New South Wales Farmers Battle Worst Drought in 100 Years
by Rachel Olding
Sept. 8, 2014 - The cracked ground beneath Charles Brett's boots is so dry that even the weeds have capitulated in the fading soil.  While Sydney endured its wettest August in 15 years, a few millimeters of rain has barely made a dent for farmers in north-west NSW, who are enduring their worst drought in 100 years.
But Mr Brett, a broadacre farmer from Bullarah, 75 kilometers west of Moree, is still optimistic.  "Farmers are always full of hope.  We're always thinking it's going to get better," he said.  "Drought is a part of what we do, you just need to roll with the punches."
3 years ago, he lost about 800 hectares of cotton crops to floods.  This year, 60% of his 10,000-hectare property "Kirribilli" is too dry to grow anything, forcing him to confine his wheat, sorghum and chickpea crops to just a few paddocks.
Further west, around Walgett, Bourke and Brewarrina, it is at critical point.  "It's probably worse than it has ever been," NSW Farmers president Fiona Simson said.  "We're talking a 1 in 100 years event.  There's been some patchy rain over winter, but overwhelmingly in the north-west it's still a dire situation."
She said some cattle and sheep graziers have completely de-stocked, as they enter their 30th month of drought.  Average rainfall in the past year has been the lowest since 1901-02.
Mental health services have reported huge increases in demand.  The flow-on effects have reached rural centers like Moree, where 3 shops have recently closed on the main street.
Ms Simson said the state government had "deserted" farmers, by phasing out subsidies in June and replacing in-drought support with "drought preparedness" measures.  "When conditions are this bad, it doesn't matter how well prepared you are, you still need in-drought support," she said.  The federal government has allocated $100 million for concessional loans for NSW farmers, but the uptake since June has been slow, with 19 loans approved costing $10.5 million.
Mr Brett said farmers are making constant calculations to determine whether conditions will produce a yield high enough to justify the vast cost of planting crops, such as the use of machinery and employees.  On his 2nd property in Queensland he hasn't planted a single seed this year.
"It'll be a long time before there's enough water in the soil to use this one," he said, as he examined the cracked ground in a paddock on Kirribilli that has been bare for a 2nd season.
Acting NSW Premier Andrew Stoner said the government moved away from in-drought subsidies to drought-proofing measures in 2008, after studies showed that traditional forms of assistance were discouraging preparedness and wedding farmers to government support.  "However, at the end of last year, the NSW government rolled out an additional $30 million emergency assistance package...in recognition of the severe drought affecting northern parts of the state," he said.
Bureau of Meteorology senior climatologist Agata Imielska said the outlook for this month and next was for more dry conditions.  
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