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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.
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Message from the  
Deputy Premier

Department of Regional NSW Future Ready Regions 2023 Update



The Hon. Paul Toole, MP  

The last few years have tested regional NSW with drought, 
floods, fires, and a pandemic – but the regions are still the 
economic powerhouse of our State. While many regions 
are now contending with the extremes of wet weather and 
flooding, the memory of drought has not been forgotten 
by communities or by the NSW Government. This is why 
we invest in drought preparedness.

From 2017 to 2020, NSW experienced the worst drought 
since the 1890s, with some of the hottest temperatures 
and lowest rainfall the state had ever experienced. The 
impacts economically and socially were devastating 
for many communities. This crisis came less than 10 
years after the Millennium Drought, meaning primary 
producers did not have enough time to recover or put 
strategies in place to protect themselves from  
another season.

In response, the NSW Government released the Future 
Ready Regions strategy, which is our commitment to 
building strong communities and diversified regional 
economies that are not just built to survive drought but 
are able to thrive economically. The strategy focuses on 
three key areas; sustainable, secure and healthy water 
resources; stronger primary industries prepared for 
droughts; and stronger communities and diverse  
regional economies.

There are 14 actions that are central to the strategy and 
for the past 12 months we have been steadily working 
to deliver on these commitments. We are already seeing 
results on implementing a state-wide water efficiency 
program, investigating the supply of groundwater, and 
developing strategies that incorporate land-use planning 

and water management. Many farmers have taken part 
in a coaching program to help them build better business 
skills. A program that supports farm businesses and 
other landholders to diversify their income through 
carbon farming and biodiversity offsets has been 
launched as well as one to accelerate the adoption  
of “ag-tech”.

Preparedness has formed a large part of the Future 
Ready Regions strategy and we have focused on 
helping communities build resilience and anticipate the 
effects of sustained drought. Through major initiatives 
such as the Regional Drought Resilience Plans, we are 
supporting drought exposed communities because we 
know that the effects of drought don’t stop at the  
farm gate.
 
The NSW Government evaluated our support programs 
from the last drought to improve future responses and 
to ensure communities remain at the heart of decision 
making. It is their experiences and insights that will help 
us better prepare for the future.

Preparedness is a long-term commitment and with this 
strategy we are looking ahead together to ensure that 
we work alongside communities to help them withstand 
future drought.

The Hon. Paul Toole MP
Deputy Premier
Minister for Regional NSW, and Minister for Police
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Future Ready Regions 
2023 Update 

The $64 million Future Ready Regions strategy was released in 2021 with the goal of helping regional communities 
plan and prepare for drought by building resilience and bringing government agencies together to deliver solutions.

The strategy outlined 14 actions to help achieve sustainable, secure and healthy water resources, stronger primary 
industries and resilient, more economically diverse communities.

The Future Ready Regions 2023 Update provides an overview of progress made in implementing these actions. It 
shows our coordinated approach and details how we are working to ensure we are better prepared for the  
next drought.

The 14 actions are progressing. By working together with governments, rural communities, industries and sectors we 
have achieved outcomes including regional drought and farm business planning; the design of Ag-tech Demonstration 
sites; analysis of water data to improve reporting and enhanced online tools with climate and weather data.

About Future Ready Regions  

Overview of actions
Sustainable, secure and 
healthy water resources
• Action 1 - Fast-track 

investigations into new 
groundwater supplies in  
western NSW

• Action 2  - Better integrate 
land-use planning and water-
management decisions

• Action 3 - Implement a new 
state-wide water-efficiency 
framework for regional towns 
and cities

• Action 4 - Improve water-
use decision-making for the 
resources sector

• Action 5 - Establish a Water in 
Mining Advisory Group

• Action 6 - Investigate options 
to adopt a more standardised 
framework for town water 
restrictions

Stronger primary industries 
prepared for drought
• Action 7 - Upgrade the 

Enhanced Drought Information 
System (EDIS) to provide farms 
with world-leading weather and 
climate data

• Action 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

• Action 9 - Deliver a new  
‘Farm Business Resilience 
Planning’ program

• Action 10 - Support farm 
businesses and landholders to 
diversify their income through 
carbon farming and biodiversity 
offset programs 

• Action 11 - Streamline planning 
requirements to make it easier 
for primary producers to 
diversify into agritourism and 
carry out agricultural programs

Stronger communities and 
diverse regional economies
• Action 12 - Undertake a 

comprehensive evaluation of 
drought support programs

• Action 13 - Support communities 
and industries to plan and 
prepare for future droughts  
with Regional Drought 
Resilience Plans 

• Action 14 - Build on the Drought 
Signals framework to develop 
consistent drought triggers



Building Drought 
Resilience

Why it’s important  
NSW is prone to periods of persistent drought with 
downward trends in rainfall and streamflow already 
well documented . The costs of drought are spread 
across economic, social and environmental factors. 
The toll taken on regions and their communities is 
enormous and the impacts often linger for decades.

1

From 2017 to 2020, NSW experienced the worst 
drought since the 1890s. It affected the whole 
state and most river valleys across NSW . Between 
January 2017 and December 2019, temperatures 
were the warmest and rainfall was the lowest on 
record. Onset of the drought in 2017, less than 10 
years after the Millennium Drought, left little time 
for primary producers to recover and protect against 
future crises, exacerbating the social and economic 
impacts of the drought .3

2

Planning for the future
Our best defence against the shocks of drought is 
to prepare. Planning for greater drought resilience 
across all aspects of regional and remote communities, 
not just for primary producers, will have the greatest 
impact. This can be achieved by building sustainable 
and diverse regional economies, reducing the 
vulnerability of communities to changing economic 
conditions, accelerating recovery, and enhancing the 
natural environment. 
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 “If we cannot plan now in 
times of water plenty… what 
hope is there when times of 
drought return?” 

Subjective Wellbeing Survey  
(Water Security) response.

1Bureau of Meteorology State of the Climate Report 2020 www.bom.gov.au/state-of-the-climate
2Future Ready Regions
3Future Ready Regions, p.22
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The past year has seen changed weather conditions, improvements 
to key economic indicators, some increased migration, and the 
return of domestic tourism following long periods of lockdowns. 
This has helped many regions recover from the impact of drought, 
but economic and social recovery remains an ongoing issue in 
some areas. The compounding effects of floods, labour shortages, 
high input costs, and the lagging effects of the mouse plague, 
bushfires, and COVID-19 are still being felt – with the added 
devastation of flooding for some communities.

Figure 1: Heatmaps of NSW drought affected areas identified via the Enhanced Drought Information System. 

Data from the Enhanced Drought 
Information System (EDIS) shows 
how much drought conditions 
changed from 2017 to 2022 
(Figure 1). 

Drought intensity 
2017-2022

Conditions 
and Forecasts

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

Summer Autumn Winter Spring

NSW Seasonal Conditions Multi-Year Profile

NSW Combined Drought Indicator 12 months to 31st December 2022



The Bureau of Meteorology forecasts above median rainfall is likely 
in February for much of New South Wales, with above median rainfall 
likely for February to April for central and southern coastal parts of 
New South Wales. Below average falls are predicted for western NSW 
during this period, due to the ENSO Outlook status of La Nina and 
Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) neutral, with a low likelihood of influencing 
Australian climate in the next few months.  (Figure 2).

Despite the below average rainfall in December 2022 for most of 
NSW, many parts of the state in the west continue to experience 
flooding as water moves across the saturated landscapes and 
through river systems. However, the above average rainfall combined 
with mild temperatures earlier in January 2022 provided a boost to 
pasture production, enabling farmers to rebuild stock numbers and 
replenish fodder supplies during late spring and early summer  As a 
result, NSW winter crop production was estimated to reach a record 
18.99 million tonnes in 2020-21, backed up with the second largest 
winter crop on record of 18.75 million tonnes in 2021-22.

4.

Rural water storages have received substantial inflows. The total 
accessible storage of rural water supplies is at 98 per cent capacity 
(as at 13 September 2022). Only two of the 18 dams in regional NSW 
are at less than 85 per cent (as at 13 September 2022), with Split 
Rock Dam the lowest at 82.9 per cent5.

Many farmers, workers, regional 
businesses, and communities are 
continuing to deal with low cashflow 
while they try to re-stock and plant 
harvest crops. Many crops also 
experienced quality downgrades 
and write-offs due to heavy rainfall 
and flooding in 2021-22, further 
hampering recovery efforts.

The cropping sector needed at 
least two average or above average 
yielding crops to recover, which has 
now largely been achieved as at 
the end of the 2022 financial year. 
Cropping businesses were estimated 
to make record farm business profits 
on average in the 2021 and 2022 
financial years.  

The livestock sector will take longer 
to recover through herd and flock 
rebuilds. On average NSW broadacre 
farms are expected to have made 
a profit over the 2021 and 2022 
financial years; however, this is 
expected to only marginally exceed 
the losses made in the drought 
impacting 2018 to 2020 financial 
years. Given that the average 
broadacre farm has only turned a 
marginal overall profit over the past 
four financial years, this emphasises 
the likely ongoing cashflow issues 
being experienced despite improved 
seasonal conditions.

Rainfall and water storage Planting and restocking

4https://www.awe.gov.au/abares/research-topics/agricultural-outlook/seasonal-
conditions#australian-agricultural-production-conditions-for-the-remainder-of-202122
5https://www.waternsw.com.au/supply/regional-nsw/dam-levels

Figure 2: Total rainfall in NSW (in mm) from 
1 Jan 2022 to 31 Dec 2022. Source NSW 
Department of Primary Industries

Map produced by NSW 
Department of Primary 
Industries. Data provided by 
Bureau of Meteorology
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6https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/data/farm-data-portal

Figure 3: Heatmaps of Gross Regional Product growth across Local 
Government Areas from 2017/18 - 2019/2020 and 2019/20 - 2020/21 
financial year periods

Gross Value of 
Production (GVP)
The primary industries sector was 
acutely impacted by the drought, 
with the Gross Value of Production 
(GVP) falling approximately 21 per 
cent in total between the 2017 and 
2020 financial years. However, the 
impacts were felt more heavily at 
the farm level, with NSW broadacre 
farms experiencing an average 
decline in farm business profits 
over this period of 219 per cent, and 
farmers making an average loss of 
$138,000 in the 2019/20 financial 
year . These impacts do not stop 
at the farm gate, with regional 
businesses and communities feeling 
the flow on impacts. 

6

The impact of multiple events such 
as the Black Summer bushfires, 
floods of 2021 and 2022, mice 
plagues, and COVID-19 related 
supply chain and labour force 
disruptions are likely to compound 
drought recovery challenges in the 
short term.

Gross Regional Product has 
switched from negative across most 
of the state from the 2017/18 to 
2019/2020, to mostly positive during 
the 2019/20 to 2020/21 financial 
year period (Figure 4). It must be 
noted that this does not consider 
critical events outside this period 
including inland floods.

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/data/farm-data-portal


Sustainable, secure and 
healthy water resources

During the last drought, 
the NSW Government 
delivered more than 
$2.5 billion for water 
security infrastructure 
and programs. The Future 
Ready Regions strategy 
established six actions 
with the goal to achieve 
sustainable, secure and 
healthy water resources. 
These actions focus on 
investigating new water 
sources and promoting 
more efficient and 
consistent water use  
and management.

Actions

Action 1 - Fast-track investigations  
into potential groundwater supplies  
in Western NSW

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

Action 3 - Implement a new state-wide 
water efficiency framework and program 
for regional towns and cities

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

Action 5 - Establish a Water in 
Mining Advisory Group 

Action 6 - Investigate options to adopt  
a more standardised framework for  
town water restrictions

Supporting drought resilient communities and economies  11
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Why is this action important? 

This project aims to identify new deep groundwater 
resources to support NSW regional areas. By 
identifying potential new groundwater and 
underground water-storage opportunities, we hope to 
relieve pressure on existing water sources.

The project is being conducted in an area northeast 
of Broken Hill in and southwest of Cobar in western 
NSW. Reviews of historic geoscientific data indicated 
deep groundwater is present, but the extent and 
nature of this water is unknown. The towns, industry 
and mining sector in this region were significantly 
threatened during the severe drought of 2017-2020.  

Action 1 - Fast-track investigations into potential 
groundwater supplies in Western NSW

What has happened so far?

Procurement is underway for contractors to conduct 
geophysical surveys, which will provide key data about 
the nature of the soil and rocks below the ground. The 
procurement for the airborne electromagnetic survey 
over the area northeast of Broken Hill is complete and 
the survey commenced in August 2022.

Fieldwork identified areas of rock outcrop to the 
southwest of Cobar that have potential for being 
groundwater reservoirs where they extend deeper, 
underground from the surface.

Next steps

In the next 12 months, a range of geophysical 
surveying will be conducted, starting with the 
airborne electromagnetic survey northeast 
of Broken Hill. An airborne electromagnetic 
and magnetic/radiometric survey will also 
be completed in the area to the southwest of 
Cobar, followed by a seismic survey, and an 
electromagnetic survey in the Forbes-Dubbo 
area. Once geophysical surveying is complete and 
the data analysed, drill testing will begin in the 
areas selected based on data analysis.



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

Why is this action important? 

Water reliability and security is central to land use, 
urban planning and industry development in regional 
NSW. There is a need to better link approvals for land 
use with approvals to access finite and variable water 
resources. Considering extraction caps, constraints, 
reliability of supply and market conditions in the early 
phases of planning reduces investment risk. 

In addition to water availability, land use planning 
must also more effectively link with broader issues 
of water quality and ecosystem health, and better 
recognise opportunities to integrate water supply, 
stormwater and wastewater management. Improved 
water management will support safe, secure, 
resilient, sustainable and affordable water services 
and broader urban amenity outcomes. 

This program is designed to identify opportunities to 
consider water availability and impacts earlier and 
more strategically through the planning system. 

What has happened so far? 

The NSW Department of Planning and Environment 
(DPE) is developing a suite of metropolitan and 
regional water strategies. These will help identify 
opportunities for land-use planning frameworks 
to respond to water management and resilience 
outcomes considering climate risk assessments.

In 2020, the NSW Town Water Risk Reduction 
Program was established to support local water 
utilities. The NSW Government, local water 
utilities and the wider water sector are working 
collaboratively to manage risks and priorities 
in town water systems more strategically and 
effectively, to reduce risks over time.

Other projects to support water security in land use 
approvals are underway, including programs that:

• improve access to information about water 
availability 

• provide strategic recognition of critical ground 
water resources in coastal areas 

• establish a framework to support integrated 
water management.

Projects to improve information  
about water availability

To increase the visibility of water allocations to the 
various priorities and licence types, DPE has developed 
Water Allocation Guides. These describe how the 
water allocation process works in each of the major 
regulated river valleys and have been published for 
most major regulated rivers. The guides support 
communication and early engagement to better 
inform land use, agriculture and industry investment 
decisions based on a clear understanding of water 
availability and constraints, and water allocation risk 
over the immediate and longer term. The guidelines are 
available on the DPE website.

Strategic recognition of critical  
ground water resources in coastal areas 

DPE has developed guidelines to provide information 
to applicants and proponents on the requirements for 
groundwater assessments. This will support stronger 
disclosure of data and modelling predictions, and help 
ensure applications are complete and impacts are 
transparent, resulting in greater efficiency and more 
informed decision making. The guidelines are available 
on the DPE website.

Designing collaborative approaches  
that integrate land and water planning

As part of the Sydney Aerotropolis, DPE is progressing 
a pilot to test collaborative approaches that better 
integrate land and water planning. The lessons learnt 
from this pilot will inform a broader review commencing 
in 2022/23.

Next steps

DPE will review the governance arrangements of 
water considerations in regulatory and advisory 
land use planning functions. Case studies will be 
developed to identify and illustrate opportunities 
to enable better outcomes for water management 
through strategic land use planning and development 
assessment pathways. This will include monitoring 
and reviewing the collaborative approach and using 
the lessons learnt to inform a broader review of water 
management in land planning decisions.
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Why is this action important? 

The Future Ready Regions strategy 
identified that water efficiency and 
demand management practices are 
underdeveloped in regional NSW. 
While there has been focus on water 
efficiency during recent droughts, 
there are opportunities across much 
of NSW to do more. In regional NSW, 
there are still large discrepancies 
between the average residential 
water use in different towns, and 
water supply system leakage also 
remains a challenge.

DPE has committed to implementing 
a new state-wide water efficiency 
framework and program for 
regional towns and cities. This 
framework and program will support 
communities, businesses, and the 
NSW Government in build resilience 
to drought and promote sustainable 
and efficient water use.

 

Action 3 - Implement a new state-wide water 
efficiency framework and program for regional towns 

What has happened so far?

Implementation of the Water Efficiency Program has commenced. 
Some of the achievements of this program are outlined below.

The draft Water Efficiency Framework - a best practice guide for 
water efficiency planning. Consultation on the framework occurred in 
early 2022, has taken place and feedback is being incorporated. The 
framework will be available on the DPE website in late 2022. 

Smart Water Advice - DPE and The Water Conservancy (formerly Smart 
Approved Watermark) offered a subsidised subscription to regional 
councils. This offer closed 30 June 2022, with significant uptake. It 
provides regional councils and water utilities with communications 
materials to improve water efficiency knowledge with their customers 
and influence consumer behavioural change. The material improves 
understanding and provides consistent messaging about the 
importance of the water efficiency across NSW. 

Washing Machine Replacement Trial for social housing tenants.  
DPE partnered with Sydney Water, Hunter Water and regional councils 
to provide low cost, efficient washing machines to social housing 
tenants. This will help save around $245 a year off water, energy, and 
detergent bills. Find out more about the NSW Government’s Washing 
Machine Replacement Trial.

Social housing water efficiency service – DPE, Sydney Water, Hunter 
Water worked together to deliver a service to social housing tenants 
to fix leaks within the home, provide water efficient showerheads, flow 
restrictors and install water efficient toilets.

System leakage reduction – In this program, DPE engages specialists 
to find leaks in water utility systems. The initiative facilitates water 
utilities to find leak detection specialists to service regional areas. 
Active leak detection involves using listening devices and data loggers 
to find leaks. Fifteen per cent of all regional utility networks will 
be surveyed. In 2021/22 DPE found 1.65 gigalitres of water leaking 
annually from 15 water utilities. Any leaks are repaired by each 
participating water utility, leading to water savings. The system leakage 
program is aiming to reduce leakage by 7.5 GL/year and sustain this 
through better water utility asset management. Read more about the 
Regional Leakage Reduction Program.

https://water.dpie.nsw.gov.au/plans-and-programs/water-efficiency/regional-leakage-reduction-program
https://washingmachines.water.dpe.nsw.gov.au/


Next steps

The Water Efficiency Program’s 
key focus areas include:

Examples of upcoming projects 
include:

System leakage reduction 
will continue to be addressed 
through the implementation of 
the following projects under 
the DPE-led Water Efficiency 
Program:

• Strategy, policy and regulation

• Research and innovation

• Capability building and education 

• Residential programs

• Non-residential programs

• System leakage reduction

• Analytics and technology application   

• Research and Innovation Roadmap - developing a Research and Innovation 
Roadmap to advance new ideas and solutions for water efficiency. The 
roadmap will identify opportunities to partner with universities, research 
organisations and water utilities.

• Water education in schools - the Department of Education will deliver a 
water efficiency incursion program to 30 regional primary schools through 
the Environmental and Zoo Education Centres. The program will focus on 
positive, achievable water saving actions at home and school. 

• Network Leakage Metering Pilot – installation of bulk water meters, 
creation of district metered areas and testing customer meters for 
accuracy. This will help track water through supply networks, and quantify 
and target water loss.

• Network Leakage Pressure Management Pilot – installation of pressure 
monitoring devices and pressure reduction valves and building local water 
utility capacity through training.

• Network Leakage Detection Pilot – assisting local water utilities to 
identify and locate leaks in their network by installing sensors and training 
staff on using detection equipment, such as acoustic listening devices.

• Regional Water Loss Management Centres – creation of a series of 
regionally located water loss management centres to embed best practice 
water loss management in the regions. The first centre will be hosted by 
Central NSW Joint Organisation.

Supporting drought resilient communities and economies  15
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Why is this action important? 

The mining industry in NSW employs over 28,000 
people directly, largely in regional NSW, across 
48 coal and metal producing mines. Currently the 
industry provides more than $20 billion in export 
value annually and water is essential in these 
operations. However, in times of severe drought 
they can be at risk of suspending operations due to 
a lack of sufficient water.   

The purpose of this project is to improve the 
consistency of water use reporting, to assist with 
water use decision making for NSW resources 
sector. This will improve understanding of how 
water is used, how efficiently it is used, and lead to 
more informed decisions regarding water allocation 
during future droughts. 

Why is this action important? 

Water-related matters in the mining and 
resources sector can be complex, requiring 
the industry to possibly engage with several 
government agencies to resolve issues. It can be 
difficult for mining and exploration companies 
to know who to contact in the Government to 
answer questions or efficiently resolve issues. 
The drought highlighted the need for clear points 
of contact with the NSW Government to help 
pre-empt and resolve water concerns within the 
mining and resources sector.

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

Action 5 - Establish a Water in Mining Advisory Group 

What has happened so far?

Water use data is reported annually to government by 
metalliferous and coal mining operations. The NSW 
Government is analysing water use patterns, variability, 
and data gaps to identify ways to better capture this 
information and explore options to standardise reporting. 

What has happened so far?

Several NSW Government agencies have mining and 
exploration oversight, including the Department of 
Regional NSW (DRNSW), DPE, Natural Resources Access 
Regulator, and Environmental Protection Agency. To help 
provide clarity on water-related matters, an interagency 
group including DPE and DRNSW is being convened. 

Next steps

The NSW Government will consult stakeholders on 
the results of initial data compilation and analysis and 
will seek feedback on options for a standard water use 
reporting framework. A pilot program to report water 
use data in a standardised format will start in 2023.

Next steps

Terms of reference for the interagency group are 
being developed to ensure water issues in mining are 
addressed effectively and efficiently.

This new advisory group will create a forum for 
questions, issues, or concerns to be raised and 
discussed by industry, then forwarded to the 
appropriate agency for response. It will bring  
together NSW Government and regulator advice on 
water-related risks to the mining and resources sector 
and help ensure industry requests are effectively 
addressed by the Government.  



Why is this action important? 

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

This project is investigating how town water 
restrictions could be standardised. This aligns with 
the NSW Water Strategy commitment to investigate 
a more consistent approach to water restrictions 
across NSW and will be developed with common 
principles that may help to improve clarity and 
consistency for residents and businesses.

Action 6 - Investigate options to adopt a more 
standardised framework for town water 

What has happened so far?

DPE has begun broader consultation on the options 
available to influence water restriction definitions. 
The NSW Government’s ability to influence water 
restrictions is limited under the current legislative and 
regulatory regime. A framework is being developed to 
compare the trigger levels between water utilities and 
to identify inconsistencies. 

Next steps

Research is continuing to identify evidence of the 
benefits of harmonising town water restrictions for 
the sector. This includes further consultation with 
industry, and an assessment of potential impacts to 
individual utilities.    
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Stronger primary 
industries prepared 
for drought 
The $15.9 billion NSW 
primary industries sector 
is vital to our social and 
economic prosperity and 
security. As droughts 
are predicted to 
become more frequent 
and severe, the NSW 
Government is committed 
to helping primary 
producers prepare. Five 
actions were identified 
under the Future Ready 
Regions strategy to 
help primary industries 
be better prepared for 
drought via technological 
innovation and the 
development of resilient 
farm businesses. 

Actions

Action 7 - Upgrade the Enhanced 
Drought Information System (EDIS) 
to provide farms with world-leading 
weather and climate data 

Action 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 

Action 9 - Deliver a new  
‘Farm Business Resilience Planning’  
program

Action 10 - Support farm businesses and 
landholders to diversify their income 
through carbon farming and biodiversity 
offset programs

Action 11 - Streamline planning requirements 
to make it easier for primary producers 
to diversify into agritourism and carry out 
agricultural programs



Action 7 - Upgrade the Enhanced Drought Information System (EDIS) 
to provide farms with world-leading weather and climate data 

Why is this action important? 

Access to timely, reliable climate data and forewarning 
is needed to help primary producers and communities 
effectively navigate through extreme weather events, 
including droughts and floods.

The existing Enhanced Drought Indicator System (EDIS) 
underpins both the NSW Combined Drought Indicator 
and the NSW State Seasonal Update. Expanding the 
EDIS will provide famers with world-leading weather 
and climate data so they can make better business 
decisions. The expanded EDIS is delivering three Farm 
Services Packages over the next three years, improving 
the quality of free climate services available to farms in 
NSW. The initiative also includes both free and fee-for-
service extensions to service government agencies, 
industry, the scientific community, and the public.

What has happened so far? 

Farmers and other stakeholders have been surveyed 
on what climate services they would like improved. 
Initial feedback indicates that local, accurate, and 
high-quality climate information delivered on time is 
critical. This information impacts key decisions about 
farm management during drought, for example the 
sale or agistment of livestock to take pressure off the 
farm’s pasture base.

The initiative is supported by a scientific work 
program to improve local climate information and 
deliver it to farmers in a timely manner. This includes a 
range of measures, including:

• Bringing online new improved climate data 
covering all of NSW. The Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI) is collaborating with the Australian 
National University who use world leading 
scientific analytics to quality control and improve 
the Bureau of Meteorology’s climate network.

• Researching ways to improve the DPI drought 
monitoring program, such as the use of third party 
(farmer) climate data from the Farms of the Future 
program, as well as utilising satellite radar. A new 
Seasonal Conditions Monitoring Network is being 
built that collects in-field information using near 
real time sensors and field observations.

• Better methodology for services like the drought 
maps to improve the quality of information provided 
to farmers. This utilises in-field data, more robust 
climate feeds (ANU Climate), and new sources of 
high-resolution vegetation and soil water  
remote sensing.

• A range of climate and weather forecasts to 
integrate into DPI Seasonal Conditions services. The 
trial is with the Weather Company, a division of IBM, 
and provides access to state-of-the-art forecasts 
from IBM and the Bureau of Meteorology.

• A new NSW Agricultural Data Service platform 
being built by DPI. This will make data and 
information services more accessible and timelier 
for to farmers, industry, and government.

• Hands-on information and climate education 
services for stakeholders, particularly farmers. 
These will be designed through a stakeholder survey 
and a series of follow-up workshops. This includes 
apps, web services, and online education modules. 
It also includes ways to better utilise traditional 
information channels, so information is  
broadly available.

• Upgrading the NSW DPI FarmTracker application 
(app). It currently allows farmers to record seasonal 
conditions for crops, pastures, or livestock on their 
properties. The upgrades link users to existing 
seasonal conditions information for their location 
and provides easy one-touch access to a broader 
range of NSW Government products and services, 
such as drought support and farm education. 

Next steps

Of the three Farm Services Packages to be 
delivered by the enhanced EDIS, Farm Service 
Package 1 is due for release in September 2022, 
including the upgraded NSW DPI FarmTracker 
app and new drought mapping service driven 
by improved climate data. Workshops will be 
undertaken with farmers in 2022/23 to complete 
the design of Farm Services Package 2 and 3. Farm 
Services Package 2 is due for release in mid-2023. 
DPI will build the first new site in the Seasonal 
Conditions Monitoring Network in 2022/23 on 
farms in Western NSW. 
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Why is this action important? 

Agribusiness is the least digitised sector in 
Australia with significant environmental, social, 
and other challenges impacting its resilience, 
productivity, and profitability. The acceleration of 
tech-enabled production and monitoring methods, 
or “ag-tech”, has the potential to increase farming 
businesses’ gross value of production (GVP) by 25 
per cent . For NSW this would equate to a $3 billion 
GVP uplift. In regional NSW, there is limited access 
to on-farm connectivity to support the effective use 
of ag-tech. Further, the value proposition and return 
on investment (ROI) of ag-tech is often unclear 
and farmers are reluctant to take on unknown 
risks. As such, ag-tech adoption has not been of a 
size and scale required to support self-sustaining 
ag-tech markets, causing increased confusion and 
reluctance from farmers to adopt these solutions.

7

The Farms for the Future program is trialling a 
suite of interventions to accelerate the availability 
and adoption of digital agricultural technologies. 
The trial is focused on 11 local government areas 
(LGAs) in 5 regions across NSW. While the primary 
target are producers of livestock, grains, cotton, and 
horticulture (tree crops and vines), the capability 
developed is encompassing all producers and  
their advisors.

The program is part of the Regional Digital 
Connectivity Program funded by the Snowy 
Hydro Legacy Fund and managed by the NSW DPI 
Agriculture Climate group based at the Orange 
Agricultural Research Institute as part of their wider 
digital agriculture program.

Action 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

What has happened so far?

This program has established and developed project 
management and delivery teams to lead its design and 
implementation.  These teams will arrange demonstration 
sites at DPI locations, design and develop a workshop 
on ag-tech, and develop partnerships and processes to 
efficiently deliver the program.

Next steps

Regional Ag-tech Demonstration sites 
are being set up at several DPI research 
stations to demonstrate specific ag-tech 
uses relevant to each region and provide 
facilities for engagement and training events. 
An information and awareness program will 
engage producers in the target LGAs with 
special Farms of the Future Development 
Officers. They have been engaging producer 
groups and influencers on a local basis and 
have a presence at all major producer field 
days in the target areas. Together with Tocal 
Agricultural College, a 1-day workshop and 
online training for producers as an introduction 
to ag-tech has been developed to help them 
plan their needs. A grants program in target 
LGAs will commence in 2023, supported by 
an ag-tech catalogue of approved suppliers of 
connectivity and Internet of Things devices for 
specified technology uses case.7 Perrett, E., Heath, R., Laurie, A. and Darragh, L. 

Accelerating precision agriculture to decision agriculture – 
analysis of the economic benefit and strategies for delivery 
of digital agriculture in Australia. Australian Farm Institute 
and Cotton Research and Development Corporation



Why is this action important? 

Increasing resilience will help farmers anticipate, 
withstand, and adapt to the impacts of drought. The 
Farm Business Resilience Program aims to improve 
primary producers’ ability to manage risks, and help 
regional economies be more resilient to the impacts 
of drought.

Jointly funded through the Australian Government’s 
Future Drought Fund and DPI, the pilot program is 
delivered in partnership with industry and Local 
Land Services. Farmers who have better business 
management skills and plan for risks are more 
likely to sustain farm business productivity and 
profitability in times of drought. The program 
teaches strategic business skills, risk management, 
natural resource management, and personal and 
social resilience. The program also supports farm 
business planning tailored to participants’ business 
context, and the opportunity for professional 
feedback on the plans.

Action 9 - Deliver a new ‘Farm Business Resilience 
Planning’ program

What has happened so far?

The program has provided a mix of one-on-one and 
group business coaching to 140 farm businesses, 
including farm tours to learn from peers. The program 
attracted a mix of young and older farmers, and small 
and large businesses (from turnover of under $100,000 
to over $1 million). More than 1,800 farmers attended 
Farm Business Resilience Program coaching or one of 
the 58 events hosted in the 2021/22 financial year.

A sub-project within the Farm Business Resilience 
Program is the Young Farmer Business Program for 
those aged 18 to 35. It provides knowledge and skills 
to improve social and business resilience and connects 
young farmers with opportunities to establish or 
expand their business. The program has delivered:

• 15 events, such as Bank Savvy, Bank Ready, and 
small-scale farm tours 

• new financial templates, including a reverse 
budgeting template and a tool to help understand 
farm depreciation

• a 6-week business accelerator program, offering 
coaching and group meetings, and

• the ‘Propagate’ podcast, which won the ‘Best 
Business' podcast in the 2021 Australian Podcast 
Awards with 18,987 listens to date.

Next steps

Following the successful pilot phase, the Farm Business Resilience Program has received $12.1 million 
from the NSW Government to continue until June 2024. Survey results from participants show the 
business coaching has improved business performance and lifted confidence. The pilot program 
evaluation revealed: 

• 67 per cent of participants reported increased likelihood to change behaviour

• of these, 41 per cent of participants reported actual behaviour changes, and

• all coaching participants reported specific intentions to implement priority changes.

The program plans to continue to deliver business coaching, workshops, and events, with the aim of 
supporting over 1,000 farmers in the coming year. 
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Why is this action important? 

To ensure the prosperity of NSW’s primary 
industries and land sector, the NSW Government 
is investing over $331 million to support farmers 
and land managers reduce emissions, improve their 
carbon management, and enhance biodiversity on 
their land alongside production.

It will also support the sector to increase revenue 
by accessing environmental markets, accelerating 
finance for natural capital and low carbon farming, 
and demonstrating environmental performance to 
consumers and the supply chain.

Participating in low carbon farming, biodiversity 
offsets, and managing natural capital can enhance 
farm business resilience through delivering 
additional revenue streams, as well as through 
enhancing the biophysical resilience of the land. 
This can include increased water holding capacity in 
the soil, increased shade and shelter for livestock, 
and decreased levels of erosion.

What has happened so far?

Launched in March 2022, the Primary Industries 
Productivity and Abatement Program will drive 
abatement work across all land tenures in NSW. This 
includes reducing emissions from agriculture and 
increasing sequestration in soils and vegetation.

Action 10 - Support farm businesses and landholders 
to diversify their income through carbon farming and 
biodiversity offset programs 

The program will focus on:  

• building knowledge, capacity, and confidence to 
undertake carbon projects among land managers 
across agriculture, public lands, and Aboriginal 
owned and managed lands, and

• developing market and industry foundations including 
open-access data systems and new methods to scale 
up the carbon market in NSW. Advice will be provided 
as these new methods emerge to maximise land 
productivity and provide alternate income streams. 

The NSW Government has also announced the 
Sustainable Farming Program to accredit farmers who 
take action to improve biodiversity and reduce carbon 
emissions, while enhancing their productivity. 

The NSW Government’s Biodiversity Offsets Scheme 
provides an opportunity for landholders to earn an 
income from managing their land for biodiversity. 
Landholders generate biodiversity credits by agreeing 
to secure and manage an area of their land to improve 
biodiversity in-perpetuity through a Biodiversity 
Stewardship Agreement. Sale of these credits can 
provide an upfront payment to the landholder as well 
as funding for ongoing management of the land. The 
NSW Government recently announced the $107 million 
Biodiversity Credits Supply Fund which will streamline 
the biodiversity offset scheme and proactively work with 
landholders to establish Biodiversity Stewardship Sites 
to fast-track credit supply.

Next steps

An On-farm Carbon Advice project, including a carbon advisory and concierge service for farmers, is 
due to begin soon by the Office of Energy and Climate Change. To drive abatement at scale, we will 
enter high impact partnerships with the primary industries and land sectors in 2022, with competitive 
grants for abatement projects due to launch in 2023.

DPE is currently developing an accreditation program for the Sustainable Farming Program in 
consultation with stakeholders, and this will complement existing private land conservation programs 
offered by the NSW Government.



Why is this action important? 

Water restriction definitions vary across NSW. 
The Agritourism and Small-Scale Agriculture 
Development project seeks to enable farmers to 
better prepare for periods of drought when they 
are less able to rely on income from their primary 
production activities. Changes will expand the NSW 
planning system to introduce new agritourism 
land uses better tailored to the types of tourism 
activities landholders are looking to undertake. The 
changes will allow landholders to set up low impact 
agritourism businesses that don’t need planning or 
building approval (exempt development), and other 
routine development that can be done under a fast-
track complying development approval.

Proposed changes to the planning system will make 
it easier for farmers across NSW to establish small 
scale agritourism businesses on their land, such as 
farm stays (including camping), farm gate activities 
to showcase the produce from their farms (e.g., 
roadside stalls, cafes, and fruit picking), and farm 
experiences to enable visitors to experience farms 
and farm life (e.g., small weddings, tours, and horse 
riding). This will give farmers a secondary income to 
supplement their primary agricultural business and 
continue operating in times of drought.

The changes will help strengthen rural communities 
by encouraging visitors to regional areas, encourage 
the sustainability of agriculture, and even inspire 
the next generation to farm the land.

Action 11 - Streamline planning requirements to make it 
easier for primary producers to diversify into agritourism 
and carry out agricultural programs

What has happened so far?

DPE is working on proposals to better enable 
agritourism on farms and foster small-scale agriculture 
development. The agritourism changes are the final 
stage of a wider agritourism project led by the NSW 
Small Business Commission in collaboration with 
Service NSW, which aims to foster agritourism and help 
farmers diversify their businesses. 

The community, industry, and local councils across 
NSW were invited to respond to DPE’s proposals in 
2021. Stakeholders supported fostering agritourism and 
small-scale agriculture. DRNSW is now working with 
agencies, councils, and other key stakeholders to refine, 
finalise and implement the proposals.

DPE has worked with DPI, Transport for NSW, the Rural 
Fire Service, the Environment and Heritage Group, 
WaterNSW and Hunter Water to prepare requirements 
landholders must meet to address environmental and 
amenity impacts of development. DPE has also worked 
closely with local councils to identify changes to be 
made to Local Environmental Plans (LEPs) to implement 
the changes. 

Next steps

DPE will facilitate amendments to state and local planning controls to enact the changes including the 
Standard Instrument LEP Order 2006, State Environmental Planning Policy (Exempt and Complying 
development Codes) 2008 and State Environmental Planning Policy (Primary Production) 2021. 

DPE will also make amendments to relevant council LEPs, based on consultation with councils, 
to introduce a clause which will help councils manage agritourism developments. This will mean 
agritourism developments will be easier to start, providing farmers an alternative source of income. It 
will also improve certain existing planning controls related to small-scale agriculture.

Guidance material will be created to help agritourism operators, potential operators and councils 
understand the new planning frameworks. These steps are expected to be completed in late 2022.
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Stronger communities 
and diverse regional 
economies  
Regional NSW is the 
engine room of the NSW 
economy and is vital to 
the long-term prosperity 
and security of our state. 
Regional communities 
bore the brunt of the 
last drought, affecting 
their livelihoods, 
health, and community 
connectivity. To support 
these communities and 
economies, the NSW 
Government delivered 
over $4.5 billion in 
drought relief measures 
and continues to deliver 
new projects to build 
resilience. As part of our 
commitment to building 
stronger communities 
and diverse regional 
economies, three actions 
were identified in the 
Future Ready Regions 
strategy.

Actions

Action 12 - Undertake a 
comprehensive evaluation of 
drought support programs

Action 13 - Support communities and industries 
to plan and prepare for future droughts with 
Regional Drought Resilience Plans

Action 14 - Build on the Drought Signals 
Framework to develop consistent 
drought triggers 



Why is this action important? 

During the most recent drought many regions 
experienced some of the lowest rainfall and driest 
conditions in more than century. Between 2017 
and 2020, towns faced critical shortages of water 
and at its worst, 14 towns had less than three 
months’ supply. The impacts to farmers and their 
communities were devasting with social, economic, 
and environmental consequences. 

Since 2017, the NSW Government committed 
approximately $4.5 billion to the drought response, 
including a comprehensive drought package of 36 
relief measures. These measures offered a range 
of services and financial assistance to farmers and 
rural communities in their time of need. It is still 
important to review and evaluate these measures, 
to offer the best and most effective support in the 
future.

Action 12 - Undertake a comprehensive 
evaluation of drought support programs 

What has happened so far?

In the last 12 months, the Strategic Drought Evaluation 
has identified ways to improve the NSW Government’s 
drought response package planning. The evaluation 
was informed by drought response programs 
coordinated across agencies to NSW local regional 
communities. In exploring the program management of 
these short-term relief measures, the drought support 
package was found to have achieved its intended 
outcomes, support drought affected primary producers 
and communities to remain sustainable and productive 
during this very challenging time. 

The NSW Government is dedicated to listening, 
learning, and improving its response to drought. While 
the programs were well aligned to state and national 
policy, the review identified 17 recommendations for 
consideration.

Next steps

While action has been taken to improve how the 
Government and regional communities respond 
to drought, droughts will continue to happen.

The NSW Government is committed to 
learning from these recent experiences and 
supporting regional communities’ preparedness 
and resilience to the shocks of drought. 
This evaluation is helping the Government 
understand the impact of these programs and 
provides an evidence base to underpin future 
drought policy and programs. It also presents 
opportunities to improve sustainable long-
term investment approach to designing future 
drought support measures and initiatives.

What the evaluation found and how is the NSW 
Government responding

The drought package was strongly aligned to key 
policies and agreements, including the National 
Drought Agreement, which the NSW Government 
has been a signatory to since 2018. We take this 
joint approach to drought response, recovery, and 
preparedness very seriously as it recognises the 
need for all states to support farming businesses and 
farming communities to prepare for drought.

The priority areas which the evaluation focused 
on included the program management of on-farm 
support, critical water security, and support for 
businesses and communities. Importantly, these 
findings are broadly aligned with priorities under the 
Future Ready Regions strategy.

In achieving the goals of the drought program, 
relevant agencies were effective in identifying the 
needs of communities and responding as quickly as 
possible. The Government was focused on a proactive 
response to coordinate across agencies and to deliver 
the programs effectively and efficiently.

DRNSW released the response to the findings on the Future Ready Regions website.
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Why is this action important? 

Droughts are challenging times, not just at the farm 
gate but for entire communities and regions. Drought 
creates uncertainty and ‘shocks’ communities, their 
economies, and their natural environment. Planning 
for future drought is essential to build resilience and 
needs to be tailored to community circumstances. As 
drought is complex with many aspects influencing 
resilience, planning for future drought requires a 
triple-bottom line approach to ensure that plans are 
informed by the various economic, environmental, 
and social factors within a community.

Action 13 - Support 
communities and industries 
to plan and prepare for future 
droughts with Regional 
Drought Resilience Plans 
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What has happened so far?

In 2022, DRNSW commenced the Regional Drought 
Resilience Planning program, providing an initial 
$3.8 million to develop partnerships for Regional 
Drought Resilience Plans (RDR Plans). The program is 
co-funded with the Commonwealth under the Future 
Drought Fund. This is a vital first step for regional 
NSW communities to have locally determined, 
actionable plans to drive coordinated drought 
decisions in and across councils.

The RDR Plans are outcomes-focused and forward-
thinking, drawing upon community and locally led 
insights and experiences, with detailed analysis of 
historic drought impacts, scenarios of future climate 
and triple bottom line trend projections. Plans 
are being independently assessed by CSIRO and 
published to allow communities to learn from each 
other, considering each region's unique conditions - 
socially, economically, and environmentally.

The Regional Drought Resilience Planning 
program is supporting councils to: 

• utilise existing drought information, with a local view

• access additional primary research to understand the
specific drivers of drought impact, preparedness, and
response in their individual regions

• set priorities for their preparedness strategies, and

• identify and pursue funding to take ‘drought ready’
projects forward within their communities.

The introduction of the RDR Plans in pilot locations in 
NSW has been widely supported by key stakeholders. 
The Upper Lachlan and Hilltops, Tamworth and Walcha, 
and Gwydir and Inverell LGAs have developed plans, 
which identify immediate and longer-term actions built 
on research, community engagement, and learnings from 
the most recent drought.

Councils are being supported by DRNSW, the 
Commonwealth, and subject matter experts to develop 
the RDR Plans with their communities.

Drought impacts on people, 
place and prosperity
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Next steps

Following the pilot phase, the NSW Government 
has committed additional funding alongside 
the Commonwealth to expand the program into 
additional priority regions.

An evaluation of the pilots is being completed. Lesson 
learnt from the pilots are important to shape how the 
program is delivered going forward. 
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Why is this action important? 

DRNSW is developing a Drought Signals Framework 
to support policy and program decisions on 
scaling drought responses. It will monitor evidence 
for emerging social and economic risks and 
vulnerability of drought. Drought Signals will focus 
on monitoring social and economic emerging risks 
and vulnerability, identifying the most important 
‘signals’ to look for and the most practical 
‘indicators’ to measure them. These indicators help 
define the different stages of drought by identifying 
early warning signs, demonstrating the impact of 
drought as conditions deteriorate, and detecting 
when communities begin to recover as  
drought eases.

Action 14 - Build on the Drought Signals Framework to 
develop consistent drought triggers 

What has happened so far?

DRNSW is now finalising the Framework’s model, 
expanding the scope to place greater emphasis on 
community level data and socio-economic indicators 
to help community preparation and response to future 
drought cycles. 

This Framework will help develop our understanding 
of the indicators that demonstrate the potential extent, 
impact, and severity of an impending drought, and 
enable government agencies and communities  
to respond with timely, targeted and  
evidence-based actions. 

As part of this project, DRNSW will develop a platform 
to host, summarise, and present the data identified 
in the Drought Signals Framework. This will provide 
government agencies and external stakeholders (i.e., 
local councils and industry and community groups) 
with quick, accurate, and meaningful data to identify 
possible areas to strengthen their drought resilience, 
nominate areas requiring additional support, and track 
the effectiveness of these actions.

Next steps

Drought Signals will also be an important resource for local councils Regional Drought Resilience 
Plans, to help them prepare for and manage future drought risks. Drought Signals will be integral to 
provide information that monitors the impact of drought and identifies aspects of their community 
that can be strengthened to improve drought resilience. Councils will also help develop the scope for 
Drought Signals and provide practical direction on the design and use of the online platform. 

The aim is for local councils to refer to their plans and use the data collated via by Drought Signals to 
support pre-determined actions in response to changes in the drought cycle, further supporting their 
communities to be better prepared and resilient to the impacts of drought. 



Next Steps for 
Future Ready 
Regions
DRNSW leads a coordinated approach to 
prepare regional communities to manage 
the impacts of future drought, working 
in close partnership with other NSW 
Government agencies, local government, 
and the Commonwealth.

We will continue to provide updates on 
priority actions under the Future Ready 
Regions strategy on our website, as well as 
on relevant agency and program websites. 
The latest information about seasonal 
conditions and other important data can be 
found on the Enhanced Drought Information 
System webpage.

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 Update 
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 Update document or the 
owner of the copyright.

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.

© State of NSW 2022
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