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Drought-affected property near Bollon in southwest Queensland 
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Foreword 
On 5 December 2019, the Prime Minister of Australia, the Hon Scott Morrison MP, announced the 
National Drought and North Queensland Flood Response and Recovery Agency (the Agency). Our 
remit is to provide national leadership and to drive coordinated and timely implementation of the 
Australian Government’s short, medium and longer-term response to the national drought and to the 
North Queensland flood event of 2019.  

The Agency is not your usual government department; I have a team that has been set up to be agile 
and responsive to communities in regional Australia and who have the ability to cut through red tape 
and assist people who are doing it tough. We have developed a clear line of communication from 
people in the regions straight into government, so policy makers can take into consideration what my 
Regional Recovery Officers are seeing and hearing on the ground. In that spirit, the Agency has taken 
a forensic look at existing drought measures developed and implemented by the Australian 
Government. It’s important to take a serious look at what works out in the regions, and what doesn’t.   

There is no denying drought is disastrous and requires a coordinated response from all levels of 
government, industry, not-for-profits and the community. We need to show empathy and support for 
people living through it, once the worst is over we must help with recovery and finally make every 
effort to help people prepare for future droughts to reduce the economic, social and emotional 
impact of our regional communities. This is even more important as we continue our journey out of the 
COVID-19 pandemic shutdown. 

 

Feeding cattle in drought 
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Since the Agency was established, I have visited drought-affected communities across the Northern 
Territory, Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and Tasmania, and will be engaging with 
communities in South Australia and Western Australia once COVID-19 travel restrictions have been 
lifted. These visits – which are a regular and integral part of our work – are an invaluable window into 
the ‘soul’ of rural Australia and the enormous challenges that drought brings.  

Our approach is to ‘turn up, listen and act’, we listen to people who share their personal experiences, 
connect them with the support they need, but we go further and ‘walk alongside’ during their many 
years of recovery. The honesty and trust required for government to effectively engage with 
communities comes from developing and building on these strong relationships.  

We cannot assume we know what works best for a town and its people and sometimes well-
intentioned ideas developed by people in the centre of government don’t hit the mark on the ground. 
We need to become part of these communities, which is why we have offices and employed Regional 
Recovery Officers across the country. This team allows us to maintain a constant presence and play a 
key coordination role, working closely with all levels of government, health professionals, counsellors, 
small businesses, charities, agricultural and community organisations. This reassures farmers and 
businesses in affected areas that we are listening to their ideas and concerns, and that we are here for 
the long haul.  

Despite some pleasing rainfall over recent months, this drought is not over. There is a long way to go, 
including the recovery of soil moisture levels, which will allow our croppers and graziers to get back on 
track. Even for those districts lucky enough to restock and replant crops, it will take many years to fully 
recover. We understand their need for our ongoing support as they commence the arduous process of 
rebuilding. 

On behalf of the Agency, it is with great pleasure I publish this review of the Australian Government’s 
Drought Response.  

 

 

The Hon Shane L Stone AC QC 

Coordinator-General, National Drought and North Queensland Flood Response and Recovery Agency 
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Executive Summary  
Right across Australia, the current drought has impacted tens of thousands of Australians, their 
livelihoods, and created a flow on effect to their broader communities. Farmers lost revenue, many 
unwillingly reduced their stock, and others left their home towns to search for work. Many local 
businesses suffered due to poor cash flow. Families struggled to put food on the table. The recent rain 
in some parts of Australia, as encouraging as it is, is not sufficient to break the drought across the 
Australian landscape. Large swathes of eastern Australia have been in drought for periods ranging 
from one to seven years. For those areas that have received recent rain, it will take years to recover. 

As the drought’s severity increased, so too did the Australian Government’s (the government) 
response. As at 31 May 2020, the government has committed more than $8 billion (since 2018-19) 
across 25 measures that support farmers, regional businesses and communities experiencing drought. 
These measures contribute to the implementation of the National Drought Agreement (the nationally 
agreed framework for drought support, signed by the Commonwealth and all states and territories in 
December 2018) and the government’s Drought Response, Resilience and Preparedness Plan 
(released on 7 November 2019).   

The government’s response to drought has not been to set and forget. The government has continued 
to monitor the effectiveness of drought policy settings and assistance measures, and has adjusted 
them and introduced new measures to ensure they are providing the assistance required.  

In delivering this report, the Agency has reviewed and provided insights into the government’s current 
drought assistance, and provides options for future directions to address identified challenges in 
strengthening the government’s ongoing drought response. With a changing climate set to increase 
the severity and frequency of droughts in some regions, it is important that the government reviews its 
policy settings and investments to ensure we have the right policies and programs in place.  

The vast majority of the measures supporting drought-affected individuals, businesses, and 
communities are targeted at preparedness and resilience, or involve a requirement that the recipient 
review their operating model and approach to managing risks. The government’s $5 billion Future 
Drought Fund, supported by a Drought Resilience Funding Plan, assists readiness for farming and farm-
related businesses, and regional communities to manage through future droughts. This investment is 
critical, as drought is an enduring, recurring feature of the Australian landscape, and is a challenge 
that all individuals, businesses and communities should expect and plan for.  

Despite the significant investment in preparedness, when drought hits, individuals, businesses, and 
communities continue look to the government for guidance and support. Throughout the recent 
drought, at times it has not always been clear when the government would intervene with additional 
in-drought support, owing to inconsistencies and deficiencies in defining drought or when an 
individual, or area, is affected by drought.  

Of the 25 measures offering support to those impacted by drought, the Agency found 16 to be 
consistent within national and international agreed principles for drought support, while the remaining 
are either partially consistent or not consistent in their current form. As a package, the existing 
measures contribute to the government’s objective to focus on resilience and preparedness, while 
careful policy design is required for future iterations of in-drought support.   
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The provision of in-drought support is consistent with the National Drought Agreement, which outlines 
the principles and processes for providing in-drought support. However, this review has identified six 
themes that the Agency considers would improve the effectiveness of support provided by the 
government:  

• The governance and delivery arrangements for drought support landscape is complex - 
rationalising and consolidating drought measures, and streamlining the application processes, 
offers an opportunity to reduce complexity. 

• Eligibility is complex and inconsistent – in the absence of a consistent definition or criteria for 
drought, development of practical environmental, social and economic indicators, tools and 
information, to be applied consistently in the design of drought support programs and made 
available on the National Drought Map, would provide a degree of certainty to the intended 
recipients.  

• Provision of some support during drought is reactive - coordination and leadership, like that 
provided by the Agency, under an agreed strategic framework and ongoing financial backing 
would allow timely and measured drought assistance.   

• Communication and how to access support is unclear – improved coordination, collaboration 
and communication can be achieved by streamlining online communication channels and 
strengthening on-ground presence of government officials with a direct line back to policy and 
program development.  

• There has been limited review and evaluation – a strengthened focus on both strategic level 
and individual program level review and evaluation processes, supported by appropriate 
resourcing would drive further adaptive management of the government’s drought response.   

• Data is not centralised or coordinated to tell the story of the progress being made - better data 
management systems and improved data sharing offers policy and program designers, 
individuals, communities, businesses and industries with improved capability to make informed 
decisions. The continued development of the National Drought Map will, in some part, assist 
with this.   

Australian agriculture and regional communities continue to be supported through critical investment 
in preparedness and resilience. Despite these leading investments, the impacts of a changing climate 
necessitates ongoing in-drought planning and support mechanisms. Therefore it is vital that we 
continue to learn, tweak, and prepare for this requirement, to ensure we are as proactive, targeted 
and as fiscally efficient as possible.  
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Introduction 

A devastating drought  
Our regional communities have been through tough times over the past few years. Floods, bushfires 
and COVID-19 have caused significant damage, but through all of those events, the drought has 
lingered. 

 

The environmental impact has been severe. 2019 was Australia's warmest and driest year ever 
recordedi. The mean temperature for the 10 years from 2010 to 2019 was the highest on record. Severe 
rainfall deficiencies plagued every state and territory for the 24 months up to December 2019 
(Figure 1ii).  

 

Figure 1 – 24-month rainfall deciles up to 31 December 2019 

 

 

 

“…the worst drought conditions in 100 years” Ms Fiona Simson, President, National 
Farmers’ Federation 
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Although a wetter start to 2020 helped ease the severity over parts of eastern Australia, the drought is 
not over. Many long-term rainfall deficiencies still persist (Figure 2iii) and it will take years for many 
communities to recover. Despite rainfall for January to May 2020 being above average for large areas 
of south-eastern and north-western Australia, the influence of low rainfall over longer timescales is still 
evident in the 12-month soil moisture for June 2019–May 2020, which was well below average over 
large areas of Australiaiv. Of concern, June 2020 rainfall was the third-lowest on record for Australia, 
and below average for most of the country. 

 

 

Figure 2 – 36-month rainfall deciles up to 30 June 2020 

In terms of the economic impact, average farm businesses profit is expected to be down $88,000 
between 2017-18 and 2019-20 due to the droughtv. In New South Wales alone, average 2019-20 
broadacre farm business profit is projected to be the lowest recorded in over 40 years. On 3 March 
2020, ABARES released its ‘Outlook 2020’ detailing that many producers on the east-coast are 
expecting farm cash incomes close to zero for 2019-20vi. Cumulatively, the farm sector has retreated 
from a record high revenue of $63.8 billion in 2016-17, to an expected value of $61 billion in 2020-21vii. 
The impact of this drought will continue to restrict the industry’s goal of $100 billion by 2030.  

How has the government responded?  
Since 2018-19, the government has committed more than $8 billion (see Appendix 1) to support 
drought-affected communities (as at 31 May 2020). This support spans across agriculture, small 
business, education, health and water infrastructure. It includes initiatives such as the $5 billion Future 
Drought Fund to enhance drought preparedness, interest free loans through the Regional Investment 
Corporation, and $301 million to stimulate local economies under the Drought Communities 
Programme Extension.  

http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/drought/archive/20200605.rootzone_soilmoisture_201906202005.png
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The government’s response to drought has not been to set and forget. The government has continued 
to review on-the-ground conditions, monitor the effectiveness of drought policy settings and assistance 
measures, and has adjusted them to ensure they are providing the assistance required. Figure 3 
highlights some of the commitments and changes announced by the government since 2018.    

The government’s response was also underpinned by key policy frameworks and governance 
arrangements, outlined below.  

The Australian Government’s Drought Response, Resilience and Preparedness Plan (the Plan) 

On 19 August 2018, Major General Stephen Day, DSC, AM, was appointed as the national Coordinator-
General for Drought. Major General Day led a Joint Agency Drought Taskforce (ceasing in June 2019), 
and released his advice on a drought preparedness and resilience strategyviii in April 2019. Many of the 
strategy’s recommendations were agreed by the government in the Planix , released on 7 November 
2019 which focuses on dealing with drought in three steps: 

1) Immediate action for those in drought—focused on measures to support farmers and communities 
facing prolonged drought conditions to keep them going until the drought breaks.  

2) Support for the wider communities affected by drought—rural and regional communities depend 
on our farmers and are at the heart of Australia.  

3) Long-term resilience and preparedness—building resilience and ability to withstand drought 
periods in the long term. 

An updated National Drought Agreement (NDA) 

On 26 October 2018, the Prime Minister, the Hon Scott Morrison MP brought together more than 80 
representatives for the National Drought Summit, which led to the updated 2018 NDA.  

The Council of Australian Governments signed the NDA on 12 December 2018, setting out the way 
Commonwealth, state and territory governments will cooperate and collaborate on drought. It builds 
on drought policy reform including moving away from Exceptional Circumstances arrangements and 
‘lines-on-maps’, and aims to prioritise objectives and outcomes that enhance long-term preparedness, 
sustainability, and risk management for farming businesses and communities.  

The nature of drought within Australia will always require and necessitate the need for a level of in-
drought planning and support. While the NDA establishes a framework for managing drought and 
prioritises preparedness, it acknowledges the need for farming businesses, families and communities to 
be supported during drought through a phased approach, where support is tailored dependent on 
conditions.   

A central Agency focused on drought  

On 5 December 2019, the Prime Minister announced the new National Drought and North Queensland 
Flood Response and Recovery Agency (the Agency) to provide national leadership and to drive 
coordinated and timely implementation of the government’s drought response. The Agency is led by 
the national Coordinator-General for Drought, the Hon Shane L Stone AC QC, and works hand-in-hand 
with all levels of government, farmers, non-profits, communities and agricultural organisations to 
achieve strong local and national outcomes.  

Figure 3 provides a non-exhaustive timeline of key drought response announcements, events and 
consultations between April 2018 and January 2020.  



 

10 
 

 Figure 3: Key Australian Government announcements that support the drought response 
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Scope of this report 
The purpose of this report is to review the government’s drought response holistically, and identify any 
gaps that could be addressed to improve the ability of farmers, regional businesses and communities 
to manage through drought and recover. This review is not an audit of individual measures. Unless 
explicitly stated otherwise, information in this report is to 31 May 2020.  

For the purpose of this report, ‘the government’s drought response’ is defined as the measures and 
programs that underpin and deliver on the Plan. This comprises 25 measures that support drought 
response, recovery and preparedness since 2018-19, listed in Appendix 1. Some of these measures, 
such as the Farm Household Allowance and the Rural Financial Counselling Service, provide support 
that is broader than targeting the impacts of drought alone.    

To identify gaps, two methods have been undertaken. Firstly, consideration of the measures in terms of 
their consistency with national and international frameworks that guide the government’s approach to 
providing public support. Secondly, an analysis of information and feedback about the measures to 
draw conclusions on the effectiveness of the response package as a whole.  

The report’s scope does not include efficacy review of governance arrangements or policy 
frameworks, such as the Plan, the NDA or the establishment of the PM&C Joint Drought Taskforce and 
the Agency. This report does not supersede the review and reporting arrangements established by the 
Plan or the NDA. The Minister for Drought is required to report annually to Cabinet on the 
implementation of the Plan and other drought measures, such as the Future Drought Fund. The Plan will 
be reviewed in 2022-23. Under the NDA, the Agriculture Ministers’ Forum (AGMIN) will release an 
implementation progress report annually. The first annual report is due for release in late 2020, subject 
to any unintended constraints from COVID-19. The NDA will also be reviewed two years before its 
expiry, with AGMIN responsible for the terms of reference, timing and methodology. The performance 
and accountability of the Agency is undertaken through a range of mechanisms including monthly 
reporting to the Minister for Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management, as well as statutory 
requirements including the corporate plan and annual report, both of which are subject to the 
Agency’s Audit and Risk Committee. This report uses publicly available sources, as well as targeted 
consultation processes, to draw conclusions. A list of inputs that informed this report are in Figure 4. 

 

A mob of sheep near Parkes, NSW 
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Figure 4: Input informing the Agency’s review of the Government’s Drought Response
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Part 1 – Consistency of the Australian Government’s drought measures with 
national and international frameworks 

Recent progression of government drought support  
In 2008, primary industries ministers across all levels of government agreed that the contemporary approach 
to drought management and support, based on exceptional circumstances (EC), was no longer 
appropriate in the face of a changing climate. The Bureau of Meteorology and the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation in 2008 undertook ‘An assessment of the impact of climate 
change on the nature and frequency of exceptional climatic events’. The assessment found that drought 
conditions in Australia were likely to occur more often and be more severe in intensity. It recommended that 
when developing future drought assistance programs a greater emphasis be put on preparing farmers for 
drought, rather than waiting until there is a crisis, before government steps in to offer assistancex. 

Two additional reviews were commissioned by government. ‘It’s About People: Changing Perspectives on 
Dryness, A Report to Government by an Expert Social Panel’ (2008)xi examined the social impacts in regional 
communities experiencing drought conditions and recommended that future policy focus on facilitating 
the social wellbeing of farm families, rural businesses and communities to improve their capacity to live with 
dryness. Further, in 2009 the Productivity Commission considered the economic impacts of drought and the 
use of Exceptional Circumstancesxii. The Commission found that existing assistance programs encouraged 
some farmers to be reliant on government support during prolonged dry times, and also highlighted the 
need for government to work with farmers (who have primary responsibility for land management on their 
properties) to be better prepared to withstand future climatic challenges.  
 
The Australian Government implemented several key recommendations of the Productivity Commission 
review including removing exceptional circumstances and subsidies, the creation of a Farm Household 
Allowance, and forming an Intergovernmental Agreement on National Drought Program Reform (IGA) in 
2013. 

The current drought is the first major Australian drought experienced, since these changes were made.  

Assessing consistency against existing frameworks 

It is important to understand whether current measures are consistent with the existing national and 
international agreed frameworks to identify any gaps in the government’s obligations or objectives. The 
Agency has reviewed how the 25 measures fit within these frameworks, and concurrently considered the 
measures in light of the 2009 Productivity Commission report, as this was the catalyst for the policy shift away 
from Exceptional Circumstances arrangements. 

At a national level, the measures were reviewed against the NDA (2018)xiii and the 14 actions under the 
Drought Response Resilience Preparedness Plan (2019) which are the two leading frameworks agreed by 
the government. The 18 recommendations of the former Drought Coordinator-General’s Report (2019)xiv 
were also taken into account.  

At an international level, the government’s drought response measures were assessed against 
recommendations and guiding principles from the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD) Drought Resilience, Adaptation and Management Policy Framework (2018)xv, the Organisation for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development’s Mitigating Droughts and Floods in Agriculture (2016) and the 
library of Risk Management and Resilience recommendationsxvi.  
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If a measure directly supports a recommendation, guiding principle or key outcome, it was considered 
consistent within the relevant framework. If it meets part of an obligation or principle, it was partially 
consistent, and if a measure was not supported, it was not considered consistent in its current form. A 
summary of the assessment, broken down by each measure, is below:  

Supporting those affected now  

1. Farm 

Household 

Allowance  

Consistent: FHA payments to families experiencing financial hardship is supported 

directly under the NDA (section 9a) and the Plan (Action 1.1). The FHA has been 

reviewed, expanded and enhanced by the government several times since its 

introduction. Case management services, activity supplements for planning and 

training, and independent financial assessments may also support efforts to enhance 

farm management resilience and sustainability (section 6 of the NDA). These mutual 

obligations are also intended to help farmers develop strategies for self-reliance, build 

capacity to make business decisions where the farm business is unsustainable. These 

program elements are consistent with international frameworks to support wellbeing.  

2. Rural Financial 

Counselling 

Service (RFCS) 

Consistent: employing officers to support farming families through financial 

counselling services is directly supported under the NDA (section 11c) and the Plan 

(Action 1.2), and is consistent with the UNCCD DRAMP Framework which encourages 

the dissemination of knowledge and deepening community understanding of existing 

drought adaptation practices; and increasing human adaptive capacity.  

3. Drought 

Communities 

Small Business 

Support Pilot  

Consistent: expanding RFCS services to small farm related businesses directly supports 

section 11a of the NDA as well as section 11c, which encourages robust risk 

management. It similarly links to Action 2.3 of the Plan.   

4. Drought 

Community 

Support 

Initiative (DCSI) 

Not consistent in current form: DCSI provides $3000 payments through charitable 

entities to eligible drought-affected households. The program is limited to Drought 

Communities Programme Extension (DCPE) regions, which is not consistent with the 

‘no lines on maps’ approach of the NDA, there are no mutual obligations for 

recipients (section 9a and Attachment A), and there is a risk that the measure may 

support unviable businesses (dissuading risk mitigation). However, the short-term 

assistance and referrals to wrap-around services support health and wellbeing of 

farming families and communities by providing support akin to emergency relief 

(section 11d of the NDA). DCSI partially supports the Plan’s Action 2.1 to ‘support rural 

communities’ through drought, noting an intended outcome of the program is to 

improve levels of economic activity in regions and support local communities (as per 

7b of NDA). There are no clear links to international guidance.  
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5. Drought 

Community 

Outreach 

Program 

Partially consistent: similar to DCSI, the program does not encourage mutual 

obligations (as encouraged under section 9a and Attachment A of the NDA) and 

may overlap with DCSI, contravening section 7d. However, it is intended that the 

majority of recipients will receive support at outreach events including from Australian 

and state government departments, charities, education providers, small business 

assistance, land management agencies and agricultural stakeholders. Communities 

can access a range of support and case management services that benefit whole 

communities. This links to several international recommendations, concerning human 

capacity building and the dissemination of knowledge under the UNCCD DRAMP 

Framework. Further, the program it is not solely linked to DCPE regions. The voucher 

component links to Action 2.1 of the Plan, as it encourages local regional spending 

and economic stimulus.  

6. Country 

Women’s 

Association 

(June 2019 

grant)  

Not consistent in current form: similar to DCSI, the $3000 payments under the CWA 

grant do not require any mutual obligations and case management services are not 

required. It partially supports the Plan’s Action 2.1 to ‘support rural communities’ 

through local spending, however, there is limited evidence to prove this has 

occurred. There is also duplication of DCSI, inconsistent with section 7d of the NDA.  

7. FarmHub  Consistent: a central online tool for drought information links to section 11 of the NDA, 

concerning information sharing, the utilisation of technology and the strong 

coordination and communication of drought measures. It also directly fulfils action 1.6 

of the Plan.  It is consistent with international principles regarding coordination.  

8. Regional 

Investment 

Corporation 

loans (RIC) 

Consistent: RIC loans directly relate to section 9c of the NDA, which encourages the 

Commonwealth to provide concessional loan products, as well as Actions 1.3 and 2.2 

of the Plan. The RIC’s mutual obligation requirements and assessments help mitigate 

the risk of providing loans to unviable operators.  

9. Bureau of 

Meteorology 

radars 

Consistent: Directly links to section 9d of the NDA regarding drought indicator 

information, as well as section 11h regarding the provision of quality data. It is also 

consistent with the Plan’s principles around ensuring quality access to data, and 

international principles linked to free, public and open data access.  

10. Regional 

weather and 

climate guides  

Consistent: the work of the Bureau of Meteorology, FarmLink and CSIRO to develop 

guides that help farmers understand risks and opportunities for medium and long-term 

planning directly links to section 11h of the NDA, is consistent with the Plan and 

international principles concerning access to quality data, and to assist business 

decision making.  
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11. Improving 

Great Artesian 

Basin Drought 

Resilience 

Consistent: supporting farmers to be more water efficient and prepared for future 

droughts is directly linked to section 11a of the NDA and Action 1.4 of the Plan, and is 

consistent with international principles to encourage innovations in water efficiency 

and locating new potential water resources under the UNCCD DRAMP Framework.  

12. Taxation 

Measures 

Consistent: measures, such as accelerated depreciation for fodder storage assets, 

and Farm Management Deposits (FMDs), support section 9c of the NDA. The 

measures are also acknowledged by the Plan, noting Action 1.10 provides for a 

review into FMDs.  

13. On-farm 

Emergency 

Water 

Infrastructure 

Rebate 

Scheme 

Consistent: the rebate scheme encourages drought resilience and preparedness, 

directly linking to section 11a of the NDA (to implement preparedness, response and 

recovery programs) and Attachment A principle 1 (that programs should support 

farming businesses to prepare for drought and enhance long term sustainability and 

resilience). While there is no ‘requirement’ for farmers who take up the rebate to 

become more efficient and return savings to the environment, the outcome is likely, 

linking to Action 1.4 of the Plan, to support farmers’ water efficiency and has the 

additional benefit of requiring co-investment. Increasing water supply, reducing 

inequalities regarding water usage, and increasing efficiency links to international 

principles.  

14. Water for 

Fodder  

Not consistent in its current form: providing discounted water to grow fodder and 

support drought-affected communities was a novel approach and could be viewed 

as supporting response and resilience. However, some refinement of the delivery 

model and allocation approach would benefit this measure further, as it can also be 

viewed as distorting the market, contravening section 11a of the NDA. There are no 

strong links to the Plan or international principles.  

15. Mental Health 

Initiatives  

Consistent: the Empowering our Communities program, Trusted Advocates Trial, 

Connecting Youth Awareness Initiative and Telehealth Services all support sections 6d 

and 11d of the NDA to mitigate the effects of drought on mental health, and Action 

1.8 of the Plan, to invest in mental health. UNCCD DRAMP Framework supports 

mitigation of drought on mental health.  
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16. Communities 

Combating 

Pests and 

Weed Impacts 

During Drought  

Partially consistent: although a primary state and territory responsibility, the 2009 

Productivity Commission review indicated the Commonwealth may intervene when 

there is a public good. Action 1.9 of the Plan indicates the government may continue 

to explore options to reduce the impact of pests and weeds in drought-affected 

areas. Sustainable land use management and strengthening ecosystems to 

anticipate, and recover from drought is a key international principle.  

17. National 

Drought Map 

Consistent: directly links to section 11h of the NDA to provide a one-stop-shop for 

drought data, communications, drought indicator information and climate forecasts. 

The Plan also highlights the need for clear communication, and single access points. 

Creating consistent ‘drought assessment maps’ and access to open, quality data is 

highlighted under international principles.  

Supporting communities 

18. Drought 

Communities 

Programme 

Extension 

(DCPE) 

Partially consistent: the program supports communities through economic stimulus 

and job creation, consistent with Action 2.1 of the Plan, and sections 7b and 11d of 

the NDA which seeks to support broader community wellbeing of farming 

communities. However, the program take a ‘lines on maps’ approach to drought, 

which is not consistent with Attachment A to the NDA. International principles support 

collaboration with local governments, and economic diversification of local activities 

and the use of hard and soft infrastructure to recover from drought.  

19. DCPE – Roads 

to Recovery  

Partially consistent: similar to DCPE, funding road infrastructure can be linked to 

Action 2.1 of the Plan, international principles, and sections 7b and 11d of the NDA 

which seeks to support broader community wellbeing of farming communities. 

However, it uses a ‘lines on maps’ approach, which is not consistent with Attachment 

A of the NDA. 

20. Building Better 

Regions Fund 

(BBRF) Round 4 

Consistent: similar to DCPE and Roads to Recovery, funding local community 

infrastructure and driving economic growth through larger scale BBRF projects (up to 

$10 million) supports regional communities (section 11d of the NDA) and Action 2.1 of 

the Plan. Eligibility is broader than DCPE regions, enhancing alignment to the NDA.  

21. The Foundation 

for Rural and 

Regional 

Renewal Grant 

Consistent: the Tackling Tough Times Together grant funds small scale local 

community infrastructure grants and drives economic growth in regional 

communities. In addition, the program directly funds health and wellbeing activities, 

mental health support and leadership (linking to sections 7b and 11b of the NDA and 

Action 2.1 of the Plan), and builds human capital and capacity (supporting 

international principles).  
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22. Education 

Special 

Circumstances 

Fund  

Partially consistent: supports the mitigation of drought’s impacts on families (section 

11 of the NDA), however, does not encourage resilience, preparedness, or mutual 

obligations.  A ‘lines on maps’ approach was also taken, as the program was limited 

to DCPE Local Government Areas.  

23. Community 

Child Care 

Fund 

Partially consistent: as per Education Special Circumstances Fund.    

Enhancing long-term resilience and preparedness 

24. Future Drought 

Fund 

Consistent: directly meets section 9d of the NDA, supports farmers to evolve their 

farming practices, aligns with the underpinning principles of the NDA and the Plan, 

and international preparedness principles.   

25. National Water 

Grid Authority 

Consistent: supporting sustainable water infrastructure bolsters resilience and 

preparedness for future droughts, and supports long-term sustainability (section 6 of 

the NDA), is consistent with the Plan’s mission to plan for greater water security, and 

aligns with international principles to increase water supply options.  
Findings 
Of the 25 measures, the Agency deemed 16 consistent with national and international frameworks, while 
the remaining were either partially consistent or not consistent in their current form. The vast majority of the 
measures, supporting drought-affected individuals, communities and businesses, are targeted at 
preparedness and resilience, or involve a component that requires the recipient to consider their current 
operating model and review their approach to managing risk. It is entirely proper, with the backdrop of 
ongoing climate variability, that preparedness initiatives remain the backbone of the government’s drought 
support landscape. Careful policy design is required for future iterations of in-drought support. 

 

 

In summary, key themes that emerged were:   

• The NDA sets out that there should no longer be Exceptional Circumstances declarations and 
associated lines on maps: The Agency’s assessment found there was repeated use of local 
government area boundaries across multiple measures to determine eligibility. Whilst the Agency is 
supportive of considered eligibility to ensure funding is targeted towards those who need it most, it 
was found that as soon as one program applied ‘lines on a map’, several other programs adopted 
the approach, without necessarily ensuring the methodology facilitated the objective sought. This 
issue is explored further under Part 2 of this report. 

“As people living in regional communities know, drought isn’t like a flood or a fire. It 
creeps up slowly, but when it starts to hit—it hits hard” The Hon. David Littleproud MP 
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• The NDA encourages robust risk management and seeks to avoid market distortions: The Agency’s 
assessment found that the government had acted with good intention to address identified needs 
but in some instances there was not a justifiable market failure. Stepping in with government support 
can create a false market, inflate prices and does not allow for natural structural adjustment in the 
industry.   

• The NDA seeks to reduce gaps and unnecessary duplication in responding to drought: The Agency’s 
assessment found duplication of programs that provide in-drought cash payments to farming 
households experiencing hardship, and that the duplicative design did not restrict recipients from 
obtaining assistance under multiple similar programs. This was seen across measures that provide 
immediate financial support during hardship, such as the Drought Community Support Initiative, 
Drought Community Outreach Program – vouchers and the 2019 grant to the Country Women’s 
Association of Australia, as well as measures that provide economic stimulus such as the Drought 
Communities Programme Extension and Building Better Regions Fund Round 4.  

• A lack of mutual obligations across several drought response (in-drought support) programs does 
not encourage ongoing resilience and preparedness. Mutual obligations must be encouraged 
through all programs, where possible.  

 

 

Canola field in the NSW Riverina 
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Part 2 – Effectiveness, Gaps and Future Directions 
It’s not only important to review whether government measures are consistent with national and 
international frameworks, it’s critical to look at whether the response as a whole met its objectives, was 
effective, and how delivery could be improved.  

In considering the effectiveness of the government’s response, the following questions were used as a 
framework to identify common themes across all measures:  

• Achievement of intended objectives and/or outcomes – did the measure achieve, or is on track to 
achieve, what it set out to do?  

• Regional relevance of support – did support meet the needs of the regional area?  

• Eligibility of individuals and communities – did the right individuals, businesses and communities get 
the support they needed?  

• Timing of support – was support provided when it was needed?  

• Speed of response - was the government quick enough to respond to the issues?  

• Delivery mechanisms – did the delivery approach utilise existing structures and bodies with relevant 
experience and networks?  

• Non-duplication – did the measures fit together collectively and were they cognisant of existing 
state, territory and local government support?  

• Communication – has communication and messaging been clear and targeted? 

• Limitations – what is the key stakeholder feedback being communicated?   

The sources of information that were subsequently collated, analysed and synthesised to inform findings are 
presented in Figure 4.  

Results of the Agency’s effectiveness assessment 
The vast majority of the measures, supporting drought-affected individuals, communities and businesses are 
targeted at preparedness and resilience, or involve a component that requires the recipient to consider 
their current operating model and review their approach to managing risk. With the establishment of the 
Future Drought Fund, the supporting Drought Funding Resilience Plan and financial commitment of $100 
million each year from 1 July 2020, the government is positioned to support its roles and responsibilities under 
the NDA, and prepare regional communities to manage through future droughts. It is entirely reasonable, 
with the backdrop of ongoing climate variability, that preparedness initiatives remain the backbone of our 
drought support landscape.  

However, when drought hits, and individuals, communities and businesses look to government for support, 
there is room for improvement. The provision of in-drought support is consistent with the NDA. The NDA states 
that in-drought support should be provided through a phased approach to allow governments to tailor the 
level of support as conditions change. The NDA lists the principles and processes that in-drought support 
provision should follow. The Agency has identified themes that would improve the effectiveness of in-
drought support provided by the government.  
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The drought support landscape is complex 
The Issue  

The complexity of drought governance and delivery arrangements is a clear theme arising from 
stakeholders consulted for this report. The 25 drought measures are delivered across 11 Australian 
Government agencies, using multiple delivery mechanisms – grants, loans, procurements, national 
partnership agreements, or funding to government agencies. This presents a coordination challenge, 
potential for duplication and unclear messaging about available support.  

Feedback to the Agency from state delivery partners noted there has been growth in the number of 
agencies, committees and people involved in dealing with drought policy and programs, which has 
resulted in confusion and inconsistent delivery on the ground. There is also potential for overlap between 
Australian Government, state, and territory drought measures. 

Application processes to access drought support are often onerous and burdensome for applicants, with 
governments setting up different processes for individual programs that often require the same or similar 
information. When people are time-poor, experiencing financial and emotional distress due to drought, or 
have limited ICT literacy, this causes concern. As a result there has been more demand on the Rural 
Financial Counselling Service from clients seeking assistance with form-filling to apply for drought programs. 
The National Farmers’ Federation have also encouraged streamlining administrative processes for 
government drought support.  

 

The Gap  

There are too many separate drought measures, delivered by too many agencies using a range of delivery 
mechanisms. 

Future Direction 

Rationalising and consolidating drought measures offers an opportunity to reduce complexity of 
governance and program delivery arrangements. There are three clear program areas that present clear 
opportunities:  

• Mental health support: there are four mental health measures that target drought-affected 
communities. These are Empowering our Communities, Trusted Advocates, Connecting Youth 
Awareness Raising Initiative and Telehealth Services. Consolidating these measures under a single, 
drought-targeted mental health program would allow for a more consistently targeted approach, 
reduce duplication of processes and allow clear communication from a single source around 
mental health support available for drought-affected communities.  

“The streamlining of administrative processes is an ongoing issue with a great number of 
drought measures. This needs to be remedied” National Farmers’ Federation 

 



 

25 
 

• Immediate financial assistance to households: there are three measures that provide immediate 
financial assistance, in the form of cash payments or vouchers, to farmers and farming families 
facing hardship due to drought. These are the Drought Community Support Initiative, Drought 
Community Outreach Program and the Country Women’s Association of Australia grant. These 
measures are managed across three Australian Government agencies, and involve four delivery 
partners. Each have similar, but separate application processes and eligibility requirements. Like the 
mental health measures, consolidation of these initiatives under a single program would have 
significant benefits in terms of simplification. 

• Local community and economy support: the DCPE has been popular in communities by funding 
local infrastructure and drought relief events, achieving its objectives of job creation and local 
economic stimulus. This program could be expanded to incorporate other community infrastructure 
and economic stimulus programs, generating streams for councils, non-profits and community 
groups. It would be important to ensure it does not overlap with the Future Drought Fund programs.  

Further, the establishment of a centralised information management tool that uses existing information held 
by government agencies to prepopulate program application forms would simplify drought support for 
individuals and reduce the repetitive nature of information provision. This should be explored, to revise, 
simplify and streamline where possible, and could be linked to an enhanced and improved myGov portal 
and the National Drought Map.  

Inconsistent and complex eligibility 
The Issue 
 
Findings from consultation with agricultural organisations, peak bodies and all levels of government highlight 
that inconsistent targeting of drought support by the Australian Government, and state and territory 
governments, causes community confusion and uncertainty. While some state governments, such as 
Queensland, make drought declarations based on local government areas

xviii

xvii, others, such as South 
Australia do not define drought, instead basing provision of support on individual circumstances . At a 
national level, there is currently no consistent approach that policy makers use to identify drought or 
‘drought-affectedness’ which is a key component to guide consistent design of program eligibility 
requirements.  

The absence of guiding principles for determining program eligibility (since the removal of exceptional 
circumstances) has seen some examples of ineffective and sometimes unfairly targeted programs being 
developed. In 2019, Ernst and Young undertook a review of the Drought Communities Programme Extension 
(DCPE)xix, which uses rainfall deficiency and agricultural employment in a local government area (LGA) to 
guide eligibility. This review highlighted that the Rainfall Deficiency Analyser Scheme, used until January 
2020, could return 91 possible combinations for eligibility depending on the data selection and timeframes 
applied, which could generate anomalies.  

Without robust guidance, policy makers have been forced to make quick decisions that have, at times, not 
targeted the right people, in the right regions. The issue is magnified when programs, with different 
objectives, chose to adopt an eligibility framework that has been agreed for another program. In the case 
of the DCPE, the agricultural workforce reliance threshold was deemed appropriate, as the program’s 
objectives are to stimulate local economies impacted by drought.  

However, in the absence of any other criteria or guidance, multiple other government drought programs 
relied on the DCPE eligibility criteria. This includes Drought Community Support Initiative (DCSI), DCPE - 
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Roads to Recovery, Community Child Care Fund, Education Special Circumstances, Empowering our 
Communities and in-part, Building Better Regions Fund Round Four. Not only has this resulted in several 
programs using a ‘lines on maps’ approach, discouraged under the NDA, it has meant that there are those 
who are impacted by drought that cannot access a range of drought programs because the LGA they live 
or work in, does not have a high enough ‘agricultural workforce’. Farmers experiencing drought can live 100 
metres over the border of an eligible LGA, but miss out on assistance that they otherwise would be eligible 
for. This can occur as an individual (in the case of DCSI), or as a local council (such as under Communities 
Combatting Pests and Weeds During Drought). This has caused considerable angst, anger and community 
concern, creating winners and losers.  

The issue of inflexibility goes beyond eligibility criteria. Whilst the Agency acknowledges the need for robust 
eligibility to ensure support is targeted to those most in need, some programs have been designed with rigid 
requirements that can limit what they are able to achieve. For example, the scope of DCPE projects are 
limited to individual LGAs and each project has been carried out largely in isolation of others. In its review of 
the program, Ernst and Young highlighted that project delivery could be improved, and greater benefits 
achieved, if councils were encouraged to network and collaborate to share knowledge, lessons learned, 
and success stories.  Further, the guidance that 50% of a local government area must be rainfall deficient 
despite land size, can mean that larger local government areas are more likely to miss out on funding 
compared to their smaller counterparts.  

However, the Ernst and Young report did acknowledge that councils were the most appropriate delivery 
mechanism for this measure.  

 

 
 

Predator fencing 
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The Gap  
 
In the absence of agreed indicators to guide policy makers on when to intervene with the provision of in-
drought support (measures that specifically address ‘growing demand’ or an ‘identified need’), 
determining eligibility criteria remains a challenge.  

Future Direction 

Work towards a potential solution is already underway. The Australian Bureau of Agriculture and Resource 
Economics (ABARES) is examining drought from the perspective of Australian farmers, drawing on data from 
the Australian Agricultural and Grazing and Industry Survey (AAGIS) and the related farmpredict micro-
simulation model.  Further, ABARES is undertaking work to estimate the vulnerability of broadarce farms to 
drought. This will go some way to support the development of a framework for drought indicators that can 
be used as a consistent decision-making tool, as agreed by the Agriculture Minister’s Working Group on 
Drought at its inaugural meeting on 6 February 2020. Members agreed this framework should be flexible and 
offer a considered approach to defining and communicating drought conditions and it is further intended 
that this information be incorporated into the National Drought Map. Information reflected in these 
indicators should include a wide range of climatic and economic data that should help to provide a view 
of drought that acknowledges its inherent complexity. A framework would need to recognise that drought 
effects are experienced differently within and between regions, and by different groups and industries 
within those regions.   

To progress this framework, the government, harmoniously with state and territory jurisdictions, should further 
work on, and agree practical thresholds, tools and information be applied consistently in program design for 
in-drought support measures. This would not revive exceptional circumstances or invoke natural disaster 
declarations, rather, policy makers could select from an agreed set of indicators to develop their programs. 
These indicators would need to be defensible, and based on strong climatic, social or economic 
information and should complement the existing NDA guidance around designing drought measures. It is a 
matter for government to consider if drought should be considered under a revised policy approach, such 
as a natural disaster, noting we have moved away from this policy approach in the past.  

Reactive in-drought support 
The Issue 

Australian Government in-drought support has often been reactive rather than proactive. Short-term, 
reactive funding cycles can cause uncertainty for farmers and communities, and result in the slow rollout of 
programs, and means support is not always available when it is needed most. This is a source of frustration 
for farmers and hinders considered and strategic decision making and planning. The National Farmers’ 
Federation’s National Drought Policy (2019) highlights this point, stating that ad hoc support measures during 
drought can undermine drought preparation and resilience measuresxx.  

When this current drought hit hard across multiple states, it was unclear when the government should 
intervene, and what programs it would offer to people affected. Although it is important to climb the stairs 
with our farming community, where we step up when the drought worsens, it is also important to be clear 
from the outset about the type of programs the government will and will not fund. This helps farmers plan, 
but also ensures policy makers can develop sound programs that are evidence based.  
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It is also apparent, that for a number of drought measures, the scope of programs has shifted. In some 
situations, such as FarmHub, the scale of recent bushfires and the COVID-19 pandemic drove a rapid pivot 
away from providing online information purely about drought assistance, broadening the platform to cover 
a range of other issues. Further, the Rural Financial Counselling Service (RFCS) program has been expanded 
by governments to include non-farming clients seeking assistance accessing new crisis related programs. 
Increased demand for service, paired with being referred to as 'form-fillers’xxi has strained the ability of the 
RFCS to fulfil their core role of assisting clients to strengthen their long-term financial position and required ad 
hoc top ups to RFCS provider budgets.  

Reactive development of drought programs impacts the government’s ability to deliver programs in timely 
manner. This includes time taken to develop program guidelines, partnership agreements, legislative 
amendments and ICT systems. For example, timeliness is identified as an issue for the Improving Great 
Artesian Basin Drought Resilience (IGABDR) program. Obtaining required approvals for project 
arrangements is slow, resulting in long lag times between developing projects and on-ground delivery. 
Another example stems from DCSI, where it took almost two months to start delivering payments after the 
program was announced under both Rounds 1 and 2. Unlike natural disaster payments, which are rapidly 
disseminated, drought programs are not easily ‘escalated’, and delivery partners have other, legitimate 
and competing priorities.  

The Gap  

Up until the formalisation of the Agency, there was not a strategic view considering the connection of 
drought support measures, evidenced by the fact that there are 25 measures delivered across 11 agencies, 
with some duplication identified. The coordination and leadership provided by the Agency brings the 
drought response together to provide a strategic framework, to guide delivery of drought support, and 
provide assistance on the ground when it is needed most.  

Once the government has determined that intervention is suitable, due processes must be undertaken, 
sometimes resulting in delays in delivery of drought support.  

Future Direction 

The government should establish a clear framework ahead of time and based on the drought indicators 
framework discussed above, to guide when, and if, the government should intervene with in-drought 
funding support beyond the support that is available at all times.  

 

“Drought is an enduring and predictable part of the Australian climate; therefore a 
proactive approach could increase the economic sustainability for drought impacted 

communities” Ernst & Young, Drought Communities Programme Extension Review 
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Further, the government should explore options for sustainable funding to deliver such in-drought support for 
eligible people facing hardship during extended periods of drought. This does not necessitate an increased 
financial contribution from government, rather it would generate a planned and clear approach that 
lessens duplication, results in a reduced financial burden on taxpayers and provides support in a timely 
manner.  

There are existing models that can inform a revised, planned approach, such as that taken for the Future 
Drought Fund (FDF), with legislative provisions and a return on investment, or the existing Disaster Recovery 
Funding Arrangements in partnership with states and territories, which would apply only under conditions 
where certain thresholds are met. This would increase the government’s ability to deliver drought funding 
quickly, as it has done in response to the North Queensland flood event of 2019. Unlike fires and floods, 
drought is not currently considered a natural disaster and the application of such a model could attract 
opposition. It would also be important not to reignite exceptional circumstances, or create automatic 
access to support. Learnings from the upcoming Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements review will 
provide insights into this mechanism as an option. 

 

More innovative models worth exploring include establishing a partnership external to government with a 
corporate or non-profit partner, to manage and grow available funding while also delivering in-drought 
support through agreed funding streams. Revenue-contingent loans could be introduced and repaid at a 
rate the borrower can afford but are only available once a business realises a certain revenue threshold. 
However how these interact with existing concessional loans would need to be carefully examined. Each of 
the options above have risks and benefits that would require further in-depth investigation. 

In the absence of a revised approach, the existing government policy and budget process could be 
improved by using indicators to signal likely approaching drought conditions and trigger an earlier budget 
consideration of when to implement in-drought support measures and how to fund them.  

In terms of speed of delivery, it is worthwhile exploring exemptions to current processes, such as the 
requirement to use the GrantsHub for delivery of drought programs. Although drought is not a natural 
disaster, its impacts are disastrous, and it needs to be prioritised as such.  There have been delays in 
delivering immediate drought support to communities, due to an inability to mobilise resources, escalate 
priorities or cut through clearance processes. Empowering delivery departments to manage their own 
programs, and quickly allocate the required staff and resources, may increase the speed of delivery and 
reduce on-the-ground frustration.   

“I’ve reached the point where I believe that it would be a much fairer proposition if, say, after a 
period of time, whether it’s three years, four years, five years, that if this particular area or farms are 

still in drought, then they are in a natural disaster. But that is a matter of policy for government to 
decide” The Hon Shane Stone AC QC, Coordinator General for Drought, Royal Commission into 

Natural Disaster Arrangements 
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Farm in drought near Broken Hill, NSW 

 
Unclear communication and how to access drought support  
The Issue  

Communication of available drought support lacks consistency and key information about programs, such 
as intended beneficiaries and program objectives. There is mixed messaging from multiple agencies and 
organisations involved in drought response, which results in widespread confusion. To enable sound 
decision-making, people need clarity about what support is available to them and how to access it. There is 
a strong need for more targeted information at a local level that details assistance available from 
Australian, state and local governments and the charity sector. To date, there has been a lack of on-
ground government officials that can communicate the broad range of support available, listen to those it 
targets to understand the challenges and hesitations of taking up that support, and report directly back to 
government to inform program design.   

There are numerous sources of information regarding Australian Government drought support and there are 
more in development. This increases the likelihood of mixed messaging. 

Communication products and tools, both existing and under development include:  

• The National Drought Map: an online tool that brings together population data, information on 
drought conditions and programs. Through the Map, users, including policy makers, have access to 
spatial information on drought conditions and support measures to assist with analysis, decision 
making, planning and reporting. It is intended that the Map will be further strengthened from the 
inclusion of the ABARES Drought Indicators providing a wide range of climatic and economic data 
that will provide information on drought conditions and how these impact different regions and 
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industries. These could be developed into a framework for consistent application to drought 
program design.  

• Recovery Connect: a proposed recovery assistance locator application developed in collaboration 
with Services Australia to connect people with drought assistance available in their area. 

• FarmHub: provides an online, centralised point of trusted information on support and programs from 
all levels of government, industry groups and not-for-profit organisations. This service enhances the 
availability and preparedness and resilience information to assist with farmer decision-making.  

• Climate Services for Agriculture program: will fund the development and delivery of interactive 
digital ‘climate information services’ for the agriculture sector to assist farmers to make real-time 
decisions.  

• Drought Resilience Self-Assessment Tool: will provide an online self-assessment tool for farmers to self-
identify drought risks based on a range of social, economic and environmental indicators, and take 
action to build the drought resilience of their farm business.  

• Agency websites: the government organisations involved in the delivery of the drought response 
each have website with factsheets, links, guidelines, and other information about the programs they 
deliver.  

It is important that the government does not fund the creation of a range of different online tools that do 
similar things across multiple agencies; this will reduce cost to government and stop duplication.   

The impetus behind FarmHub was to limit confusion about where to find reliable drought information, and 
therefore, the government must be careful not to take a scattergun approach to communications and 
data tools. Building on the baseline of FarmHub it would be ideal to examine centralising all existing online 
information tools through the National Drought Map, which will provide easy access to whole of 
government assistance for people in the regions.   

 

Further, communication of drought information and methods for accessing support, often rely of internet 
literacy and reliable access. The Coordinator-General has met with many farmers and communities across 
regional Australia where internet connectivity is a major limiting factor for access to drought support.  

The Gap  

Too many channels and unclear coordination of drought communication, and the requirement for strong 
leadership in the drought space.   

 

“The Panel found that online communication is still a barrier for many farmers to access information 
and apply for the FHA. A number of applicants noted to the Panel the difficulty in accessing 

information online through platforms such as myGov and also locating information and resources 
online” Independent Review of the Farm Household Allowance 
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Future Direction 

Significant steps have already been taken to address this issue. The National Drought and Flood Agency has 
been established to lead and coordinate drought response and recovery, and to bolster communication 
and engagement across all sectors, including all levels of government, charities and health care providers 
to name but a few.   

The Agency has experienced first-hand the demand for, and value of, face-to-face communication with 
drought-affected farmers and communities. Consistent with this experience, and the locally led, locally 
understood, locally implemented approach, the Agency has recently employed a network of Regional 
Recovery Officers (Figure 5) who are a trusted and knowledgeable source for government assistance and 
information but just as importantly provide a direct line of communication directly into the Agency and the 
Minister’s office. This provides clear and consistent messaging on the government’s drought response, and 
allows the Agency to hear and learn from drought-affected communities about what is and isn’t working. 
These officers have valuable local knowledge and experience, and are well placed to create and manage 
relationships on the ground. Moving forward, there should be a strong focus on growing the knowledge, 
capabilities and reach of this network. Another critical step will be to consolidate online information and 
strengthen online tools, such as the National Drought Map. 

 

 
Figure 5: Agency Regional Recovery Areas as at June 2020 
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Limited review and evaluation 
The Issue  

The approach to drought program evaluation and review has been inconsistent across programs. Of the 25 
measures considered in this report, six measures have been reviewed. These include Farm Household 
Allowance, Rural Financial Counselling Service, Bureau of Meteorology Radars, Taxation Measures, Drought 
Communities Programme Extension, and the Education Special Circumstances Fund. Some programs, 
including the Regional Weather and Climate Guides and the Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal 
grant are scheduled for review in the future. The Education Special Circumstances program is also 
scheduled for further review. 

In 2018, the Farm Household Allowance was externally reviewed by a farmer-led panel which included 
significant public consultation. FarmHub, the Rural Financial Counselling Service, and the National Water 
Grid Authority have had the benefit of internal assessment while the Water for Fodder and Communities 
Combating Pests and Weeds Programs are scheduled to have internal assessments.  

The lack of meaningful data and evaluation makes continuous improvement and evidence-based 
assessment challenging. For example, it is very difficult to understand if the government’s investment in 
preparedness and resilience has resulted in better outcomes.   

The Gap  

The reality of establishing drought programs quickly has meant resources were often directed toward the 
delivery of immediate support. However, neglecting evaluation not only fails to inform the performance of a 
specific program, but also fails to inform the performance of similar programs which are likely to share similar 
successes or failures. 

Future Direction 

The government needs to invest in monitoring and evaluation practices to ensure value for money, and to 
ensure communities are better prepared for future droughts.   

In their National Drought Policy, the National Farmers’ Federation identified the need for an ‘effective and 
mandated process for reviewing the National Drought Policy (2019) that includes monitoring and evaluation 
of specific drought programs and measures’xxii.  Specifically, the NFF Drought Policy recommends that 
overall policy effectiveness of each specific measure and program be reviewed every four years, in order to 
inform program amendments. 

 

 

To address the issue regarding evaluation, future measures should be designed and resourced for mid-way 
and end-of-program evaluation. The results of evaluations should be published and learnings applied at 
program, and whole-of-response levels.  

“…the agency tasked with delivering the program must capture information to 
effectively measure its performance. This data should be used as the basis for regular 
reviews and to guide future changes” Independent Review of the Farm Household 
Allowance 
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The Agency should have a role in the ongoing strategic review and evaluation of drought policy and, in a 
broad sense, the programs that support drought response, resilience and preparedness to inform adaptive 
management and continuous improvement. 

Through the NDA annual reporting process, the Agency, working with other agencies and state and territory 
governments, will achieve this strategic review and evaluation to some degree.  

Data needs to be centralised and utilised 
The Issue 

Flowing on from the limited evaluation of drought programs, there is a lack of meaningful, consistent or 
accessible data relating to drought support programs. Further, existing program data is not readily available 
or able to be shared between government agencies.   

The NDA requires all levels of government to improve sharing and quality of common data sources across 
jurisdictions to strengthen policy and business decision making. However, there is currently no mechanism, or 
impetus on the 11 Australian Government delivery agencies, to do this.   

The Gap  

There is a genuine need for the provision of drought and drought program data to assist program 
managers, policy makers and applicants in improving drought preparedness. Further, it would be highly 
advantageous if drought and drought program data was current, geographically granular and accessible.  

Future Direction 

Better data management systems are required to inform policy makers, program managers, and potentially 
program applicants and recipients, if the government is to satisfy its obligations under the NDA. The 
continued development of the National Drought Map will, in some part, assist with this. 

One avenue for improvement may include the use of existing Cooperative Research Centres (CRC) to 
better collate and share data and information on drought and drought support programs. As an example, 
the Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC provides research and support to emergency service agencies, 
departments and non-government organisations.   

The establishment of centralised drought and drought support data system, such as through a CRC body, 
would greatly assist the government in satisfying its data sharing and provision obligations under the NDA.  
This could also include data and information regarding long range weather forecasting and access to 
remote sensing technology to improve Australia’s long term preparedness for drought. 
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Conclusion 
Australian agriculture and regional communities continue to be supported through an unrivalled investment 
in preparedness and resilience. The Agency is optimistic about the future for industries and communities to 
be prepared to continue to thrive in a changing climate. Farmers have proven time and time again that 
they can quickly adapt to new ways to farm and manage their land - this is just a new chapter in an ever 
evolving process. 

Despite world-leading investments in effective drought preparedness and resilience, the impacts of the 
changing climate and drought will always require some degree of in-drought support in Australia. Therefore 
it is vital that we continue to learn, tweak, develop, and prepare for this requirement.  

Australia’s drought measures have been generally consistent with national and international frameworks 
and have been delivered to differing degrees of effectiveness. Where measures have been flagged as 
falling short on these fronts, the Agency is in a unique leading position to drive better delivery of these 
measures over the coming years.  

It is critical that we do not draw ‘lines on maps’, but rather have a tailored approach to drought response, 
limit duplication, and reinforce mutual obligations with those that receive taxpayer support. It is also critical 
that the government is clear about how and when we will intervene and provide in-drought support, 
communicate effectively and coordinate with our stakeholders and evaluate our programs to limit 
economic, social and mental health impacts. Not only is this vital to effectively deliver the NDA, it will better 
support farmers, the agriculture industry and regional communities into the future and is in the national 
interest.  

 

Farm in North West NSW following rain  
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Appendix 1 - Australian Government Drought Response – programs and 
measures 

Australian Government Drought Response – programs and measures 
Program/measure Responsible Department or Agency  Funding committed 

by the Australian 
Govt (since 2018-19) 
(as at 31 May 2020) 

Support for those in drought 
Farm Household 
Allowance 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment  
 
Services Australia 

415,000,000 (demand 
driven) 

Rural Financial Counselling 
Service 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

5,000,000* 

Drought Community 
Support Initiative 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

181,500,000 

Drought Community 
Outreach Program 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 
  
National Drought and North Queensland Flood 
Response and Recovery Agency 

10,000,000 

Country Women’s 
Association of Australia 
(June 2019 grant)  

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

5,000,000 

Regional Investment 
Corporation loans 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment  
 
Regional Investment Corporation  

2,000,000,000 

Accelerated depreciation 
for fodder storage asset 
and taxation measures 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment  
 
Australian Taxation Office 

75,000,000 (estimated 
foregone revenue) 

Communities Combating 
Pests and Weed Impacts 
During Drought Program  

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

25,000,000 

On-farm Emergency Water 
Infrastructure Rebate 
Scheme 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

50,000,000 

Water for Fodder Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

94,500,000** 

Improving Great Artesian 
Basin Drought Resilience 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

27,600,000 
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Mental and Community 
Health - Empowering our 
Communities, Trusted 
Advocates Network Trial, 
Telehealth, ReachOut 

Department of Health 29,888,815 

National Drought Map National Drought and North Queensland Flood 
Response and Recovery Agency 

4,200,000 

FarmHub  Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

774,400 

Weather radars Bureau of Meteorology   77,200,000 
Regional weather and 
climate guides to help with 
on-farm decision making 

Bureau of Meteorology 2,700,000 

Support for the wider community affected by drought 
Drought Communities 
Programme Extension 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

301,000,000 

Drought Communities 
Program Extension – Roads 
to Recovery  

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

138,852,750 

Building Better Regions 
Fund Round 4  

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

200,000,000 

Foundation for Rural and 
Regional Renewal  

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 
Development and Communications 

15,000,000 

Drought Communities 
Small Business Support  

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment 

7,000,000 

Education Special 
Circumstances  

Department of Education, Skills and Employment 20,000,000 

Community Child Care 
Fund 

Department of Education, Skills and Employment 5,000,000 

Support for long-term resilience and preparedness 
Future Drought Fund Department of Agriculture, Water and the 

Environment 
5,000,000,000 

National Water Grid 
Authority 

National Water Grid Authority  100,000,000 

TOTAL  $8,790,215,965*** 
*Announced in August 2018 as part of the drought relief package. Note that over $105 million has been committed from 1 April 2016 to 
30 June 2021. 
** Does not include departmental cost or funds generated in the sale of the water. 
***Additional funding has been committed between the drafting and publication of this report.   
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