
 

Heavy toll as Australian farmers struggle
through drought

March 2 2015, by Glenda Kwek

  
 

  

The Australian town of Walgett is at the centre of a crippling drought that has
left farmers in the region battling for survival

On the road to Walgett a sign welcomes visitors: "Farming is not a way
of life, it keeps everyone alive." But with drought taking a heavy toll on
the region, farming has become a battle for survival.

The Australian agricultural town, which takes its name from the
Aboriginal word meaning the meeting of two rivers, is in the grip of the
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worst drought in a century, with disillusioned farmers battling to stay
afloat.

Three wet seasons have come and gone with hardly a drop of rain. Green
floodplains have become endless expanses of cracked brown earth.
Along roads lined with wooden stakes set up to measure water levels,
instead plumes of dust rise between the feet of passing emus. The
horizon shimmers in a haze of heat.

"It's a game of chess in every direction to try to survive—it's a game of
survival," Wayne Newton, a farmer from the remote town some 650
kilometres (400 miles) northwest of Sydney, told AFP.

"The mornings are the worst because you don't know what's in front of
you and you know it's going to be a gruelling day.

"What really gets you down is if you've got to put a cow down or
something that's been too affected. It just builds, the constant pressure
and no relief."

Chris Clemson, who has helped farmers sell their livestock for almost
two decades, said even hardened and experienced landowners were
struggling.

"I've had some really big, solid farmers say to me if it doesn't rain, they'll
have to walk," he said.

Australia—one of the world's largest red meat producers and
exporters—had its hottest year on record in 2013, while last year was
third warmest.

This is putting fresh strain on farmers in areas like Walgett, in the
southeastern state of New South Wales. The region was hit by drought
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for most of the first decade of this century. The current dry period spans
NSW and Queensland—an area bigger than France.

"We had droughts 2001-08, then we had three years off and then we are
back in it again," said Bill Murray, whose family has farmed a large tract
of land about an hour's drive west of Walgett for 150 years. "And that's
hard."

Adding to their despair, an Australian study last year forecast climate
change would lead to less rainfall in the nation's south—and more severe
droughts.

  
 

  

Livestock agents sell cattle at a weekly market in New South Wales, where
mental health experts say the risk of suicide has increased as farming conditions
worsen
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Emotional, financial toll

Salvation Army rural chaplain Lloyd Graham said communities in
Walgett and in the town north, Lightning Ridge, were "very low in
spirits".

"You have husband and wife at each other's throats and you have
families that are bickering about it, and the drought causes that much
stress that it all comes out in the open," he said.

But the increased availability of mental health services has helped
struggling families to cope this time, he added.

While there are no known cases of suicide in Walgett due to drought, it
is a big issue for rural communities in the country.

An Australian National University study on the link between suicide and
drought in NSW from 1970 to 2007, published in 2012, found "clear
evidence" to support a 15 percent increased risk of suicide for rural men
aged between 30 and 49 as farming conditions worsen.

Trevor Hazell, a rural mental health expert at the University of
Newcastle, said what was missing were longer-term studies on the
impact of living under drought conditions.

"There is social research during the time of drought, but as soon as the
drought breaks, the research stops," he said.
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Emus look for food in the dry earth near Walgett, Australia, a drought-hit area
that 10 years ago had 1.2 million sheep and 89,000 cattle but now has only
200,700 sheep and 23,000 cattle

More assistance needed

With 80 percent of the Walgett area's income coming from agriculture,
Murray has watched locals increasingly struggle with financial as well as
emotional problems during his recent three-year stint as mayor.

"In 2010-11, this shire was the third-highest in agricultural production in
NSW," Murray said as temperatures of 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees
Fahrenheit) scorched his property.

"(Now) we are at the bottom of the list. We've gone from a rooster to a
feather duster."

Walgett, home to the largest grain depot in the southern hemisphere,
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now produces no wheat.

  
 

  

Australia had its hottest year on record in 2013, while last year was third
warmest

Just over a decade ago, the area had 1.2 million sheep and 89,000 cattle.
Now there are 200,700 sheep and 23,000 cattle, Clemson said.

This has driven workers to leave for employment in regional cities, while
families who send their children to boarding schools have moved away
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in search of lower costs, devastating already struggling towns.

Calls for more assistance are growing amid reports lenders have
tightened the screws on debt-laden farmers, with Agriculture Minister
Barnaby Joyce urging banks to stop foreclosing on farms.

"We don't want people tossed off the land because of the drought and
we've stayed in close communication with the banks," Joyce told AFP,
adding that two of the nation's biggest lenders, Commonwealth Bank and
ANZ, pledged to show restraint.

The government, meanwhile, has introduced new drought loans and cut
interest rates for such schemes with National Farmers' Federation
president Brent Finlay saying: "These people are under a huge amount of
stress... a lot is just trying to help people through this."

© 2015 AFP

Citation: Heavy toll as Australian farmers struggle through drought (2015, March 2) retrieved 25
April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2015-03-heavy-toll-australian-farmers-struggle.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

7/7

https://phys.org/news/2015-03-heavy-toll-australian-farmers-struggle.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

