weather patterns resumed.” 

 
This represents an annual average of almost a 10% decline in regional incomes 
and in employment opportunities over the base level of activity in the economy, 
and while it may in part be replaced by other activity, it represents a very 
significant foregone economic opportunity and generates significant social and 
economic impacts on the regional community. 
 
In the event of further (partial/total) losses of water allocations in the MDB 
system, the picture is clearly even worse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6  PKF Modelled Results based on PIRSA Scenario, The Economic and Social Impacts of Key Industries on the 

Riverland, Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee, April 2007 
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NSW 
 
Irrigated agriculture uses just 1.5% of agricultural land in NSW, but accounts for 
about 30% of production and is valued at $2.98 billion farm gate7, horticulture 
industries account for approximately $1.5 billion of that total. The NSW horticulture 
industry in total has a farm gate value of approximately $2.2 billion which contributes 
a total of close to $9 billion to the NSW economy and employs 20,000 people.  
 
A Centre for International Economics report8 on the Pratt Water Initiatives estimates 
the impact of a 10 per cent reduction (220GL) in water availability to the 
Murrumbidgee Valley at $31.8 million ($28.0 million) reduction in agricultural value 
added when the real wage (employment) is fixed; and the indirect impacts are $20.7 
million reduction ($1.23 million rise) in processing and flow-on activities. In total, the 
whole region will lose 876 jobs under this scenario;  therefore the impacts of a zero 
allocation would be massive.  
 
A recent report from the Griffith, Leeton and Carrathool Councils9 on the potential 
impacts of a zero water allocation estimates the impacts on their region as follows: 

·  Overall dependence on irrigation is estimated at 80% with a 50% dependence 
on high security water. 

·  Wine and table grapes – 70% of NSW and 30% of Australian production 
�  1500 jobs; 20,000 ha of vines on 700 farms – valued at $720 million. 
�  No high security water will result in loss $0.5 billion in vines and $2.88 

billion in earnings. 
·  Citrus fruit and juice – 30% of Australian production 

�  1500 jobs; 8,500 ha of orchard over 690 farms – valued at $32.5 million 
per annum. 

�  No high security water will result in $38.7 million in lost earnings and 
total loss of orchards with attendant re-establishment costs. 

·  Other permanent plantings of prunes, peaches, apricots, walnuts, almonds, 
cherries, olives and apples will be lost. 

·  There are 4,475 hectares of vegetable crops in the region with a farm gate 
value of $41 million3 and this industry employs hundreds of casual and full 
time employees. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
7  NSW Irrigators’ Council fact sheet 
8  Economic effects of Pratt Water Initiatives - An evaluation of potential effects within the Murrumbidgee Valley 

Report prepared for the Pratt Water Initiative Centre for International Economics Canberra & Sydney November 
2004 

9  Report Re-Restriction of High Security and Stock Water Allocation to the MIA – Griffith City Council 2007. 
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Victoria – Murray (Sunraysia) & Goulburn Valleys 
 

Horticulture supports 8500 businesses in Vic (2), concentrated in two main regions, 
and employs 50,000 full time staff – with an additional seasonal labour of 100,000 
during harvest (2): 
 
Murray Valley/Sunraysia (including the Mildura and Swan Hill  areas) 
 

·  3070 businesses in Murray Valley. 
·  Total irrigated area of 67,000ha. 
·  Of the 3070 growers in the area, 20% or 600 are high risk. 

 
Figure 4-7 Mildura Horticultural Region crop mix 2006 – 67,000 ha10 

 

 
·  There are 17,000 jobs of all types in the Mildura Region (ABS figures 2003 

see Appendix 4) and around 1,900 on Newstart allowance. 
 
 

Figure 5-1 Sunraysia Rural Counselling Service Inc. Client Statistical Summary 5 Year 
Comparison of Client Numbers (Courtesy G. Thornton)11 

 

                                                
10  Economic Sustainability Study of Mildura Horticultural Region,  Charles Thompson, RMGC, 

March 2006 
11  ibid 



27 

HAC Submission on Meeting the Crisis in the Murray-Darling Basin                                 30 May 2007 

Goulburn Valley 
 

The Goulburn Murray Water (GMW) region covers the area bounded by Cobram, 
Shepparton, Ardmona, Tatura, Kyabram, Rochester, Echuca, Boort. 

 
The region is an intensively irrigated farming region where the principal rural 
industries are dairying, horticulture (stone and pome fruit and tomatoes) with some 
mixed grazing (sheep and beef) on irrigated and rainfed pastures as well as some 
irrigated and rainfed cropping. 
 
The GMW region contains a population of 115,000 due to its closely settled irrigated 
farming activity and the associated larger service towns and value-adding industries 
that have established there. 
 
The economic performance of the region is dependent on the strong rural sector and 
the associated value adding industries. The region has all the features of an efficient 
food production and processing industry cluster, with geographically close association 
between the food producers, processors and service industries. The flow-on effects to 
other sectors in the regional economy results in an estimated total GVP from the 
regiont of $7.8bn in 2000. This is a significant contribution to Victoria’s economy. 
For horticulture, the estimated value of production (GVP)of the value-added product 
was $734m (2000). 
 
All of the processors have invested heavily in new computer and information 
technology to improve efficiency in the production, communications and management 
aspects of their businesses. For horticulture, new product receival, handling, sorting, 
processing and packing lines are planned for the fruit and vegetable processors. The 
major companies have estimated that, over the next five years, they will invest up to 
$440m in increased production capacity, efficiency, and quality management to meet 
future market expectations. 
 
Rural landholders in the catchment are investing between $30-40 million annually in 
farm infrastructure to support their share of the implementation of the Goulburn 
Broken Regional Catchment Strategy. This investment provides protection against 
land and water degradation through improved water use efficiency, improved 
drainage, reduced soil salinity and waterlogging, improved water quality, more stable 
soils and enhanced biodiversity. 
 
The GMW is one of Australia's premier fruitgrowing areas – principally orcharding 
and tomatoes, with some significant vegetable growing areas;  and is centered on the 
region because of reliable water supply, suitable soils and good climate. Horticulture 
(fruit and grapes) represents 22% of the region’s Farm Gate GVP. The major fruit 
processing facilities are located in the irrigation region. This high level of production 
is occurring from less than 4% of the total irrigated land area and demonstrates the 
region’s potential to expand into high-value horticulture, using underutilised land and 
water, provided major new markets emerge. 
 
The principal orchard crops are pears, apples, peaches, nectarines, apricots, plums, 
nashi, kiwifruit and cherries grown for both the fresh market and for processing 
through the major canneries in the region. In recent years, these crops have undergone 
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major growth in production quantities. The impact of the global market has forced the 
industry to develop intensive, high density planting systems in an effort to produce 
early yielding, quality, price competitive fruit and the resulting additional tonnages 
are available for the export market. 
 
The region grows: 

·  90% of the national deciduous canned fruit production 
·  85% of the national pear crop 
·  45% of the national stone fruit crop 
·  14% of the national fresh stone fruit crop 
·  16% of the national apple crop 
·  90% of the national kiwi fruit crop and 
·  80% of the national nashi fruit crop 

The total average annual production of fruit exceeds 250,000 tonnes12. 
 
Table 5 - Fruit varieties by area of production, tonnage and market outlets13. 

 
The region exports 16% of its fresh fruit production and approximately 55% of 
processed fruit.  
 

·  There are 874 horticultural businesses in the Goulburn Valley region, 
including:  
Pome and stonefruit:  
�  670 Orchards  
�  10,600 ha 
�  380,000 tonnes “normal” production  
�  producing a FGV $170m. 

·  Other GMW (irrigated) horticultural Crops include: 
Processing Tomatoes: 
�  3,000 hectares 
�  250,000 tonnes 
�  producing a FGV $26.25m 
Fresh Market Tomatoes: 
�  900 hectares 
�  65,000 tonnes 
�  producing a FGV $32.5M 
Olives:  
�  At least 800 hectares 
 

                                                
12  Economic Profile of the Goulburn Broken Catchment, Myfora Pty Ltd - Michael Young & 

Associates 
13  Northern Victoria Fruitgrowers Association - 1997 Orchard Census. 
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Wine Grapes: 
�  Approx 3,000 hectares. 

 

·  GVP for the Goulburn Valley is $232m with a gross value-added production 
of $650m. 
�  Goulburn Valley has a multiplier effect of six. 

 

·  2007 production forecast was 336,075 tonnes, but due to frost in September 06 
production was actually 210,000 – a 37% decline.   Value of lost production 
equals $86.7m. 

 
·  Total employment in the region was 73,365 (ABS 1996) distributed across all 

sectors in the regional economy, as shown in Fig.2 below. In horticulture, the 
valley employs 4,000 full time staff – plus an additional 10,000 during harvest. 

 
Figure 2. Employment by Economic Sectors in the Goulburn-Murray Water region 
 

 
 

·  Horticulture requires approximately 6mgl per hectare for full production;  
survival requirements are approximately one-third this figure. 
�  It currently costs $14,500 per hectare to produce fruit;  with the drought 

that is expected to rise to $17,000 due to the price of water. 
�  Goulburn Murray Water turned off the taps around 22 April, leaving $54m 

of fruit still on the trees needing irrigation. 
 

·  Food Processing - Significant value adding to horticultural production occurs 
within the region.  The following food processors, located in the GMW region, 
process more than 500,000 tonnes of locally produced fresh fruit: 
�  SPC Ardmona (3 factories) – employs 3,500 people at peak of the season. 
�  Cedenco  
�  Heinz - Watties 
�  Unilever – Rosella 
�  Campbells Soups 
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Beekeeping 
 

·  There are 500 commercial beekeepers across Victoria. 
·  Post-drought is when beekeepers suffer additional losses to those losses 

already suffered during the drought. 
·  (With luck) the trees start to grow again but don’t flower for the next 2 years.  

There is no crop of honey for up to 2 years. 
·  Until this is experience it is impossible to forward estimate. 

 
 
Latest numbers of successful EC applications for horticulture in Victoria  
(as at April 07) 
 

Apiary   8 
Flowers  9 
Fruit  249 
Mixed Irrigated  133 
Vegetables  56 
Viticulture  318 
 
 
Darling Basin, Queensland 
 
Queensland grows one-third of the nation’s produce. Horticulture is Queensland’s 
second largest primary industry, worth more than $1.5 bn and directly employing 
around 25,000 people within 3,500 enterprises;  and (using the accepted multiplier for 
horticulture x4), it is worth $6 bn per annum.  A host of rural communities rely 
heavily on business created by local horticulture enterprises. 
 
The MDB region in Queensland is worth around $143 m (incorporating the 
horticulture regions of West Darling, Granite Belt and Eastern Darling). 
 
However, it needs to be borne in mind that other areas, outside the MDB system, have 
also been impacted severely by the drought.  In Queensland, the Lockyer Valley, 
Central Burnett and Stanthorpe are three major growing areas badly impacted by the 
drought and have no irrigation water. 
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The Social Impacts of the Current Drought: 
 
The surveys of growers in the Riverland, undertaken for the Socio-Economic Report14 
by UniSA revealed the following themes, though the same conducted in other regions 
of the MDB system would doubtless reveal similar issues: 
 

·  The importance of long-term contracts, particularly CCW contracts: relying on 
spot market transactions to sell fruit is not a preferred long term strategy;  

·  No participants had current household income which easily covered the 
necessities;  

·  Growers were increasingly dependent on very long hours of off-farm work, 
although it only partially compensated for the decline in on-farm income;  

·  Most growers have debt held by banks, particularly those growers who had 
expanded their operations in recent years;  

·  A surprising number of growers remained optimistic and were positive of a 
turnaround in prices;  

·  Those who were more pessimistic felt caught by the fact that land prices were 
now too low to justify selling their blocks;  

·  There was a significant degree of resentment that past years’ hard work was 
not reflected in current income;  

·  There is evidence that low income is leading to growers economising on 
inputs, including water.  
 

The social impact of financial stress was fundamentally emotional stress and 
associated feelings of anger, frustration, fear, uncertainty, guilt, failure, and also being 
trapped. Mostly, these feelings impact on relationships with family members, 
especially wives, through their husband’s inability to talk to them about their 
concerns.  
 
Emotional and financial stress appears also to have exacerbated existing physical 
conditions. However, the most concerning social impact of financial stress in this 
sample of growers is clinical depression and alcoholism (at times both conditions).  
 
People exhibited a range of symptoms from the early stages of depression, through 
people being medicated for depression to a smaller but concerning number of men 
who seem to be suffering major depression but remain untreated and are at risk of 
suicide. 
  

Some participants felt great concern for the health of community members and some 
have been close to people who had suicided. This fear for the health of others, the 
need to listen and help, and at the same time deal with their own problems has put 
stress on members of the community.  
 
There were clear social impacts as a consequence of financial stress and in particular, 
impacts on health and relationships. Pre-existing medical conditions were exacerbated 
by stress and growers’ explained that physical exhaustion, through undertaking off-
farm work and running a property, often led to illness and emotional distress.  
 
                                                
14  The Economic and Social Impacts of Key Industries on the Riverland, Riverland Socio Economic Impact 
Report Steering Committee, April 2007 
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Women in particular were concerned for their husband’s well being and were bearing 
the responsibility for watching their husband’s behaviours and attempting to intervene 
to obtain medical support. The most concerning social impact found within the sample 
was clinical depression and alcoholism.  
 
The study demonstrated that there is a need for counselling, both individual and 
relationship counselling and psychiatric intervention either through a visiting 
psychiatrist or telemedicine services. It is imperative that identified strategies be 
coordinated to assist this rural community. 
 
Further, growers’ discussions of change articulated political awareness of the role of 
government policies. Again, negative attitudes were widespread. The common view 
was that government had an important and supportive role but were failing to fulfill it.  
 
Current water restrictions and drought conditions were referred to in a variety of 
ways. For some growers reduced water supply was a key barrier to continuing to 
produce grapes, while for others it was referred to as a marginal aspect of change 
within the industry. Overall climate and water tended to be discussed as a 
supplementary challenge (and in a few cases as an opportunity).  
 
In the event of further (partial/total) losses of water allocations in the MDB 
system, the situation is clearly likely to be worse. 


