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Aboriginal acknowledgment

The NSW Government acknowledges Aboriginal people as Australia’s first people practising the oldest living 

culture on earth and as the Traditional Owners and Custodians of the lands and waters. We recognise the 

intrinsic connection of Traditional Owners to Country and acknowledge their contribution to the management 

of landscapes, water and other natural resources across NSW.



Deputy Premier’s foreword

For people living and working in regional communities in NSW and right across 
Australia, weather extremes are a familiar part of life. Being battered by drought, 
bushfires and floods has created communities that have learnt to adapt and thrive 
through ongoing challenges. This year the impact of devastating floods in NSW are at 
the forefront of our minds. It’s hard to believe that last year it was the ongoing drought 
– the worst in our State’s history.

Before the recent deluge, many of our regions were experiencing the lowest rainfall 
and driest conditions in more than a century. Between 2017 and 2020, towns were 
facing critical shortages of water, and at its worst, there were 14 towns with less than 
three months’ supply. 

It became not just the worst drought in a lifetime but on record; the impacts were devastating. Farmers found 
themselves unable to plant crops and were forced to euthanise livestock for lack of water and food. At the same 
time, businesses closed their doors as customers tightened their belts, and many jobs and incomes were lost. 

The economic downturn led to social impacts as people struggled with wellbeing and mental health, children were 
kept home from school, and families were separated as parents looked for work away from home.

The NSW Government responded by providing on-the-ground support and unprecedented investment. More than 
$4.5 billion was spent on drought-response measures to help keep regional communities afloat.

We know drought is an inevitable feature of the Australian landscape. But these conditions reflect a future that is 
looking increasingly uncertain. Recent economic shocks, such as drought, floods, bushfires and COVID-19 have 
changed the way we think about regional development. To deliver our Government’s vision for regional NSW 
in the face of this uncertainty, we must develop diversified regional economies that can support people and 
businesses through future challenges,

Future Ready Regions is the NSW Government’s commitment to building strong communities and diversified 
regional economies that are not just built to survive drought but are able to thrive as an economic powerhouse.

Since the easing of drought conditions, NSW has experienced a bumper summer crop. What’s more, the winter 
crop is forecast to reach a record harvest – up to two million tonnes more than in 2016-17.

Despite these good news stories and the relief many regional communities feel, we can’t forget the realities of 
the most severe drought in NSW’s history. We need to be open and reflect on what happened, what communities 
experienced and what we can do better next time. 

The past 18 months have shown how unexpectedly and dramatically conditions can change. Our Strategy builds 
on the experiences and lessons learnt to identify priorities, strategies and initiatives to build stronger regional 
communities and more diverse regional industries.

In line with the priorities identified in the refreshed 20-Year Economic Vision for Regional NSW released in 
February 2021, Future Ready Regions focuses on three key areas:

• sustainable, secure and healthy water resources

• stronger primary industries prepared for drought, and

• stronger communities and diverse regional economies.

This Strategy will be regularly reviewed adapted and renewed to ensure the NSW Government remains focused on 
the changing conditions, priorities and needs of regional NSW. It is a living document that will chart our progress 
against priorities, take in learnings and build on opportunities for our regions to be future ready.

The Hon. John Barilaro 
Deputy Premier 
Minister for Regional NSW, Industry and Trade
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Executive summary

Regional New South Wales is the powerhouse of the state, with a third of its population and one fifth of Gross State 
Product. The regions are home to the engine industries that drive growth across NSW, including agribusiness, 
resources and mining, tourism, freight and logistics, as well as emerging sectors such as advanced manufacturing. 

These industries have been disproportionately impacted by the drought, with compounding economic challenges 
from bushfires and the COVID-19 pandemic.

At the beginning of 2020, 100 per cent of New South Wales was in drought. Between 2017 and 2020, many 
regions faced the lowest rainfall and driest conditions in 120 years – 2019 was the driest and warmest year on 
record for NSW and rainfall was 55 per cent below average.1 

To mitigate the devastating social and economic impacts of the drought, the NSW Government set in motion 
significant measures to help communities and economies survive, from emergency water supply projects and 
water carting, to fee waivers, subsidies and economic stimulus programs. 

As communities came together to support each other through the hardship and sacrifice, more than $4.5 billion 
was committed to drought response measures. 

A coordinated and collaborative response saw government agencies working together to provide the support 
and services the community needed. Local Land Services (LLS) and agencies such as the Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI) forged a critical link between community and government to provide crucial drought advice and 
information. Within 18 months, LLS had visited 5,446 farms, answered about 26,990 phone calls, and supported 
more than 27,000 landholders at events across the state.

Drought is unpredictable and changeable. Coupled with an environment of geopolitical tension, the unknown 
epidemiological impacts of COVID-19, risks to supply chains, trade conflict and accelerating digital disruption, the 
prosperity of our regions is at risk without a concerted and collaborative effort to mitigate the future impact of 
drought.

Critically, climate change is highlighting the vulnerability of communities’ water and energy supplies, as well as 
ecosystems and biodiversity.

The most effective response to rising uncertainty is to plan for greater resilience. This can be achieved by building 
sustainable and diverse regional economies, reducing the vulnerability of communities to changing economic 
conditions and accelerating recovery.

With the easing of drought conditions in most of the state, now is the time to take stock and intensify our 
coordinated approach to ensure our regional areas effectively recover from, and are better prepared for, drought. 

The NSW Government is undertaking rigorous evaluations of drought response and recovery programs to enable 
an evidence-based assessment of the initiatives that had the greatest impact. 

These evaluations will help us deliver a more sustainable long-term investment approach, as well as better 
decision-making tools for the government, and the community, to plan ahead and protect against future droughts. 

1 bom.gov.au/climate/model-summary/#region=NINO34
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Finns Store, Canowindra
Destination NSW
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Building future ready regions

The NSW Government has identified 14 initial commitments to build Future Ready Regions, with the goal of 
achieving sustainable, secure and healthy water resources, building stronger primary industries prepared for 
drought, and supporting stronger communities and diverse regional economies.

These commitments reflect the NSW Government’s three key focal points during the drought response, which 
will continue to guide the Government’s approach through the recovery and preparedness phases. Other relevant 
outcomes, such as improving the environment’s resilience to drought, are captured through many of the water and 
primary industries actions as well as through other existing work the NSW Government is progressing. This work is 
described in the Strategic Context section of this document.

Key commitments 

Sustainable, secure and healthy water resources
1. Fast-track investigations into new groundwater supplies in western NSW.

2. Better integrate land-use planning and water-management decisions.

3. Implement a state-wide water-efficiency framework for regional towns and cities.

4. Improve water-use decision-making for the resources sector.

5. Establish a Water in Mining Advisory Committee.

6.  Investigate standardised water restrictions, with a focus on greater certainty during severe drought.

Stronger primary industries prepared for drought
7.  Upgrade the Enhanced Drought Information System to provide farms with  

world-leading weather and climate data so they can make better business decisions. 

8.  Invest in an expanded Farms of the Future program to accelerate the adoption of ‘ag-tech’ 
enabled production methods which make farms more efficient, profitable and resilient.

9.  Deliver a new ‘Farm Business Resilience Planning’ pilot to provide training opportunities for farm 
businesses to become more resilient and self-sufficient 

10.  Help farm businesses and other landholders diversify their income through carbon farming and 
biodiversity offset programs.

11.  Streamline planning requirements to make it easier for primary producers to diversify into 
agritourism and carry out agricultural operations.

Stronger communities and diverse regional economies
12. Undertake a comprehensive evaluation of drought-support programs.

13.  Support communities and industries to plan for future droughts, including Future Ready 
Community plans in pilot locations.

14.  Develop a Drought Signals Framework with drought ‘triggers’ to provide certainty on government 
decision making and services during drought.
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The following program logic describes the outcomes these actions are working towards

OBJECTIVE: To improve drought preparedness by promoting strong and diversified regional economies, 
building future-ready primary industries, and fostering stronger communities. 

 INPUTS  ACTIVITIES  SHORT-TERM 
 OUTCOMES

 LONG-TERM
 OUTCOMES

• Government support 
(funding, staff, 
regulatory support)

• Market demand 
(industry and 
community 
engagement – clear 
need for Government 
intervention)

• Private sector and 
community drought 
preparedness (guide 
and support other less 
prepared industries and 
communities)  

• Program planning, 
design and delivery to 
address market failures 
and social equity 
objectives

• Investing in better data 
capabilities; improving 
water supply and 
demand

• Stakeholder 
engagement 
and consistent 
communication, 
including on next steps 
and progress 

• Program management 
and reporting 

• Evaluation of drought 
support programs

• Government has a 
plan and framework 
to prepare for and 
respond to drought 
and communicates this 
clearly and consistently

• Businesses have 
certainty about the  
NSW Government’s  
role in providing  
drought support

• Communities 
understand the 
government’s role 
and the roles and 
responsibilities of 
different levels of 
government and other 
stakeholders

• Primary producers have 
an improved capability 
to manage business risks

• Government support 
and services are  
fit-for-purpose

• Regional communities 
understand drought  
and broader climate 
risks and become  
more resilient to 
economic shocks

• Regional economies 
anticipate, withstand 
and adapt to the 
impacts of drought 
more easily 

• Population loss in 
drought-affected 
communities  
is minimised

Supporting a flexible and coordinated approach to regional drought readiness
A clear and decisive drought readiness strategy will enable individuals, businesses and communities to make 
informed decisions that will lessen the social, economic and health impacts of drought and, ultimately, build 
stronger regional communities.

This Strategy provides an overview of our initial key commitments, learnings from the most recent drought and the 
critical challenges to overcome in order to build drought-prepared regional communities.

Future Ready Regions will by nature be flexible and responsive. The next Future Ready Regions update will 
outline key program evaluation findings, and provide an update on progress made against the commitments 
made in this strategy. 
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In numbers: the worst drought on record

Up to $14 billion estimated reduction in GDP
The Commonwealth Bank estimated the most recent 
drought cut GDP by up to 0.75 per cent 

$5.7 billion estimated reduction in 
gross state product in 2018-19 
Further losses of $6.3 billion in 2019-20 and $4.8 billion in 
2020-21 are expected

25% rise in household credit default rates
Seen in the most extremely economically a�ected areas of 
the North West

88% decline in farm cash income
The average farm income was projected to decline 88 per 
cent in 2019-20, compared to 2017-18

The NSW Government’s drought response

WATER
SECURITY

PRIMARY 
PRODUCERS

COMMUNITIES
 AND SMALL 
BUSINESSES

Securing our 
long-term 

water supply

$2.214 B

Responding to 
emergency 
water needs

$362 M

Supporting 
long-term drought 

preparedness

$1.092 B

Cutting 
government fees 

and charges

$196 M

In-drought 
assistance

$365 M

Community 
support

$94 M

Economic 
stimulus
$271 M

TOTAL OF ALL PROGRAMS    $4.594 B

Future Ready Regions Strategy6



In your words: the worst drought on record 

From Joe’s shop-front on the main street, Joe described what used to be a 
vibrant and bustling town centre. However, as the drought continues local 
people have less and less disposable income to spend and more and more shops 
are going out of business and being boarded-up. There is now little to no casual 
employment available in town, no employment opportunities, traineeships or 
apprenticeships available for young people, business owners are just “hanging out 
for rain” and Joe estimates that 70% of the town’s population is already dependent 
on social welfare.

Hanging out for rain in Coonamble

Some businesses have gone from bricks and mortar to an online presence. 
Some have decreased stock on hand and improved marketing strategies...
business owners were resilient and would do everything possible to keep services 
local and people employed. they understand what needs to be done to stay in the 
game, when the drought breaks, they will be here…

The resilience of businesses

Work dried up due to the drought, and one farmer was forced to let four 
full-time workers go and put the business on the backburner. But after fully 
transitioning his fencing business into a metal art workshop, he’s found a new use 
for his treasure trove of tools and discovered an outlet to tell stories of the big dry. 
The self-taught artist’s orders steadily increased and he’s now taking commissions 
for custom pieces. The farmer said his father’s perseverance through drought taught 
him to have a fluent approach to business when it stopped raining.

A farmer in Coonamble

The central west of NSW hasn’t had decent rain for years. The drought has 
severely affected trucking businesses in the region, with poor harvests meaning 
less work. Some businesses found they were ineligible for more than 18 kinds of 
subsidies and were offered little other than the prospect of more debt. “If we did 
refinance and put off paying things off, it’s just putting off the inevitable for us. We’d 
come out the other side of this drought behind again, it just (doesn’t) make sense to 
do that.”

The hard reality for a Central West trucking business
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Central West NSW
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All our plans need to consider  
drought readiness

The impact of drought is multifaceted and pervasive. Drought affects the economy, the cohesiveness of regional 
communities, people’s mental and physical wellbeing, the cultural and economic rights of Aboriginal people, 
animal welfare and the health of the environment. 

A coordinated, whole-of-government approach is needed to manage the impact of drought and better prepare 
for next time. The Future Ready Regions strategy should be read in the broader context of the NSW Government’s 
ambitious plans for regional NSW. 

Regional economic development policies are critical  
for drought preparedness
The NSW Government wants all regional communities to be great places to live, work, study and play.2 Through 
priority investments including the $2 billion Regional Growth Fund and the $4.2 billion Snowy Hydro Legacy Fund, 
we are already working to make this a reality.

Relaunched in February 2021, A 20-Year Economic Vision for Regional NSW reinvigorates the government’s 
economic priorities and aspirations for regional NSW.3 The Vision was refreshed following the cumulative impacts 
of drought, bushfires, floods and COVID-19. It considers the changed economic landscape and identifies new 
opportunities to create jobs and economic growth in regional NSW.

The Vision has a new emphasis on economic strength and diversity. In a world characterised by rising uncertainty, 
regional economies, particularly those reliant on a single industry, are exposed to economic downturns such as 
drought. Strengthening the resilience of major employing industries and identifying emerging sectors into which 
regional economies can diversify can mitigate the severity of these downturns. 

Managing our water resources and protecting the environment
The NSW Government has committed to an ambitious program of work to ensure our most valuable asset is 
managed equitably and transparently for the benefit of current and future generations. 

Major reforms to the water sector will better position us to guarantee water for the health and wellbeing of NSW 
residents, the preservation of our natural environment and the prosperity of our economy. The government is also 
setting a long-term vision for water management and infrastructure investment through the NSW Water Strategy 
and regional water strategies.

The Department of Planning, Industry and Environment is leading the development of these strategies to guide 
water management across NSW for the next 20 years. 

The NSW Water Strategy will set an overarching vision, objectives, priorities and actions. The place-based regional 
strategies will identify the different and changing needs for each catchment using the best available climate 
evidence. They will outline a package of solutions for each catchment, including policy, planning and infrastructure 
proposals, to balance the demands of communities, businesses and the environment. Similar metropolitan water 
strategies are being prepared for Greater Sydney and the Hunter region. 

The NSW Water Strategy is under development. Consultation on the regional water strategies began in 2020 and 
all 12 are expected to be finalised by 2022.4

2 Regional NSW is defined as all of NSW except for Sydney, Newcastle and Wollongong

3 nsw.gov.au/a-20-year-economic-vision-for-regional-nsw-refresh

4  More information on the NSW Water Strategy and Regional Water Strategies is available here:  

industry.nsw.gov.au/water/plans-programs/regional-water-strategies
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Figure 2. How the NSW Water Strategy and regional and metropolitan water strategies interact

NSW Water Strategy

Prepared in parallel

12 regional 
water strategies

Two metropolitan 
water strategies

• Objectives and outcomes for NSW

• Overall state-level priorities

• Alignment for regional and metro strategies

• ‘Top down’

• Place-based planning, developing packages of solutions 
for each region

• Provide evidence and examples for state-level strategy

• ‘Bottom up’

To support the vital role of rivers, creeks and wetlands in sustaining healthy communities and economies, water 
is protected or allocated for the environment under water sharing plans or recovered through infrastructure and 
licence purchases to maximise environmental outcomes. 

Not only does water for the environment support native wildlife and community resilience, it helps recharge 
groundwater systems and protect base river flows, cools surrounding land and enriches soils on the floodplains.

Our essential government services must adapt to the effects of drought
The NSW Government has a comprehensive program of work to improve social and health outcomes for regional 
communities, ultimately leading to better drought resilience. Initiatives include:

• NSW Rural Health Plan: Towards 2021. A plan strengthening the capacity of rural health services to provide 
world-class connected and seamless care for people living in regional, rural and remote NSW.5

• NSW Domestic and Family Violence Blueprint for Reform 2016-2021: Safer Lives for Women, Men and Children. 
A framework building a system that addresses the causes and responds to the symptoms of domestic and 
family violence, including strategies to prevent violence, intervene early with individuals and communities at risk, 
support victims, hold perpetrators to account, and improve the quality of services and the system as a whole.6 

• Regional NSW Youth Framework and Regional NSW Youth Action Plan. A whole-of-government strategy 
to ensure that all regional young people have opportunities for meaningful work, accessible health care and 
education, and to feel part of vibrant and inclusive communities.7 

• Living Well in Focus 2020-2024: A strategic plan for community recovery, wellbeing and mental health in NSW.8

• OCHRE. The NSW Government’s strategy to support strong Aboriginal communities in which Aboriginal people 
actively influence and participate fully in social, economic and cultural life. 

5 health.nsw.gov.au/rural/Pages/rural-health-plan.aspx

6 women.nsw.gov.au/strategies/nsw-domestic-and-family-violence/domestic-and-family-violence-blueprint

7 regional.nsw.gov.au/our-work/pwa-rd/office-for-regional-youth

8 nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/living-well-agenda/living-well-plan-and-report
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Climate change and the protection of native species
The NSW Government is also preparing regional communities to mitigate and adapt to climate change. The Net 
Zero Plan Stage 1: 2020-2030 outlines the steps the government will take to deliver a 35 per cent cut in emissions 
compared with 2005, while enhancing the quality of life and prosperity of the people of NSW.9

Regional NSW plays a major role in this plan, with actions relating to primary industries, coal innovation, organic 
waste and carbon financing committed to. This work has the potential to create new industries in regional NSW, 
diversify income streams for regional businesses and increase resilience to environmental and economic shocks. 
Another benefit will be better protection for regional economies.

Finally, the Saving our Species program is working to increase the number of threatened species that are secure 
in the wild in NSW for the next century and control the key threats facing our plants and animals. The program 
brings together volunteers, scientists, businesses, community groups and the NSW Government to safeguard our 
plants and animals for future generations. By increasing the resilience of native species, the program is helping the 
environment better withstand future droughts.

9 environment.nsw.gov.au/topics/climate-change/net-zero-plan

Black cockatoo
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Sustainable, secure and healthy  
water resources

Without a safe and reliable water supply, people may leave drought-affected communities for good. Guaranteeing 
sufficient water for drinking, bathing, food preparation and essential services such as sewerage and medical care 
is the NSW Government’s top priority during drought. 

The government also has a role to play in ensuring water-reliant businesses, particularly those with a large local 
employment footprint, can access water in a transparent and efficient manner.

The NSW Government has a number of critical support programs in place to mitigate the impact of water scarcity 
in regional communities, and build long-term resilience. 

Decisive action saw us commit more than $2.5 billion to water security infrastructure and programs aimed at 
diversifying water supplies, fast-tracking approvals processes and helping local water utilities better manage risk 
and supply. 

We are reinforcing our commitment to effective drought water management through a series of new initiatives, 
which place a strategic focus on planning for the long-term preparedness and resilience of drought-affected 
regional communities.

We will also continue to advocate for greater flexibility in sharing water between states under the Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan to deliver positive environmental outcomes while also safeguarding water for our communities.

Building sustainable, secure and healthy water resources in our regions will enable communities not only to thrive 
in the good times, but to withstand the impact of future droughts and other climate-related challenges that 
threaten livelihoods and regional economies as a whole.

It will also ensure the protection of the critical waterways that sustain the spiritual, cultural and economic needs of 
Aboriginal communities across our state. 

Murrumbidgee River, Wagga Wagga
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New commitments
1. Fast track investigations into new groundwater supplies in western NSW. We will survey new 

groundwater and underground water-storage opportunities to relieve pressure on existing sources.

2. Better integrate land-use planning and water-management decisions. We will investigate integrating 
water-use considerations into planning assessments, including state-significant development.

3. Implement a state-wide water-efficiency framework and program for regional towns and cities. We 
will work with all levels of government, water utilities, the private sector and the community to improve 
efficiency across the water cycle.

4. Improve water-use decision-making for the resources sector. We will work with the resources sector to 
pilot standardised water-use reporting. 

5. Establish a Water in Mining Advisory Committee. We will bring together government, regulator and 
industry advice on water-related risks to the mining industry. 

6. Investigate standardised town water restrictions, with a focus on greater certainty during severe drought.

Future Ready Regions water security commitments support the NSW Water Strategy and draft regional 
water strategies that have been open for stakeholder and industry feedback in 2020 and 2021, as well as 
the Water Management Act 2000 (NSW), the key framework used to manage the state’s water resources. 

Solar and wind mill, Bathurst
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Why these actions are important

Building water resilience
The NSW Government has a key role to play in helping businesses better prepare for drought. Providing clear and 
accessible information on water availability allows industries to forward plan with certainty.

There is an opportunity to promote drought preparedness by encouraging more industries to meet water-savings 
targets. To fulfil our commitment to regional businesses, we will undertake a review to understand how businesses 
think about their water use and plan for variability.

As a major employer in regional NSW, the government will also work closely with the mining sector to identify 
opportunities for increased water efficiency. In 2018-19, mining contributed to about 50 per cent of total NSW 
merchandise export ($29.3 billion), paid $2.1 billion in royalties, and directly employed almost 30,000 people (and 
119,000 people indirectly), mostly in regional NSW. 

Many mines have already invested significantly in water efficiency and recycling, so there are lessons that could be 
shared more broadly. 

It is also important to recognise that the establishment of new industries in regional NSW and economic growth 
must be balanced with local water planning and management. While new industries can lessen the impact of 
economic shocks, they may also compete for water resources, leading to higher market prices.

Enabling economic prosperity
Water is a central driver for economic development in regional NSW. It is a crucial input for engine industries 
including mining and agriculture, which in turn stimulate further economic activity. Water indirectly supports jobs 
in industries such as tourism, which rely on a healthy environment to draw visitors. 

Unlike metropolitan economies, regional economies are typically characterised by one or two engine (driver) 
industries that significantly contribute to productivity and local employment.10

Economic downturns as a result of drought have a heightened impact in regional communities. The job losses from 
a major employing business downsizing or closing can send shockwaves through regional economies and further 
amplify the negative effects of drought.

The Legislative Assembly’s report11 on support for drought-affected communities noted that the impacts of 
drought are experienced more severely by rural and regional communities solely dependent on agriculture. 

Submissions to the inquiry argued that the impact of the loss of employment opportunities in agricultural roles 
would not be as significant if alternative employment was available in other industries.

In an increasingly uncertain world, all businesses have a responsibility to plan for risks, including varying water 
availability. While some businesses, such as farms, are experienced with managing water risk and accessing the 
water market, others may not have properly considered the risk until the most recent drought.

Some businesses are in areas unaccustomed to extreme drought. Others rely on town water supplies and were 
affected by strict water restrictions. As droughts are expected to increase in severity and frequency across much 
of NSW, all businesses need to plan for future water shortages.

10 Centre for Economic and Regional Development (2017), Regional Economic Growth Enablers Report

11 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/inquiries/2554/Final report into support for drought affected communities in NSW.pdf

Broken Hill
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What the NSW Government is already doing
The government committed more than $2.5 billion to water security infrastructure and programs during the 
drought. Key initiatives are outlined below.

Securing the future of our most valuable resource 
• Finalising and implementing the NSW Water Strategy and regional water strategies.

• Investigating options to diversify water supplies and close the water-use cycle with a focus on  
rainfall-independent sources.

• Improving integration of planning assessment processes into critical water infrastructure delivery and identifying 
opportunities to fast-track these projects during the drought response. 

• Delivering critical water infrastructure projects where work has already commenced.

• Reviewing groundwater assessment processes to introduce a threshold that triggers groundwater assessment 
resourcing at various drought stages.

• Working with the local water utilities sector to implement improved mechanisms and systems to support, 
coordinate with, and effectively regulate local water utilities so they can better manage risks in town water 
systems and reduce risks for regional towns over time (Town Water Risk Reduction Program).

• Providing co-funding to local water utilities under the Safe and Secure Water Program to address town water 
service risks in regional areas, including water supply security. 

• Increasing the amount of water information publicly available and enhancing the use of water  
information dashboards.

Building resilience against future drought risks 
• Using historical and paleoclimate data as well as stochastic modelling and climate projections to better understand 

past and future climate variability, ultimately informing strategic planning and water allocation approaches. 

• Reviewing policies, technical guidance and data provision for secure yield analysis and climate modelling by 
local water utilities to ensure they are robust enough to inform water utility strategic planning, investment 
decisions and drought management into the future. 

• Supporting the NSW Fish Passage Strategy to allow native fish to freely move within and between rivers to 
escape the impacts of drought, and investigate the need for other threatened native species and vulnerable 
habitat strategies.

Supporting transparent and consistent water supply management
• Improving water-management literacy in the community by providing clear guidance on future water availability, 

during all stages of the drought cycle.

• Developing clearer rules around protecting first flows after prolonged dry periods. 
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Church Street Cafe, Dubbo
Destination NSW
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Key learnings from this drought

Many urban and rural water storages reached critical levels
In August 2019, eight towns with populations over 1,000 had less than six months’ water supply. By November, this 
had grown to 22 towns. At the start of 2020, 14 towns had less than three months’ water remaining. 

Water carting to small towns and villages and the construction of emergency infrastructure in larger towns was 
required, but, in many instances, the critical deadline for delivering emergency infrastructure projects was not 
possible within standard planning assessment timeframes. Parliament passed legislation to provide a temporary 
approval pathway to authorise critical infrastructure developments to secure water supplies for regional towns 
suffering shortages.

In some instances, these projects had been identified by council-owned local water utilities but had not been 
implemented or were only deemed critical as drought conditions intensified. More proactive and coordinated strategic 
planning, infrastructure investment and incentives might have helped before critical water shortages emerged. 

These circumstances highlight a need for water supply to be less rainfall dependent, and the importance 
of alternative water infrastructure that can provide resilience, as referenced in the Australian Government’s 
integrated water cycle management approach (IWCM).12

Draft recommendations in the NSW Productivity Commission’s August 2020 Productivity Green Paper13 included 
governance of the water sector, improving the operation of water utilities, managing water demand and expanding 
the use of recycled water. Implementation of these recommendations will support increased water security in 
metropolitan and regional NSW and complement the work in this strategy.

The NSW Government is also considering the findings of the Audit Office of NSW’s reports14 into water 
conservation in Greater Sydney and support for regional town water infrastructure. These reports recommend a 
range of policy, funding and governance actions to better support NSW water security.

Local water utilities have significant responsibilities and must be well-supported
Water is supplied to regional NSW towns by council-owned water utilities. There are 92 water utilities in the state, 
providing water to 1.8 million people.15 They have significant responsibilities, including ensuring water supply 
security through infrastructure provision, demand management and integrated water cycle management. 

In 2020 the Legislative Assembly inquiry into support for drought-affected NSW communities found that the 
financial sustainability of local water utilities is fundamental to surviving the drought and building resilience 
against future events. It is also important that direct links and better communication between state water 
managers and local councils be established to coordinate water management.

12  The Australian Government’s Productivity Commission defines integrated water cycle management as a ‘whole-of-system, multidisciplinary 

approach that aims to manage the entire urban water cycle by integrating the delivery of water, wastewater and stormwater services to 

contribute to the full suite of water security, public health, environmental and urban amenity outcomes that the community seeks.’ See p. 1 of 

pc.gov.au/research/completed/water-cycle/integrated-urban-water.pdf

13 productivity.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-11/Productivity Green Paper_Consolidated.pdf

14  audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Water conservation in Greater Sydney.pdf and  

audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/FINAL - Support for regional town water infrastructure.pdf

15 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/67243/Submission 74 - Local Government NSW.pdf

Windemere Lake and dam in the distance
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Water efficiency and demand management were underdeveloped in regional NSW 
Demand management is critical to managing water resources, particularly for drought resilience. Water-efficiency 
measures may include water recycling, leakage management and programs to change behaviour to reduce water use.

Effective, large-scale water-efficiency programs were delivered to most large metropolitan centres during the 
Millennium Drought. In Sydney in 2017, total demand was approximately 100 billion litres per year lower than it  
was 25 years ago, despite a significant increase in population - largely attributed to demand management and 
water-saving programs.

In 2019-20 Hunter Water achieved a 15 per cent reduction compared with pre-drought demand levels through a 
‘Love Water’ communications and engagement campaign, development and implementation of non-residential 
Water Efficiency Management Plans, and water restrictions. There are opportunities to roll out similar programs in 
regional NSW to achieve water-efficiency gains and ensure equitable access to these types of programs.

In regional NSW, there is still a large discrepancy between average residential water consumption rates in different 
towns. For example, the town with the highest water-usage rate consumed approximately nine times more water 
than the town with the smallest water-usage rate per household.16 Additionally, water leakage — including storage 
overflows — continues to put stress on water resources. The local water utility with the highest leakage rates lost 
1,625 mega-litres of water in 2018-19, an increase from the previous year.17

Processes to seek approval for groundwater as complementary supplies can be protracted
As surface water availability declined during this drought, many users sought alternative water supplies such as 
groundwater, resulting in a significant increase in applications for groundwater bores, or requests to councils to 
access recycled water from treatment plants. 

NSW groundwater sources are managed under water-sharing plans and most highly-productive groundwater 
systems are already fully committed. Many seeking groundwater access during the drought were not aware of the 
management frameworks. 

As well as ensuring the resource is being managed sustainably, water-sharing plan rules, trading rules and 
application processes ensure local groundwater extraction rates do not jeopardise existing users. 

For new commercial groundwater users, access to fully committed systems is only available through the market. 
An additional step in obtaining groundwater access is assessment of whether the proposed pumping rates will 
impact on neighbouring bores, the aquifer and dependent ecosystems. 

There was a significant increase in the number of applications for new groundwater bores, with at least a doubling 
of assessments over 2019 and 2020. This, combined with a similar surge in groundwater trading applications by 
existing users, led to longer approval timeframes and a large backlog in applications. Despite additional resources 
being allocated, there were extended delays at the peak of the drought in gaining approvals for new bores and 
trade applications.

While approval and assessment processes need to improve, broader policy on groundwater use to ensure 
extraction is sustainably managed will be considered by the NSW Water Strategy and regional water strategies.

16 industry.nsw.gov.au/water/water-utilities/lwu-performance-monitoring-data

17 industry.nsw.gov.au/water/water-utilities/lwu-performance-monitoring-data

Bathurst
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There is a lack of consistency in town water restrictions and definitions
Definitions of town water restrictions and the number of restriction levels vary considerably across NSW.  
Level 2 water restrictions in one town can have a different meaning to level 2 restrictions in another. As the 
drought extended across NSW, these disparities created confusion and uncertainty, with some towns relying on 
the same water sources adopting differing levels of conservatism in their water use. 

Victoria has standardised water-restriction levels and definitions but the regulatory regime for water utilities in 
Victoria differs to that of NSW, and it may not be appropriate or possible to achieve the same definitions, gradings 
and permitted activities. Nevertheless, common principles may help achieve clarity and consistency. 

Clear and consistent communication is needed to help towns and water users plan for scarcity
Information on seasonal outlooks and forecast water availability is essential for users to make informed decisions. 
The NSW water-management framework means allocations for general security users can vary considerably from 
year to year. For users to make informed decisions and manage their allocations and business risks, including using 
carryover or trading water on the market, they need timely and transparent information. 

While water users are responsible for preparing for scarcity and drought, the NSW Government has a role in 
ensuring the necessary information is available to help them do it. Improving information flow can have a direct 
and immediate effect on the ability of businesses to independently manage risks associated with water scarcity.

The Water Reform Action Plan has increased transparency in how water is shared, allocated and managed. 
The Department of Planning, Industry and Environment is now considering drawing together this wealth of 
information, so it is easy to understand and supports informed participation in water markets. The Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment is also considering improvements to existing water information tools, such as 
the Trade Dashboard and the WaterInsights Portal.

Increasingly severe droughts and lower inflows need to be accounted for
Under the NSW water-management framework, storage reserves in the regulated river systems are based on 
historical droughts. Given the unprecedented severity of this drought, there were instances where inflows were 
significantly lower than forecast, meaning water allocations or carryover remaining in storage needed to be 
restricted until conditions improved. 

Drought contingency measures had to be implemented to ensure water could be secured for critical needs. 
This included lower allocations for some towns and high security users, suspending rules in water-sharing plans, 
implementing temporary water restrictions, and emergency construction of temporary weirs and pipelines. 

Wyangala Dam with less than 50% water level
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Severely low inflows greatly affected the free movement of species, such as fish
The loss of river flow, poor water quality, changes in salinity and the gradual drying of refuge habitat is a 
significant risk to native fish populations during prolonged droughts. The combination of drought, high 
temperatures, bushfires and heavy storm rainfall resulted in the deaths of millions of native fish over the summers 
of 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 in NSW. 

In January 2020, thousands of bony bream and Murray cod died in the Barwon Darling river system due to a 
sustained lack of inflows and the drying of refuge pools. While water managers seek to protect critical refuge 
habitat in the Murray-Darling Basin during drought, it is increasingly difficult as water allocations diminish, and 
large river systems cease to flow. Protecting first flows when flows resume is also important to replenish refuges 
and reconnect river systems. Fish-kill events had clear economic and social impacts on surrounding communities.

Environmental water contributions under the Murray-Darling Basin Plan became increasingly 
difficult to meet 
The impact of drought has not been felt evenly across the Murray-Darling Basin. In December 2019, 100 per cent 
of NSW was in drought. Inflows in some NSW valleys were lower than under any previous drought on record and 
the total capacity of major rural dam storages was under 30 per cent. Some storages were effectively empty and 
others dangerously low. 

Irrigators across NSW experienced extended periods with zero or very low water allocations, contributing to 
a marked reduction in agricultural productivity across Australia’s largest food bowl, a collapse in spending in 
regional economies and a significant impact on local communities.

Due to these severe and extended drought conditions, NSW advised that it was unable to further contribute to the 
additional 450GL of water needed to achieve environmental outcomes under the Murray-Darling Basin Plan. 

Although drought conditions have improved, future extreme conditions and the economic and social impact 
of drought on farmers and regional communities will continue to put pressure on governments to consider 
prioritising the needs of some water users over others.

Lake Hume on the Murray River
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Water-sharing arrangements between states in the Murray-Darling Basin provide insufficient 
flexibility during extreme droughts
While the prolonged and severe impacts of the drought were being felt in regional NSW, water users downstream 
in other states continued to receive a high proportion of their water share. Under the defined Murray-Darling 
Basin Agreement rules, NSW and Victoria are required to contribute equally to providing an entitlement to South 
Australia from the shared water resources of the River Murray. The remaining water can then be allocated in 
accordance with the state’s water allocation policies. 

These arrangements offer limited flexibility to respond to climatic extremes. Regardless of inflows and water 
available in the system, NSW is required to contribute half of the entitlement flow to South Australia.

Meeting this obligation and also providing for NSW water users during the recent drought was challenging, as 
inflows were considerably lower from tributaries in NSW than Victoria. 

Revising water-sharing arrangements to provide greater flexibility during extreme events would allow states 
to more evenly share the impact of drought. This may involve changing existing operations, rules or sharing 
arrangements to provide a more equitable approach. Implementing such changes can be challenging, as they 
require agreement by participating governments.

The NSW Government will work with other Murray-Darling Basin jurisdictions to consider options for providing 
greater flexibility in sharing water between states.

The Queanbeyan River feeding into the Googong Reservoir
Destination NSW
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Stronger primary industries  
that can prepare for, manage and  
recover from drought

The $15.9 billion NSW primary industries sector is a major contributor to the economic and social fabric of NSW 
and provides food security for Australia and its trading partners. NSW primary industries support 85,000 jobs, 
ensure food and fibre for the citizens of NSW and Australia, and help meet global demand.

The sector provides jobs in regional communities and drives secondary industries such as animal and fibre 
processing, milling, pressing, canneries and transport. Primary industries support a further 53,000 jobs in food 
manufacturing alone, as well as wineries, restaurants and tourism. Our primary industries deliver some of the best 
quality produce in the world. 

The onset of the drought in 2017, less than 10 years after the Millennium Drought, left little time for primary 
producers to recover and protect themselves against future crises, exacerbating the social and economic impacts 
of the current drought. 

The value of agricultural output is expected to drop by about 22 per cent from pre-drought levels, though commodity 
prices have remained buoyant, with strong demand for NSW produce helping buffer some of the impacts.

Even in the scenario of sustained state-wide, above-average rainfall following the current drought, it is estimated 
it will take between nine months and two years for primary production to generate sufficient cashflow to sustain a 
recovery in local economies.

The NSW Government is committed to working within the principles of the National Drought Agreement (NDA) to 
help primary producers prepare for, manage and recover from drought. The NDA sets out a joint approach to drought 
preparedness, responses and recovery, with a focus on accountability and transparency across all jurisdictions. 

The government has already committed more than $2 billion to help primary producers and landholders recover, 
including a suite of actions aimed at enhancing business, personal and community resilience. Additional actions to 
support the recovery of primary industries are being implemented.

New commitments
7.  Upgrade the Enhanced Drought Information System (EDIS) to provide farms with world-leading 

weather and climate data so they can make better business decisions. 

8.  Invest in an expanded Farms of the Future program to accelerate the adoption of ‘ag-tech’ enabled 
production methods which make farms more efficient, profitable and resilient.

9.  Deliver a new ‘Farm Business Resilience Planning’ pilot to provide training opportunities for farm 
businesses to become more resilient and self-sufficient. 

10.  Help farm businesses and other landholders diversify their income through carbon farming and 
biodiversity offset programs.

11.  Streamline planning requirements to make it easier for primary producers to diversify into agritourism 
and carry out agricultural operations.
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Why these actions are important

Timely and strategic evidence-based drought policy is critical
Evaluation of drought assistance provided by the NSW Government and examination of alternative approaches to 
supporting primary producers in future will inform the development of a robust and sustainable drought policy. 

Support that is scalable as drought escalates, tailored to specific regional needs, and able to be mobilised quickly 
and effectively is critical. 

Drought policy that will allow us to provide more certainty to primary producers throughout all stages of drought 
so they can adequately prepare and manage impact will be carefully considered. We will also examine the best 
government response should a drought’s magnitude be beyond that which primary producers could reasonably 
be expected to prepare for as part of normal business risk.

Innovation and research should support informed decision-making 
Technology underpins the capacity of primary producers to adapt to change. New information technologies 
provide the means to connect the landscape, farmers and regional communities in ways that have not been 
possible before. This creates opportunities to improve climate adaptation responses through better management 
of short-term variability, including extreme events. 

Research, development and innovation must translate to practical tools that will support business and production 
decisions in the lead up to and during drought. User-friendly digital tools will allow primary producers to benefit 
from shared knowledge to inform and validate their decisions. Making research-based information accessible to 
taxpayers for the benefit of their primary production businesses is vital.

Adoption of currently available technologies needs to be accelerated
There are a range of agtech (Internet of Things) devices currently available for producers to purchase which can 
increase the efficiency, profitability and resilience of their farm business. These include weather monitors, soil 
probes, water level sensors and cameras for monitoring stock and equipment.

However, adoption rates are held back by poor on-farm connectivity, a lack of technical support and poor user 
experience, digital capability levels, and unclear benefits to businesses. 

The Farms of the Future program will address these issues by providing support to producers and industry by:

• Connectivity – long Range Wide Area Networks (LoRaWAN) to provide connectivity.

• Boost device uptake – support to stimulate purchase of agtech devices and apps.

• Grow capability – build industry capacity via a ‘Train the Trainer’ model. 

The program is targeting hundreds of participating farms over high impact pilot regions and aims to seed self-
sustaining agtech markets which accelerate adoption of tech-enabled production and monitoring methods.

Agtech devices can increase the  
efficiency of farm businesses
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Access to drought initiatives and programs will improve preparedness and build resilience 
Drought is an inherent business risk and to prepare for future events primary producers must enhance their 
technical and business skills and overall wellbeing to support sound decision making. Evidence shows that risk 
management and business skills within primary industries are among the most significant determining factors in 
business resilience. 

When primary producers are under-prepared, decision-making during drought is often influenced by emotion or 
sub-optimal choices. Decision paralysis can also occur when primary producers are overwhelmed, especially in 
stressful situations, and respond too late or with inaction. 

Psychological, sociological and biological studies provide a wealth of evidence about the impact of stress on 
decision making. Acute stress causes individuals to make faster decisions that fail to consider the consequences 
and evidence of each option.18 19

Commitment to a program of transformational research will reduce drought risk 
Research and development programs undertaken by the agricultural industry to mitigate against drought 
have already driven significant benefits, including improved drought tolerance in crop varieties, biosecurity 
management, animal welfare and landscape management. 

An opportunity exists to significantly enhance the benefits to the agricultural industry through investment in 
transformational research, such as the on-farm adoption of sensor technology. Sensor technologies offer farmers 
a better understanding of the status of climate, soil moisture and agricultural production, as well as real-time 
information on the effects of climate variability. 

Sensor technology could also add value to the monitoring of seasonal conditions at a state level, if farmers agreed to 
share this information with official networks. Adopting sensor technology in the agricultural sector would be a natural 
extension of DPI’s current deployment of sensing technologies through the Climate Change Research Strategy (CCRS).

Income diversification opportunities can improve resilience
Diversifying income streams will build long-term resilience for primary industries. The NSW Government’s Net 
Zero Plan recognises the importance of carbon farming as a maturing market, with opportunities to manage 
emissions and create new income streams for primary producers through carbon sequestration. The Net Zero Plan 
Stage 1 is the foundation for NSW’s action on climate change and net zero emissions by 2050 goal.

Under the Net Zero Plan, the government will develop a Primary Industries Productivity and Abatement Program 
(PIPAP) to help producers and landowners commercialise low-emissions technologies and maximise their revenue 
from carbon offset programs. 

The program will help farmers meet the growing demand for sustainable products and ensure the productivity of 
primary industries in NSW is not tied to emissions intensity in the global transition to a net zero economy. Some 
abatement opportunities, such as soil carbon sequestration, can also enhance the sustainability of farming systems 
and reduce their susceptibility to dry periods.

Agritourism opportunities will help spread financial risk
Agritourism can provide primary producers with off-farm income, helping spread financial risk. The government has 
worked to simplify requirements for starting and running an agritourism business, including investigating potential 
reforms to planning controls and definitions, and providing approval pathways tailored to the type and scale of activities.

The government placed a draft reform package on public exhibition in April 2021, which included proposed 
changes to the Standard Instrument LEP Order and amendments to pathways for exempt and complying 
development to allow some building works. 

It will also investigate change of use of existing buildings to farm-stay accommodation and some camping 
opportunities without the need for a development application. 

Other exemptions and provisions are being investigated as part of the Agricultural Land Use Planning Strategy led 
by the NSW Agriculture Commissioner, including options to streamline approvals for agricultural operations and 
maximise productive use of land.

In addition to the drought programs and actions committed to above, the NSW Government is leading significant 
drought-recovery activities for primary industries across regional areas.

18 Starcke, K. and M. Brand, Decision making under stress: a selective review. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews, 2012. 36(4): p. 1228-1248.

19 Zhang, L., et al., Chronic stress and moral decision-making: An exploration with the CNI model. Frontiers in psychology, 2018. 9: p. 1702.
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What the NSW Government is already doing 
The government committed more than $2 billion to help primary producers and landholders manage the most 
recent drought and prepare for future dry spells, including:

Ensuring future drought support is based on best-practice program design
• Commissioning an independent evaluation of the 2018-20 Emergency Drought Relief Package to assess the 

effectiveness of the measures and their impact on regional communities affected by drought, and build on the 
evidence base that underpins drought policy.

Enhancing business, personal and community resilience
• Maintaining strong, trusted relationships with industry groups, farming networks, young farmers and  

regional stakeholders. 

Ensuring primary producers are supported by appropriate legislative frameworks
• Reviewing the Rural Assistance Act 1989 to modernise the Rural Assistance Authority and improve services. 

Enhancing animal welfare outcomes
• Implementing the Animal Welfare Action Plan.

Key learnings from this drought
While formal evaluations of drought programs are not yet complete, the NSW Government has identified the 
following critical areas for attention and inclusion in drought programs. 

Clear and consistent policy responses must be developed, agreed to and communicated to 
industry early to provide certainty at each stage of drought
At the peak of the drought in 2018, the consistent message from primary producers and stakeholder groups was 
that they needed clarity around government drought assistance so they could make informed business decisions.

Development of drought policy well in advance of the next drought will provide adequate time to deliver 
evidence-based initiatives addressing every stage of future droughts, giving producers a clear understanding of 
the support available to them in order to adequately prepare for future risks.

Rolling out of ad hoc programs at the height of a crisis potentially undermines confidence in the government’s 
overall policy settings.

The role of charities in providing drought assistance, and how government and charities can work more closely to 
coordinate efforts, should be considered.

Engaging with producers
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Where government assistance is provided, there must be accessible and streamlined 
processes and guidelines
Intense drought, compounded by floods and bushfires, has seen a surge in demand for Rural Assistance Authority 
(RAA) programs and services since 2017. The RAA has been quick to implement new support programs in 
response to changing situations but challenges remain in providing optimum support. 

RAA’s new enterprise resource program (SIDECaR) has integrated the Customer Relationship Management 
program (Salesforce) with records management and finance and has significantly reduced the risk of system 
failure. But the need for third-party vendors has added to the time and cost of delivering programs.

The RAA incurred additional operating costs as a result of the extension of the Emergency Drought Relief (EDR) 
package. Due to competing priorities of drought, floods and bushfires, some processing times were extended. 
The RAA is also administering more grants and subsidies than in previous years and is now responsible for a 
growing volume of loans under management. This includes an increasing proportion of loans that are not secured, 
presenting greater risk and operational complexity.

The definition of a farmer across NSW legislation and commonwealth guidelines presented a challenge for RAA 
staff administering different programs and resulted in confusion and frustration for primary producers deemed 
ineligible for assistance. In addition, some primary producers who had diversified their income found they no 
longer met the criteria for drought support.

Access to expertise, data and tools support early decisions and improved resilience
There is a clear need to simplify and centralise drought information across government. Some primary producers 
reported missing critical information, such as changing water levels and notices for their area, with potential 
impacts on animal welfare.

There is a key role for government in providing centralised information with adequate lead times, as well as 
targeted information pushed directly to primary producers. In response, DPI created the online DroughtHub portal 
as a central repository for information on drought conditions, programs, services, data and tools.

When support tools were made available, primary producers quickly adopted and implemented them. The Enhanced 
Drought Information System (EDIS) tracks drought conditions across NSW and since its introduction in March 
2018, has become an essential information and planning service for government, communities and farm managers. 

The Drought Feed Calculator was built using decades of DPI research into animal nutrition, feed efficiency and 
feed digestibility research, and was delivered to primary producers as an app. It allowed them to assess the 
financial impact of feeding livestock during the drought, while ensuring they were providing adequate sustenance 
to avoid animal welfare issues. The release of the tools saw a corresponding increase in the use of the DPI feed 
testing laboratory.

This support enabled primary producers to make deliberate and informed decisions and to plan in advance, rather 
than taking a piecemeal approach. 

Support tools provide timely information
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Investment in R&D across the agricultural sector is critical to managing, preparing for and 
recovering from drought
Improvements in technology and management practices can help reduce the impact of drought. Recent Australian 
Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences (ABARES) research has shown that cropping farms 
have reduced the sensitivity of yields and productivity to dry conditions over the past decade.20

NSW DPI works in partnership with key agricultural industries on drought-tolerant crop and pasture varieties, 
genetic improvement in livestock breeds, grazing strategies, soil management practices and farming systems 
better able to cope with drought conditions. Studies show that R&D accounts for about half of the productivity 
growth achieved in Australia’s agricultural sector, which has always operated in a highly variable climate.

During drought, more intensive, face-to-face delivery of outreach services is required to support adoption of 
research outcomes, due to the increased time pressure producers are under, and the additional challenges they 
face around critical decision making. 

As drought severity and frequency is predicted to change into the future, there is a need for more transformative 
research to ensure the continued growth of the sector in NSW. This includes innovative technologies to monitor 
changing conditions on farms to better predict when drought response decisions need to be made, new varieties 
and breeding lines of plants that are more drought tolerant, improved animal genetic selection and improved 
animal-welfare management actions, such as supplementary feeding and temperature management. 

These research outcomes should be achieved at the same time as the sector seeks to become carbon neutral by 
2050. Additional research and development investment will be needed to tackle the scale of the required outcomes. 

Farm business resilience is enhanced through improved business literacy, social structures 
and wellbeing support 
Traditional primary industries including beef, grain, sheep and dairy are often family run and, in rural areas where 
traditional agriculture is prominent, strongly tied to the community. 

Family-owned production businesses usually have multiple considerations when preparing for, managing and 
recovering from drought, including business and family life-cycle issues, family relationships and recovery from 
previous droughts and adverse events. 

Research shows that the financial performance of primary production businesses is improved when they have 
strong household finances, operate in a robust local economy, and have higher self-efficacy and social resources. 
Building skills in farm management and planning, including setting objectives, risk management, financial planning, 
succession planning and land-management decision making, can help improve resilience. 

Throughout the drought, we observed higher demand for programs and support to expand knowledge in business 
and financial literacy, decision making, risk management, family communication and succession planning. The 
most effective programs were localised, tailored, co-designed with primary producers and featured a high degree 
of coaching and peer-supported learning options. 

A human-centred, interconnected approach that nurtures primary producers through practice and behaviour 
change, to adopt best-practice measures, will result in sustained change for primary industries. 

20 Hughes et al. 2017

Support for family run farm businesses
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When food and water resources are under pressure, it is even more critical to make timely 
decisions to prevent animal welfare issues 
There are continued challenges for primary producers caring for animals during drought, including managing 
animals on farm, ensuring adequate water supply, and building and maintaining feed reserves. Primary producers 
may also be required to make tough decisions that can take a heavy emotional toll, such as agistment or destocking. 

At the peak of the drought, 50 stock welfare cases were under investigation by the RSPCA and four additional 
inspectors were employed to investigate animal welfare cases. The RSPCA used the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (POCTA) Transport Scheme to encourage producers to sell stock they could not feed. This scheme paid 
100 per cent of the freight cost for stock to be transported to the nearest point of sale. This resulted in good 
animal welfare outcomes and reduced the number of stock welfare cases.

The value of early intervention to help farmers manage animal welfare was clear. In situations where we were 
notified early about potential animal welfare issues, we were able to link primary producers with support that 
resulted in more favourable outcomes for the producer and their livestock. 

A total of 35 Stock Welfare Panels were stood up during the current drought and most animal welfare issues were 
resolved following advice from the panel. Less than half of the cases resulted in stock being seized and sold. 

The Stock Disposal Program was crucial to mitigating the trauma of disposing of stock that had succumbed to 
the drought. The availability of free pathology testing to diagnose animal disease, and stock food and water 
testing made it easier for primary producers to make good management decisions. This scheme also improved 
engagement of primary producers with Local Land Services so further advice could be provided.

High stock prices were a feature of the current drought, creating incentives for primary producers to retain their 
stock and maintain their condition or sell them to reduce the amount of feed required. 

The Drought Transport Subsidy was implemented to support animal welfare outcomes. This program is being 
evaluated and the findings will contribute to future decision-making. 

Regular evaluation of policies and programs should be undertaken
Since 2018, the NSW Government has allocated more than $4.5 billion to a range of drought-support measures 
and initiatives. These include short-term relief measures, and others designed to build the longer-term resilience of 
primary producers and regional communities.

Intended short-term outcomes were to help primary producers recover faster from the current drought and build 
resilience for the next. 

The measures are being evaluated to inform future drought resilience options developed by government and in 
line with the agreed NDA. Future initiatives require an embedded evaluation framework to ensure they can be 
modified during delivery, based on customer feedback, uptake and delivery of intended outcomes. 

NSW DPI is piloting live evaluation approaches in other programs to test how quickly evaluative responses can 
be collected. 

Investment in on-farm infrastructure supports resilience and preparedness 
Drought preparedness through investment in on-farm infrastructure can take many forms, including grain or 
fodder storage, water storage and systems, shade solutions or containment areas. Implementing these systems 
ahead of drought can delay or reduce its impact. Producers should be encouraged to think innovatively during the 
good times to develop preparedness strategies.

The Farm Innovation Fund (FIF) offers low-interest loans to producers wanting to make on-farm drought 
management improvements. An operational review found that more than 94% of respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed that the FIF has helped them deal with adverse conditions and improved their farm viability and productivity.

Primary producers need to be supported with information and outreach services to ensure they have the required 
skills to optimise new infrastructure installations and processes. 

There was a demand for the RAA’s resilience and emergency loans — the Farm Innovation Fund (FIF) and the 
Drought Assistance Fund (DAF) — during the current drought, but with commercial interest rates likely to remain 
lower than those offered by RAA products, future drought support measures need to consider this impact on their 
relative attractiveness.
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Stronger communities and  
diverse regional economies

In the face of adversity, regional NSW remains the engine room of our economy. It is where the minerals are found 
to build and power our cities, where the high-tech, sustainable agriculture that feeds the country comes from, and 
where stunning natural attractions draw visitors from around the globe.

The impact of the most recent drought was felt well beyond the farm gate, with regional businesses, communities, 
young people and their families placed under incredible pressure. Reduced employment, increased financial strain, 
mental health and wellbeing issues, migration and separation of family,21 increases in rural crime22 and social, 
recreational and cultural difficulties were among the devastating consequences.

Regions have seen less economic activity and fewer people in the streets, with restaurants and pubs shutting 
down and other businesses having to restructure and resize to reduce overheads.

The NSW Government is committed to supporting better planning for tough times and providing more information 
and data for regional communities to make the right decisions for their circumstances.

Through continued record investment in infrastructure and programs to support regional jobs and growth, we will 
build stronger communities and diversified economies to accelerate recovery, reduce vulnerability to changing 
economic conditions and prepare our regional areas for future challenges.

Evaluations and next steps
We are undertaking rigorous, best-practice evaluations of the NSW Government’s drought response to support 
a more sustainable long-term investment approach, and to implement clear information flows for councils, 
businesses and families seeking to plan ahead for future droughts. The evaluations will examine the individual 
programs that were rolled out during the drought but will also seek to understand what the Government could 
have done differently. This includes considering if any other forms of assistance, relief or a change in policy 
settings may have been effective in assisting communities and businesses prepare for and respond to drought 
conditions. 

Once the evaluation findings have been finalised and carefully considered, we will look to update this Strategy.

In addition to the significant community support measures already introduced by the NSW Government, we are 
committing to a series of new actions.

New commitments
12.  Undertake a comprehensive evaluation of drought support programs. We will assess learnings from 

government investments through the drought phases and provide an update on key findings.

13.  Support communities and industry to plan for future droughts, including, Future Ready Community 
plans in pilot locations. We will also apply key insights from our evaluation and research programs to 
support evidence-based, local resilience planning by communities and councils, and strategies that 
improve economic diversification.

14.  Develop a Drought Signals Framework. This framework will help to provide certainty on government 
decision making and services during drought..

21 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66652/Submission 16 - Namoi Unlimited.pdf

22 aboutregional.com.au/rural-crime-police-blitz-as-drought-bites
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Why these actions are important

Main street businesses are the lifeblood of vibrant regional communities
A thriving main street is integral to social cohesion and interaction, community amenity and attracting skilled 
workers but as a result of the drought, businesses reported substantial decreases in cash flow, falling sales and 
revenue, and rising operating costs.23

A 2018 survey by the NSW Business Chamber revealed that 67 per cent of businesses indicated their local 
economy had been weakened due to drought. One third of businesses indicated their viability was at risk due to 
drought conditions.24 

About two thirds of affected businesses said they would scale back investment and reduce capital. This has 
extended to main street businesses, such as gift stores and pharmacies. A 2019 Hunter Business Chamber survey 
found that 80 per cent of drought-affected businesses had experienced reduced revenue. About 60 per cent were 
receiving less trade from local customers and 15 per cent had cut staff because of cost pressures arising from 
weaker business conditions.25 

Drought can have detrimental effects on future resilience, with reduced farm income resulting in less investment 
in productive technology, less spending in local communities, a downturn in local commerce and job losses. The 
impacts are higher in areas that are heavily reliant on agriculture. 

The NSW Government will continue to foster economic growth and investment in the engine industries of regional 
NSW, especially in drought-impacted areas. Businesses must also plan for varying water availability and treat 
drought as a legitimate business risk. 

The social impacts of drought can be exacerbated by existing inequities
The Legislative Assembly’s interim and final reports highlighted the detrimental impact drought has had on 
mental health and how financial hardship is leading to increased stress, homelessness, family breakdown, anxiety, 
depression and drug and alcohol abuse.

These complexities are magnified given the underlying challenges already facing many communities. Some of 
the most drought-affected communities in NSW have the lowest socioeconomic status26 and many – due to their 
remoteness – have limited access to services. 

It is also important to recognise that water is not only vital for the town’s economic viability, it is the heart of social 
and cultural life, and key to supporting many local amenities. In times of drought, local amenities such as green 
spaces are important refuges for communities and provide health, social and economic benefits. However, they 
are often not maintained due to the water required to sustain them. 

When the rivers dry up so do the recreational activities for many school children and young people. The local river 
systems and land are also of vital cultural and economic significance to Aboriginal communities.27 

23 youngwitness.com.au/story/6431061/young-businesses-are-struggling-through-dry-times

24 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66856/Submission 46 - NSW Business Chamber.pdf

25 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66923/Submission 70 - Hunter Business Chamber.pdf

26 abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2033.0.55.0012011?OpenDocument

27 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66831/Submission 42 - Western NSW Community Legal Centre.pdf

Hyde St, Bellingen
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Improving and harmonising our decision-making during drought to enable faster, more 
planned responses
Even though drought is an inevitable feature of the Australian landscape, the unique impacts on communities and 
economies is often realised and assessed too late. Additionally, a number of differing definitions and indicators are used 
to assess drought conditions, such as under the Combined Drought Indicator and the NSW Extreme Events Policy. 

We will develop a Drought Signals Framework to better understand key seasonal, social and economic signals that 
track point-in-time drought impacts. These indicators will include farms reducing activity and household financial 
stress, with guidance on relevant government decisions. For example when there is a reduction in adjusted farm 
cash income of more than 50 per cent or the price of cattle has been falling by an average of at least 10 per cent 
for the past six months.

The Government will investigate a dashboard that tracks these signals and communicate changes in conditions. 
This will enable the government’s policy responses to be faster and more targeted, and help communities to better 
plan and consider next steps. Findings from the evaluations under way will be used to inform this framework.

The Future Ready Communities pilot will help communities take control 
We are working with the Commonwealth’s Future Drought Fund to roll-out drought resilience planning programs 
in pilot locations. These will analyse the impact of current and future droughts so regions have an evidence-base 
for prioritising community, social and industry needs for future droughts. Specific actions, including how existing 
resources can pivot or be better used, will be identified, and the roles and responsibilities of local government and 
other stakeholders clearly set out. A forward action plan will better support drought resilience in communities.

Green spaces help maintain community ties and a town’s vibrancy
Green spaces such as parks, sports ovals and town squares are important local hubs in regional towns that help 
maintain community ties and a town’s vibrancy. Engaging in recreational activities is an important outlet for 
many during times of adversity. Maintaining these spaces during drought, however, can often be de-prioritised. 
A region’s drought resilience plan could look at creative ways to prioritise and maintain these important areas to 
ensure the region’s social fabric is maintained.

Orange city overview
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What the NSW Government is already doing
The NSW Government has committed over $270 million for economic stimulus and community support measures. 

The Drought Stimulus Package funded projects to put money into local economies, generate local jobs and 
support local businesses, including 32 infrastructure projects, 16 local drought support packages and initiatives 
such as youth holiday activities and the Buy Regional campaign. 

Additionally, NSW Government initiatives such as the Local Sport Grants Program and the Drought Break Holiday 
Program aimed to support the ongoing participation of young people in sport, recreation and community events 
in drought-affected communities. 

The government is also focusing on improving rural mental health through capacity building for the mental health 
workforce, investment in telehealth, better access to emergency care, and supporting specific mental health 
programs in drought-affected areas. 

Fifteen full-time suicide prevention counsellors have been funded across rural NSW, complementing the peer work 
and drought support provided by our farm-gate counsellors and drought peer workers. Among NSW Government 
initiatives already under way are:

Helping regional businesses be better prepared for future risk
• Implementing the refreshed A 20-Year Economic Vision for Regional NSW, which recognises drought impacts 

and identifies emerging sectors aligned with endowments, and transforming these to unlock growth potential.

• Building business resilience by providing training and development opportunities, including helping businesses 
pivot to new opportunities before and during drought. 

• Embedding place-based planning and sustainability frameworks into major regional investments, including the 
Special Activation Precincts, so water needs are considered upfront.

• Improving access to face-to-face and telepsychology services for students in rural and remote public schools.

Helping communities develop the capability to manage future droughts
• Improving access to mental health and wellbeing services in rural and remote regions to ensure the right care 

is provided at the right time in the right place, so individuals and communities can better cope when adverse 
events such as drought occur.

• Providing families with support to maintain their children’s and young people’s education in drought-impacted 
areas, including continuing subsidised assistance for the cost of transport and pre-school fees for families in 
regional and remote areas.

• Ensuring schools maintain staffing levels during times of drought and don’t face staffing shortages when the 
drought breaks.

• Continuing to acknowledge the importance of access to healthy waterways for Aboriginal communities during 
drought, including consideration of mechanisms to deliver cultural flows and economic prosperity opportunities 
to meet Closing the Gap targets, such as employment.

Town centre of Mudgee
Destination NSW
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Key learnings from this drought

Access to appropriate mental health services needs to be consistent, year-round
Drought has had a terrible effect on the wellbeing of communities and has increased demand for an already 
stretched system and frontline staff. The Legislative Assembly inquiry into drought support described the 
‘devastating impact’ of the drought on ‘mental health, mood and community morale’.28 It highlighted that when 
people have no money to spend, shops close and the community retreats, a ‘social hibernation of sorts’ occurs, 
exacerbating mental health difficulties. It also highlighted that children and young people bear a burden balancing 
farm work and studies and their parents’ stress, and de-prioritise their needs and interactions with peers. 

The challenge of providing mental health services is magnified by geographical distance, low population, limited 
and ageing infrastructure, and higher costs associated with health-care delivery. Within the rural setting there is 
not only a lack of access to health services but a lack of help-seeking via clinical services, due in part to the stigma, 
fear and discrimination surrounding mental illness in small communities.29 More commonly, trusted members of 
the community will be sought out or informed, emphasising the importance of non-threatening community-based 
pathways to seek help. 

The common thread in the literature is the need to take a preventative approach to regional mental health risks 
from drought rather than manage the consequences.30 To do this, longer-term strategies are essential, to ensure 
communities and service providers are better prepared to manage such events and less strain is put on the system 
at critical peaks in service delivery.

Aboriginal communities are disproportionately impacted by droughts
Many Aboriginal communities in NSW are closely located to rivers and have deep cultural connections to 
them. The health of the rivers is vital to the wellbeing of these communities. The Legislative Assembly inquiry 
acknowledged these relationships and noted the importance of cultural flows. Cultural flows have not been 
defined in NSW water legislation or policy. However, the Ecucha Declaration defines cultural flows as ‘water 
entitlements that are legally and beneficially owned by the Indigenous Nations of a sufficient and adequate 
quantity and quality to improve the spiritual, cultural, environmental, social and economic conditions of those 
Indigenous Nations’. This importance is also reflected in the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, which requires that the 
social, spiritual and cultural importance of the river system to Traditional Owners be considered. 

In addition, the National Agreement on Closing the Gap includes a new land and waters target, which aims to 
see Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people maintain a distinctive cultural, spiritual, physical and economic 
relationship with their land and waters. The agreement includes a commitment to develop a new inland waters 
target by July 2021.

In NSW, Aboriginal people are disproportionately impacted by droughts. One of the objectives of the regional 
water strategies is to recognise and protect Aboriginal rights, interests and access to water. Consultation is 
under way to ensure the strategies better recognise cultural values in water management. The draft NSW Water 
Strategy also includes a priority focused on recognising Aboriginal rights and values and increasing access to and 
ownership of water for cultural and economic purposes.

Strong local leadership is needed to manage the impacts of the drought
Local government has the greatest understanding of what communities need and plays a critical role in supporting 
and sustaining them during prolonged drought. Local government plays a key role in partnering with state 
governments and the Australian Government to secure town water, provide local leadership, build social capital, 
maintain employment to support the local economy and advocate for the needs of the community. 

Many regional councils impacted by drought struggle with capacity and capability constraints, with recovery 
efforts hampered by low population, a low rate-base and large geographic areas to maintain.31 

The former Commonwealth Coordinator-General for Drought observed that communities with strong leadership 
from local government and within the community, such as school principals, cope better with the pressures 
brought by drought. However, the varying size and capacity of local governments impacts the ability to undertake 

community-led planning processes to lessen the effects of drought. 

28  parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/inquiries/2554/Interim report - support for drought affected communities in NSW.pdf

29  Australian Government. Drought in Australia: Coordinator-General for Drought’s advice on a Strategy for Drought Preparedness and Resilience. 

Canberra 2019.

30 saxinstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/19.04.09_Evidence-Check_Emergency-Drought-Relief-Package-Health-and-Resilience-Services.pdf

31 pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/drought/report/drought-support.pdf
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Prolonged drought disrupts the education of children and young people 
Prolonged drought conditions place individuals and families under immense financial strain. Those struggling with 
the loss of an income must make difficult decisions to cover the costs of providing an education for their children. 

A 2019 survey conducted by the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association of NSW reported that 95 per cent of 
families were struggling with the enormity of drought and the costs of education. It found that 70 per cent of 
families were not participating in extracurricular activities and were increasing their overdraft, borrowing from 
family members, and working off-farm or extra jobs to ensure their children are educated.32 

A 2019 UNICEF report examined the ways Australian children and young people are being impacted by the 
drought.33 It found that everyday routines are dramatically changed, and workloads for children on and off farms 
increase substantially at the expense of schoolwork, sport and recreation. 

The impact of drought on farming businesses and the wider community has seen families and young people 
leave the area, with schools closing or at risk of closing in drought-impacted areas. Rural schools are frequently 
the hub and focus of social and community life within small communities and the loss of long-standing education 
institutions can have significant social and educational impacts.34 

In 2019, the government guaranteed that 220 schools in drought-affected areas would retain staffing entitlements 
and a further 36 schools were encouraged to apply for staffing entitlement maintenance should it be required.

32  parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66870/Submission 57 - Isolated Children's Parent's Association of NSW.pdf

33 unicef.org.au/Upload/UNICEF/Media/Documents/Drought-Report-2019.pdf

34 parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66874/Submission 59 - Liverpool Plains Shire Council.pdf

Skate park, Bellingen

Future Ready Regions Strategy 35

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66870/Submission%2057%20-%20Isolated%20Children%27s%20Parent%27s%20Association%20of%20NSW.pdf
https://www.unicef.org.au/Upload/UNICEF/Media/Documents/Drought-Report-2019.pdf
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/66874/Submission%2059%20-%20Liverpool%20Plains%20Shire%20Council.pdf


Next steps
At the height of the drought, the Office of Drought Response (ODR) was instrumental in maintaining and 
coordinating a whole-of-government response. As drought conditions change, and other challenges emerge, we 
must adapt our approach to meet the changing needs of regional communities. 

While the Office’s responsibilities are now being mainstreamed, the Government established the Department of 
Regional NSW to lead a coordinated approach to the big issues facing regional communities, including preparing 
for future drought. This focus will include driving implementation of this strategy, and applying evaluation 
and research findings to enable future drought preparedness and strategies to support greater economic and 
community resilience.

The NSW Government is undertaking rigorous and best-practice evaluations of drought response programs and 
will apply these learnings to future investment and to support better planning by communities and industries. 
The whole-of-government evaluation of drought support measures will consider the effectiveness of programs 
implemented, as well as alternative approaches. 

We understand the ongoing complexity of drought – from preparing for it, managing it and then recovering from 
it. The depth of a drought will always impact the scope of the Government’s work in this space, consideration of 
alternative approaches, and the cross-agency collaboration required.

This strategy is the first in a series of Future Ready Regions reports. The next update will outline key program 
evaluation findings and provide an update on progress made in implementing the actions in this strategy. We 
will continue to adjust drought preparedness efforts and activities as we learn more about what works and what 
doesn’t, and the support regional communities need to adapt and prepare.

Silly Goat Cafe, Broken Hill
Destination NSW
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Appendix 1: National Drought Agreement 

The NSW Government is committed to working within the principles of the National Drought Agreement (NDA) to help 
primary producers to prepare for, manage and recover from drought. The NDA sets out a joint approach to drought 
preparedness, responses and recovery, with a focus on accountability and transparency across all jurisdictions. 

Each state or territory is responsible for:

• Encouraging the delivery and uptake of capability-building programs to improve farming businesses’ skills and 
decision-making that is flexible and tailored to businesses’ needs.

• Ensuring animal welfare and land-management issues are managed during drought.

The NDA commits the Commonwealth, states, and territories to work together to:

• Develop, design, implement and fund drought preparedness, response and recovery programs consistent with the NDA.

• Develop capability-building programs, tools and technologies to inform and improve farming businesses’ 
decision-making and promote resilience.

• Provide rural financial counselling services.

• Help mitigate the effects of drought on the health and wellbeing of farming families and communities.

• Share, coordinate, collaborate and communicate information on drought preparedness, response and recovery 
policies and programs being developed and implemented.

• Ensure information on assistance for drought preparedness, response and recovery is accessible and readily available.

• Ensure consistency of drought policy and reform objectives and complementarity of drought preparedness, 
response, and recovery programs.

• Contribute to the development of quality, publicly available data, including but not limited to:

• weather, seasonal and climate forecasts

• regional and local predictive real-time drought indicator information

• a consistent early warning system for drought

• an improved understanding of fodder crops and holdings across Australia.

Figure 1: Progression of drought in NSW by season – 2017-2020 (EDIS)

NSW seasonal conditions multi-year profile

NSW Combined Drought Indicator (CDI) over the past four years (Feb 2017 – Nov 2020)
Maps provide an end of season snapshot of drought intensity.
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More information 
nsw.gov.au/FutureReadyRegions

Contact us 
Email: contact@regional.nsw.gov.au

© State of NSW 2021

Disclaimer
While every reasonable effort has been made to ensure that the facts contained within this document are correct at time of printing, the state of NSW, its 
agents and employees, disclaim any and all liability to any person in respect of anything or the consequences of anything done or omitted to be done in 
reliance upon the whole or any part of this document.

Copyright notice
In keeping with the NSW Government’s commitment to encourage the availability of information, you are welcome to reproduce the material that appears 
in this Future Ready Regions Strategy document for personal, in-house or non-commercial use without formal permission or charge. All other rights 
reserved. If you wish to reproduce, alter, store or transmit material appearing in this Future Ready Regions Strategy document for any other purpose, 
request for formal permission should be directed to the Department of Regional NSW, 11 Farrer Place, Queanbeyan NSW 2620. You are required to 
acknowledge that the material is provided by this Future Ready Regions Strategy document or the owner of the copyright.

JN0252 Morgans Lookout, Culcairn
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