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Foreword
This report is produced as part of the ARC Linkage project ‘Water Scarcity and Rural Social Hardship – Can Water Markets Alleviate the Problem’, which is funded by the Australian Research Council and six industry partners: Murray–Darling Basin Commission, Department of Water, Land and Biodiversity Conservation in Adelaide, Department of Sustainability and Environment in Melbourne, Department of Natural Resources in Sydney, Goulburn-Murray Water in Tatura, and UpMarket Software Services in Adelaide. 

The report is part of case study four, which sets out to identify the community and socioeconomic impact of the corporate purchase of water. The case study is based on in-depth interviews with community members and representatives within the Loxton area of the Riverland District as well as various sources of secondary data. 

Executive Summary

This document reports on a case-study undertaken in Loxton, South Australia, on the beliefs, perceptions and opinions of residents about the impact of corporate purchase of water on the future of their community. Loxton has seen an increasing corporate presence in the last couple of decades and it is important to attempt to gauge the opinion of residents and their beliefs about the likely community impact of corporate purchase of local land and water. However, this report is written in the context of an unprecedented situation facing Riverland irrigators. At the time of fieldwork in late 2007, irrigators were receiving 32% of their allocation. As of July 2008, they were receiving only 2% of their allocated water for irrigation and are currently receiving 15%. A significant turnaround in this situation will require substantial rainfall to increase inflow into the river system or it will require a major change in the system for allocating water from the river system. Neither outcome appears likely to happen in the short term. Many growers are therefore facing situations of great uncertainty. It is in this context that the experience, opinions and insights expressed by our respondents in relation to the place of corporate horticultural and viticultural undertakings needs to be understood. 

The report begins by assembling data on the socio-economic profile and activity of the Riverland. These data suggest that boom times characterised the Riverland during the 1990s and early 2000s. The regional economy outperformed the state and national economies, unemployment reduced and the income generated within the region increased. However, since 2002 prices for key local commodities have fluctuated. The cost of water has increased exponentially and the amount of water allocations has plummeted. These adverse conditions are beginning to impact on the productivity and profitability of the region. There are indications that unemployment is increasing, that land values are falling and that the population is beginning to decline; the latter trend is predicted to escalate. The policy underpinning water markets was that growers who faced an unprofitable future could sell their water and leave agriculture with sufficient funds to retire or to fund new ventures. The qualitative evidence of this report is that few growers are prepared to sell their water in the context of low allocations. Further, there are few signs that the key drivers of this economic downturn are likely to alter in the short term. Given this bleak scenario, there is considerable uncertainty, with attendant distress, over both the short and long term future of agricultural productivity and community viability in the Riverland. 
Many of our respondents consider that the practices of ‘corporates’, particularly in relation to the: i) contractual arrangements with growers; ii) increasing water extraction resulting in lower allocation; iii) escalation of water market prices caused by tax incentives associated with Managed Investment Schemes and the financial strength of corporate; and iv) oversupply of produce caused by excessive development by corporate leading to declining commodity prices have disadvantaged the owners of small blocks, making profitable operation harder for them. Whatever the effects of corporate undertakings on the profitability of small block owners, opinion about the impact of the corporate presence on the local economy and society is much more mixed. Some believe that corporates bring investment and secondary industry into the regional economy, provide stable employment and lift the standard of agricultural practice in the region. Others regard them as having negative impacts on the local economy; by reducing the number of small family blocks, spending within the local economy is reduced. There is considerable debate about whether the jobs created by corporate undertakings make up for the jobs that are lost through the loss of smaller, family-based blocks. Likewise, there is no consensus about whether corporates provide much support for community-based activities through various kinds of sponsorship. Hence, there is the kind of mixed evaluation about the contribution that corporate agricultural undertakings make to the vibrancy and sustainability of rural communities in ordinary circumstances. However, the circumstances currently facing Loxton, in particular, and the Riverland as a whole, are extraordinary and there is much greater unanimity of belief that corporate undertakings play a significant part in the genesis of this situation. There is considerable anger toward locally operating corporate enterprises. It is believed that they have a significant responsibility for increased-extraction of water from the river system and hence the low water allocations that have been in place for several years. In addition, it is believed that corporate enterprises are to blame to some extent for the steep increase in water prices; increases that have a much heavier negative impact on family owned blocks. In the eyes of our respondents, corporates have flooded the market and played a crucial role in the declining prices paid for particular commodities, notably wine-grapes and citrus. While none of our respondents downplayed the significance of the drought, overwhelmingly (but not unanimously) they lay much of the blame for their current circumstance on the action of corporate undertakings. It is beyond the capacity of this report to provide any adjudication of this perception. However, if there is some truth to our respondents’ accounts, it may be that the extension of water markets — which have played a considerable role in the expansion of corporate agriculture — may have deepened rural social disadvantage rather than ameliorating it. If the action of corporate enterprises harms the economy and social fabric of rural communities, hardship in rural communities may be entrenched. Of more pressing concern for the Riverland (and other established irrigation communities) is that if corporate enterprises have some role in the excessive extraction of water from the Murray-Darling Basin and subsequent low water allocations, they may help occasion significant hardship. If the ‘traditional’ activity of Loxton, and other irrigation communities, is environmentally unsustainable, there will be damage to rural communities in the longer term. 
Introduction

This case-study sought to determine the perception of community members concerning the effects on a community when corporate enterprises buy relatively large amounts of water.  The case-study community (Loxton) is set within the Riverland region of South Australia, which has become an important horticultural and viticultural centre. While family-owned blocks have been the mainstay of the area, recent decades have seen an increasing corporate presence in the area. Despite its productivity, the Riverland region is somewhat barren country. One of our informants described it as ‘an irrigated desert’.  While the Murray River is a dominant feature of the region, the area does not receive high levels of rainfall, averaging approximately 250 mm per year. The agricultural industries in the region thus depend on irrigation. Post second-world war water policy in South Australia was driven by a development imperative; the attempt to tailor new projects to fit with environmental concerns did not have a place in the world view of the time (Hicks and Harford 2001). Much of the development in the immediate post-war period was concerned with ‘nation-building’ or ‘state-building’ undertakings; environmental impediments were unimagined or unacknowledged. For instance, in the Riverland the development of irrigation went hand in hand with the handing out of blocks to returning soldier settlers and post-war immigrants. The development of the state, rather than environmental concerns, fuelled policy and development in this era; water was regarded as something that could be employed to develop South Australia and was managed by the state toward this end. 
By the 1980s, the emphasis had shifted from state-sponsored development to economic rationalism and the operation of the market was given much greater reign. Water became less a public good than a commercial commodity and water markets were introduced in 1984, on the assumption that they were the most efficient way to facilitate the allocation of water in contexts where no new supplies were forthcoming. However, by 1994 it was clear that the health of the Murray Darling Basin (MDB) was threatened by excessive water extraction. The Council of Australian Governments adopted a framework to arrest the declining health of the MDB (CoAG 1994). One key strategy was the extension of water markets. Building on earlier reforms, CoAG decided in 2003 to extend the operation of water markets by removing impediments to trade of water across districts and states (COAG 2003). The premise was that by allowing market value to attach to water, people (primarily agricultural users) will use it more efficiently (Tisdell and Ward 2003; Bjornlund 2004). It was assumed that trading of water would direct it toward areas with suitable soils and other favourable environmental conditions and away from areas with unsuitable characteristics and thereby lessen the environmental impact of irrigation. Further, it was assumed that trading would see water move away from inefficient users, who produce low-value commodities, to users who make efficient use of water and produce high-value commodities. Such reallocation, according to the purveyors of this logic, would increase the economic output from scarce resources and thereby lessen the community impact of reducing extraction of water for consumptive use. The introduction of tradeable water rights encouraged owners of previously unused water rights to sell them to active irrigators. The net effect of these policy reforms put upward pressure on actual water use. While no new water entitlements were created, the amount of water used has increased, placing more stress on the basin’s ecology. 

Since the mid-1990s policy has been characterized by attempts to reduce the volume of water used by irrigators and to increase environmental flows (Barr 2005: 66). This was embedded both in the CoAG water reform agenda and the MDB Cap (MDBMC, 1996) and later gained prominence in the National Water initiative (CoAG, 2004). However, despite these initiatives there is now little water in the Basin and the system’s ecology is on the brink of collapse. In a scenario unimaginable four or five decades ago, environmental conditions now threaten economic activity, with profound ramifications for the functioning of many irrigation communities.
The recent history of the Riverland represents the best-case economic scenario of the reforms to water policy; it did experience significant economic growth during the 1990s. It is arguable, however, that this region also personifies the environmental damage wrought by the policy reforms of the past two decades. Given the degree of ecological crisis that now besets the Murray-Darling Basin, it may be that water policy has had the unintended consequence of making many irrigation communities less economically and environmentally sustainable than they once were. 
There has been a small corporate presence in the Riverland for a few decades, although they expanded their operations there in the 1990s. This report thus sits in the context of expanding corporate presence and a profound and longstanding drought. In addition, the region has been beset by a recent history of low commodity prices for some of its key products and extremely low water allocations and sky rocketing prices in the water market. The Riverland stands on the brink of an economic and environmental crisis and the perceptions and opinions about the community effects of the purchase of water cannot be understood apart from this context. This report is based primarily on the observations, knowledge, perceptions, values and beliefs of the people we interviewed in Loxton, the case-study site. As such, it is not the primary intention of this work to judge, or to attempt to verify, the accuracy of their views. While the report includes secondary data, it is offered as much as an attempt to understand the concerns of our interviewees, as with gauging the accuracy of their narratives. The primary concerns of our interviewees centre on the sustainability of current agricultural enterprises in their area and the impact this has on the long-term viability of their community. To provide an ‘objective’, precise estimate of the likely impact of corporate purchase of water on the long-term viability of Loxton is therefore not possible; in addition to economic and environmental factors, there are too many intangible factors that also contribute - confidence, hope, resilience, community capacity, social and human capital. These resist easy quantification. The secondary data presented here are important, but limited in their capacity to predict Loxton’s future well-being. Economic performance and community function are clearly crucial components of community sustainability. However, part of the impact of economic and community indicators is the way they shape the perceptions and, therefore, actions of local people. 

While this report centres on the community perception of the purchase of water by locally based corporate enterprises, it is not based on a stable or ‘objective’ definition of corporate undertakings. The use of the term ‘corporate enterprises’ in this report (or, as our respondents most frequently deemed them, ‘corporates’) emerges from the way our respondents defined these entities. For the most part, ‘corporates’ were defined as large-scale enterprises with two salient characteristics. The first is that they were not family owned and the second is that they were not perceived to have ‘roots’ in the community. Some of our respondents acknowledged some ‘grey’ areas about what constituted a corporate. For instance, one large company with a national and international reach was still heavily associated with the family that had instigated it and was regarded as still having an interest in the long-term future of the region. In the opinion of some, but not all, respondents this company did not constitute a ‘corporate’. Enterprises that were part of managed investment schemes or were local branches of national or trans-national companies were unanimously identified as ‘corporates’. They were not regarded as part of the local community and were perceived as having little loyalty to the long-term future of the region, even in the most positive assessments made of them. More negative judgements assessed them to be hostile to the best long-term interests of the region.
Section 1: Some quantitative analyses

1.1 Economic profile and activity

The Riverland has become an important centre of viticulture and horticulture within and beyond state borders It produces about 60% of the wine production in South Australia (Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee 2007: 14).While citrus has traditionally been the mainstay of the area (along with a pocket of dryland farming), in recent decades there has been increased production of high-value products, notably wine-grapes, vegetables and almonds. This can be regarded as fulfilling one arm of government water policy; that is, that the market would direct water to high-value commodities. Wine grapes and citrus are the economic foundation of the region, though vegetables, stone fruits, olives and almonds are also important activities and help support a secondary packaging and manufacturing sector. While there is some dryland farming in the area, the region’s major asset is the river and the irrigation it supports. (Bureau Transport Regional Eeconomics (BTRE) 2003: 69-75). In 2001, the value of agricultural production in Loxton Waikerie East was $209.9 million; of this, wine grapes and ‘other agricultural, including dryland farming, were the biggest single contributors, in roughly equal proportions. This was followed by (in descending order of economic contribution) citrus, vegetables, almonds, other fruit and nuts and, lastly, table grapes. In Loxton Waikerie East a similar pattern prevailed though wine grape production was more dominant, accounting for over half of the total wealth generated by agriculture. Citrus was the next most significant commodity, followed by ‘other agricultural, including dryland farming’ (BTRE 2003: 77). Vegetables, other fruit and nuts and table grapes (in descending order) accounted for the other significant products (BTRE 2003: 76).  The big growth irrigated industries in the Riverland between 1997 and 2001 were (in decreasing order of size of growth) vegetables (103%), wine grapes (86%) and almonds (46%). Citrus, by contrast, grew by a mere 3% (BTRE 2003: 77).  

In light of the dominance of permanent plantings in the Riverland, secure water is, not surprisingly, valued for its capacity to facilitate the operation of high-value production and water markets have been crucial in facilitating this. In particular, the new irrigation that opened up around Loxton in the early years of this century was secured by the purchase of permanent water from within South Australia and beyond its borders. Secondary industry is largely downstream activity from agricultural activities. Wineries, citrus packing and almond processing and packing dominate (BTRE 2003:78). Wine grapes dominate the profile of investment across the Riverland. Citrus and other fruit and nuts are also important. The area around Loxton has attracted considerable plantings of almonds, reflecting corporate activity in the region (BTRE 2003:81). Loxton Waikerie East and Loxton Waikerie West are the Collection Districts in the Riverland that have attracted/generated most capital investment in the Region; in 2002,  Loxton Waikerie East had $214.7M capital stock investment (dominated by wine grapes and almonds) and Loxton Waikerie West had $159.3, likewise dominated by wine grapes and almonds (BTRE 2003:82).  

The 1990s were a boom time for the Riverland and the region’s economy outperformed the Australian economy during this period. During this decade, taxable income for the region grew by slightly over 40%. This growth can partially be explained by a decline in unemployment of approximately 10% between 1991 and 2000. However it also represents a ‘…significant gain in individual personal income’ (BTRE 2003: 72) Mean taxable income in the Riverland has increased by 29%, compared with 21% for Australia as a whole; all SLAs in the region have recorded an increase in income levels between 1990 and 2000 (BTRE 2003: 73). This scenario represented the most optimistic predictions of the positive effects of water policy by generating new, high-value developments that increased the value of production. However, excessive extraction of water from the MDB, in tandem with the drought, is placing severe limits on the capacity of the river system to sustain this productivity.
1.2 Demography

Loxton sits within the Local Government Area of Loxton-Waikerie, which houses a population of 12,226 comprising 36.6% of the Riverland’s population. Loxton itself has 3,358 inhabitants (South Australian Government: Workforce Information Series: no date). During the ‘boom years’ of the 1990s, the Riverland defied a wider trend in rural demography and experienced slight population growth of about 1.3% (BTRE 2003: 69). Loxton’s population includes primary and secondary catchment areas. The primary is the population concentration around Loxton itself, while the secondary area is south of Loxton and includes Pinnaroo, Lameroo, Geranium, and Karoonda. Population in the primary sector has been stable, while there has been steady decline in the population of the secondary area by about 1% per annum between 1996 and 2001. Part of the reason for Loxton’s reasonably stable population is due to people retiring into town from the secondary area (UrbisJHD: 2007: 21-22). 
However, despite the influence of retirees and the economic growth during the 1990s, Loxton has experienced a slight decline in population in this period, as Table 1 demonstrates. It had been projected that Loxton’s population would remain stable until 2011 and then decline marginally, while the secondary catchment area would continue to decline. However, this forecast was made on the assumption that the drought conditions would improve (Urbis JHD: 21-22). Drought conditions have not improved; indeed they have worsened and recent evidence does indicate a slowing of the economy (South Australian government 2006). Recent evidence indicates significant decreases in employment since 2001. Overall, it is projected that the Riverland will continue to lose population in the decades to come (South Australian Government 2008)
Table 1: Population change Riverland towns 1991-2001

	Town
	Population change

	Loxton 
	  -1.2%

	Barmera
	  -2.2%

	Waikerie
	  -0.5%

	Berri
	  +0.8%

	Renmark
	+12.0%


Source: BTRE 2003: 70

Throughout the entire region population change has been far from uniform, demonstrating the sensitivity of the region to external influences. As the previous discussion suggests, smaller centres have lost population, while bigger towns have grown, as Table 1 shows. Loxton’s population has been reasonably stable and this has been achieved primarily at the expense of its smaller outlying areas. In turn, Loxton itself has likely lost some of its population to bigger population centres in the area. Renmark, a significant regional centre, has seen a sizeable increase in its population. This mirrors a more general trend in rural Australia; smaller centres are losing population, which is being absorbed by bigger towns. The region’s population is projected to keep declining (Table 2)  

Table 2: Projected population change in the region 2006-2021

	Year
	Population
	Change from Previous Period in Riverland and South Australia
     Number              Riverland                 SA

	2006
	33,344
	  -19
	-0.1%
	1.1

	2011
	32,906
	-438
	-1.3%
	1.4

	2016
	32,325
	-581
	-1.8%
	1.0

	2021
	31,643
	-683
	-2.1%
	0.8


Source: South Australian Government Workforce Information Series Riverland Profile 2005:6 

The projected population loss for the 15-64 age group provides an even more grim assessment of long-term trends, with the possibility of labour shortages (South Australian government 2008: 4). Table 3 shows the projected population for 15-64 year olds in the Riverland between 2011 and 2021.
Table 3: Projected Riverland population for 15-64 years olds 2011-2021

	Year
	Population
	Change from Previous Period

   Number          Riverland           SA

	2011
	21,120
	-213
	-1.0%
	3.6%

	2016
	20,211
	-909
	-4.3%
	0.1%

	2021
	19,222
	-989
	-4.9%
	0.8%


Source: South Australian government 2008: 4

In line with the predicted shortage in younger people, the median age of residents in Loxton Waikerie East and West continues to increase, as Tables 4 and 5 shows.
Table 4: Median Age of Residents of Loxton Waikerie DC West 

	Median Age
	1991
	1996
	2001

	
	35
	36
	38


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC West

Table 5: Median Age of Residents of Loxton Waikerie DC East

	Median Age
	1991
	1996
	2001

	
	33
	35
	38


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC east

It is predicted that the projected population decline throughout the Riverland will limit the opportunity to increase employment opportunities in the area (South Australian government 2006: 92). However, it may be that if drought conditions and low levels of water for irrigation continue, the population loss may be even more marked than has been predicted. While the Riverland region currently has a higher percentage of young people (0-14) and people aged 40-54 than the state as a whole, economic contraction could see the profile of the area change as people of working age leave the area due to shrinking employment opportunities. The median age of the area is increasing (Tables 4 and 5). If the aging of the population is sustained over time it will have impacts on the employment profile, spending patterns and demand for services in the area. 

1.3 Employment

During the boom times of the 1990s there was a significant decrease in regional unemployment, which has reflected the strong economic performance of the region; the area has seen lower than average unemployment rates. In June 2004, the unemployment rate was 5.4%, while the state average was 6.4%. In the 2001 census, the youth unemployment rate was 14.9%, which was well below the state average of 19.1%. Mature unemployment was 3.2%, compared with the state average of 4.9%. Indeed the employment rate for Indigenous people was the only employment indicator that saw the Riverland with worse figures than the state overall. Unemployment among Indigenous people in the Riverland was 22.6%, compared with a state average of 20.5% (South Australian Government Workforce Information Series). Consistent with the economic buoyancy of the 1990s, all areas of the local economy, with the exception of education, experienced strong employment growth from1991-2001 (Tables 6 and 7)
Table 6: Employment by sector Loxton Waikerie West 1991-2001

	Percentage by sector
	1991
	1996
	2001

	Manufacturing
	4.9
	  7.0
	  8.7

	Construction
	3.4
	  3.6
	  4.3

	Retail
	9.8
	10.3
	11.8

	Property and Business Services
	0.9
	  2.1
	  3.3

	Education
	4.8
	  4.8
	  4.7

	Health and community services
	4.9
	  5.9
	  6.2


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC West

Table 7: Employment by sector Loxton Waikerie West 1991-2001

	Percentage by sector
	1991
	1996
	2001

	Manufacturing
	  6.4
	10.0
	  8.9

	Construction
	  2.3
	  3.4
	  4.1

	Retail
	10.5
	10.6
	11.5

	Property and Business Services
	  2.3
	  2.2
	  5.0

	Education
	  4.8
	  4.9
	  4.7

	Health and community services
	  6.7
	  8.9
	  8.5


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC East

In Loxton, as in the Riverland generally, agriculture is the largest single employment sector; about 40% of Loxton’s employed residents work in agriculture (Urbis JHD 2007:5). Accordingly, disruptions to this sector are likely to have profound local socio-economic implications. Wholesale and retail trade is the next biggest employment sector in both DCs; both fields of employment that are likely to be tied to local agricultural production to a significant extent. Health, education and government are the sectors that are the next most significant sources of employment in both collection districts. ‘Other private services’ is the next biggest employment sector, followed by manufacturing and infrastructure in about equal proportions (BTRE 2003: 75). Unemployment in the region displays a bimodal pattern. The SLAs based on Loxton, Waikerie and Paringa generally have unemployment levels lower than the national average and unemployment trends in these SLAs do not follow national patterns. This is assumed to be due to these SLAs’ reliance on agriculture that is exported and which generates only a small secondary service sector. Even more markedly than other Riverland towns, Loxton’s economy is heavily reliant on agriculture (Urbis JHB 2007). The 2001 census data suggest that 38% of Loxton’s employment is located in the agricultural sector; as opposed to 28% for the Riverland region as a whole Urbis JHB 2007:18)). While manufacturing accounts for about 8% most of this is directly related to agriculture, which means that 44% of local employment is directly involved in agriculture. Retail trade accounts for about 15%, while government, business and community services employ approximately 23% of the workforce (Urbis JHB 2007:18)). Hence, the case-study community is heavily dependent on agriculture for employment. Contraction in the agricultural sector is therefore likely to have significant consequences for Loxton in particular

Table 8: Employment by categories 1991-2001 for Loxton Waikerie West

	Percentage by category
	1991
	1996
	2001

	Manager and administrators
	19.9
	18.5
	21.4

	Professionals
	  8.0
	  8.4
	  7.5

	Associate Professionals
	  7.9
	  7.2
	  4.4

	Trades and Related
	  8.9
	  9.9
	  6.9

	Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Services
	  8.2
	  7.7
	  6.2

	Labourers and related workers
	27.9
	30.0
	25.2

	Note: A reclassification of occupational categories occurred between 1991 and 1996; 1991 figures are an indicator only


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC West

The only employment categories that showed a consistent increase in Loxton Waikerie West between 1991 and 2001 were managers and administrators (Table 8), which may reflect the increasing presence of corporate or large-scale horticultural or viticultural enterprises. However, Table 9 reveals a different pattern in Loxton Waikerie East where the percentage of people employed as managers and administrators, as well as associate professionals, declined. There were, however, increases in the percentage of people employed as professionals, intermediate clerical, sales and services and as labourers. These data might indicate more buoyant economic conditions in Loxton Waikerie East.

Table 9: Employment by categories 1991-2001 for Loxton Waikerie East

	Percentage by category
	1991
	1996
	2001

	Manager and administrators
	25.6
	22.2
	22.5

	Professionals
	  8.9
	  9.9
	10.0

	Associate Professionals
	  9.0
	  7.6
	  8.0

	Trades and Related
	  8.3
	10.2
	  9.0

	Intermediate Clerical, Sales and Services
	  6.9
	10.3
	10.0

	Labourers and related workers
	17.7
	21.7
	23.6

	Note: A reclassification of occupational categories occurred between 1991 and 1996; 1991 figures are an indicator only


Source: 2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC East

Department of Employment and Workplace Relations’ unemployment figures suggest that unemployment in Loxton Waikerie continue to fluctuate (Table 10). Given the severity of the drought, low commodity prices and low water allocations it is perhaps surprising that these figures do not indicate a steeper, more consistent rise in unemployment.  It is possible that if people lose employment they leave the district and thus do not show up in local unemployment figures. It should also be noted that locally based mining ventures have probably cushioned the effects of contraction in agricultural industries (Advertiser June 2008). Furthermore, there is a significant degree of under-employment. This is particularly pronounced among men in the region and is linked to the casualization of the workforce and the nature of employment growth occurring in the agriculture, business and health service sectors (South Australian government 2006: 91). Furthermore, unemployment rates for the Riverland as a whole show a steady increase since 2005. Whereas the Riverland has traditionally had a lower unemployment rate than the state average, since late 2005 the rate in the Riverland has been increasing and now equals the state rate of unemployment (South Australian Government 2008: 5). Hence a low ‘official’ rate of unemployment is not necessarily a sensitive indicator of the employment and economic profile that exist in the Riverland
Table 10: Unemployment rates March and December 2003-2007 Loxton Waikerie East and Loxton Waikerie West

	Time
	Unemployment Rate 

Loxton Waikerie East 
	Unemployment Rate

Loxton Waikerie West

	March 2003
	5.2
	4.9

	December 2003
	3.7
	3.2

	March 2004
	3.7
	3.1

	December 2004
	4.7
	4.1

	March 2005
	4.3
	3.8

	December 2005
	3.1
	3.1

	March 2006
	3.2
	3.0

	December 2006
	3.8
	3.3

	March 2007
	4.1
	3.3

	December 2007
	3.6
	3.6

	March 2008
	3.4
	3.6


(Source: Department Workplace and Employment Relations: Small area labour markets http://www.workplace.gov.au)
The unemployment rate specifically for Loxton itself also remains relatively low (Table 11). However the degree of yearly fluctuation reveals its sensitivity to a range of factors.
Table 11: Loxton unemployment rates

	year
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Unemployment rate (percent)
	4.6
	5.4
	3.7
	4.7
	2.9
	4.0


(Urbis JHD: 20)

While, as noted above, the kinds of agricultural commodities produced by the Riverland tend to maintain stable employment trends, it is clear that anything which has a pronounced impact on the wine grape and some other horticultural commodities is likely to have a significant impact on the local economy. Table 12 shows the contribution each sector makes to the local employment profile and also to local wealth production through income and wages. A significant contraction in these sectors is likely to have a negative impact on spending in the local economy.  
Table 12: Sector contribution to Riverland economy and employment 2002/3

	Sector
	Employment

   Jobs      FTEs       %
	Income/ Wages($M)

	Wine grapes
	2,210
	1,875
	13
	36

	Fruit and nuts
	1,569
	1,315
	10
	28

	Other agriculture / primary industry
	1,053
	912
	6
	12

	Wine manufacturing
	951
	877
	6
	21

	Other food and beverage manufacturing
	773
	691
	5
	44

	Other manufacturing
	518
	463
	3
	19

	Wholesale and retail trade
	3,237
	2,669
	20
	78

	Building and building services
	711
	629
	4
	36

	Accommodation, restaurants
	711
	503
	4
	11

	Transport and communication
	605
	528
	4
	22

	Financial and business services
	883
	715
	5
	31

	Community Services (including Govt)
	3,239
	2,588
	20
	113

	Total 
	16,460
	13,765
	100
	451


(Amended from Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee 2007: 17). 
1.4 Socio economic data

As indicated earlier in this report, the economic growth experienced in the Riverland in the 1990s decreased unemployment and boosted income levels. Hence it is not surprising that self-reported income levels in the Riverland compared favourably with those reported by residents in other country health regions. The self-reported income for people living in the Riverland reveals that, relative to other country regions, it has lower percentages of people on lower incomes and higher percentage of people earning over $80,000 per annum (Table 13). It should be noted that these data likely date from the period before the impact of lower commodity prices would have begun to have an impact. They do reveal that prior to the onset of the changed conditions of 2002 the Riverland was a relatively prosperous area. This might be evidence that the economic benefits envisaged by the extension of water trading were achieved. However, given the centrality of irrigation industries to the region’s prosperity, it is likely that self-reported income levels might be lower in the current environment. 

Table 13: Self reported income levels for SA country health districts

	
	Hills Mallee
	Wakefield
	Mid North
	Riverland
	South East
	Eyre
	Northern and Far western

	Up to $20,000
	18.3
	17.1
	29.3
	15.5
	18.6
	22.6
	19.2

	$20,001-40,000
	23.8
	20.7
	19.7
	20.5
	20.1
	17.2
	26.1

	$40,001-60,000
	19.3
	20.2
	18.9
	16.6
	20.1
	21.8
	16.0

	$60,001-80,000
	11.6
	12.6
	13.4
	16.9
	14.8
	  8.9
	10.4

	More than $80,000
	12.7
	16.0
	10.2
	18.4
	17.5
	15.9
	19.4

	Don’t know/ refused
	14.3
	13.4
	  8.5
	12.2
	  8.9
	13.6
	  8.9


Source: Dal Grande et al 2004: 16

Notwithstanding this picture of relative prosperity, in 2001 the annual average taxable income was significantly below the state average: $30,884 compared with $35,245 for South Australia. Socio-economic indices showed the region was disadvantaged in relation to income, educational attainment and unemployment and the region is more disadvantaged than the majority of other regions in the state (South Australian Government Workforce information Series; nd). There is also variation in income levels within the region. The average per capita income in the primary catchment area in 2001 was $17,800, which was 2% above the average for non-metropolitan South Australia. However, incomes in the secondary catchment sector were $17,200, which is 1% below the average (Urbis JHD 2007: 24). A higher percentage of people in the Riverland than in any other health region report only having enough money to get by. A relatively high proportion of Riverland respondents report only being able to save a bit of money every now and then (Table 14). Only two health regions reported lower levels of ‘being able to save a lot’ than the Riverland. While this is self-reported data, it does suggest that, despite the boom decade of the 1990s, by 2002 sizeable proportions of people in the Riverland, relative to other health regions, perceived that their economic situation rarely allowed them to regularly save money. If the region houses pockets of disadvantage, these could be deepened by the current economic downturn.
Table 14: Self Reported patterns of expenditure and saving in SA health regions

	
	Hills Mallee
	Wakefield
	Mid North
	River land
	South East
	Eyre
	Northern and Far western

	Spending more than get
	  6.9
	  5.6
	  5.7
	  1.3
	  3.8
	 4.6
	  7.1

	Just enough to get through
	20.4
	15.2
	20.8
	21.2
	15.4
	19.5
	16.0

	Some leftover but it gets spent
	  5.7
	  6.7
	  4.8
	  4.2
	6.0
	7.0
	  7.0

	Can save a bit every now and then
	50.2
	56.0
	53.8
	55.4
	57.3
	48.7
	52.7

	Can save a lot
	13.0
	11.0
	12.3
	12.7
	13.7
	14.7
	15.4

	Don’t know / refused
	  3.8
	  5.5
	  2.5
	  5.2
	  3.8
	  5.5
	  2.6


Source: Dal Grande et al 2004: 16
Other data also suggest that the Riverland has pockets of disadvantage. The Riverland is the region in South Australia with the second highest number of children living in welfare dependent or low-income families (Table 15).

Table 15: Percentage of children living in welfare dependent and low income families by health regions
	Region
	% of regions children living in welfare –dependent and low income families.

	Hills Mallee Southern
	40.4

	Wakefield
	36.5

	South East
	31.5

	Northern and Far Western
	42.7

	Eyre 
	26.9

	Mid North
	47.6

	Riverland
	42.6

	Country SA
	38.8


Source: amended from Glover et al 2006:184

The Advertiser reported in May 2008 that increasing numbers of school children were on the School card (students requiring financial assistance); an estimated increase of 20% in one area, though the report did not specify the time-frame in which this increase occurred (Advertiser May 2008). In June 2008, the Riverland Rural Financial Counselling is expecting an increase in applications for financial assistance by growers; water allocations are extremely low and many growers have no carry-over water, giving them little prospect of a reasonable yield (ABC June 2008). 
The percentage of low-income families as a proportion of the Riverland’s total population is low compared with other health regions, suggesting that the Riverland is not an area of marked socio-economic disadvantage (Table 16)
Table 16: Low income families for SA health regions in 2001

	Region
	% of low income families in region’s population

	Hills Mallee Southern
	28.0

	Wakefield
	27.3

	South East
	21.9

	Northern and Far Western
	28.0

	Eyre 
	27.8

	Mid North
	33.6

	Riverland
	26.1

	Country SA
	27.2


Source: amended from Glover et al 2006:88

There is 85% of home ownership in the secondary sector and 72% in the primary sector (Urbis JHD 2007: 24). The Riverland has experienced a consistent upward trend in property values in the last ten years. In 1997, the median house price in Loxton was approximately $85,000, whereas by 2006 it was approximately $175,000. Yet, somewhat paradoxically, between 1999 and 2002 a greater proportion of the Riverland’s population received rent assistance than was the case for any other health region in South Australia (Table 17).  
Table 17: Percentages of population seeking rent assistance in SA health regions 1999-2002
	Region
	% of region’s population receiving rent assistance 

	Hills Mallee Southern
	11.4

	Wakefield
	  9.8

	South East
	  8.9

	Northern and Far Western
	  7.3

	Eyre 
	  9.6

	Mid North
	  9.2

	Riverland
	11.8

	Country SA
	  9.9


Source: amended from Glover et al 2006:150
Despite the wealth that was generated during the boom decade of the 1990s, there are data that indicate pockets of disadvantage in the Riverland. For instance, the period1991-2001 saw an increase in single-parent families (Tables 18 and 19). By 2001 they comprised 9.3% of the Riverland population (Glover 2006: 84). The increasing rate of divorce in the region probably explains the increase in the rate of single-parent families. However, the rate of increase in the divorce rate does not appear to differ significantly from the national increase.
Table 18: Percentage of Population Divorced Loxton Waikerie West 1991-2001

	Percentage Divorced
	1991
	1996
	2001

	
	4.4
	5.0
	6.4


2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC West

Table 19:  Percentage of Population Divorced Loxton Waikerie East 1991-2001

	Percentage Divorced
	1991
	1996
	2001

	
	3.5
	4.9
	5.6


2001 ABS A snapshot of Loxton Waikerie DC East

The ‘socio-economic indices for areas’ (SEIFA) score for the Riverland is below the State average. SEIFA indices are derived from census data and are an amalgam of measures that measure socio-economic state. The average scores for LGAs is 1000 and a score lower than this indicates relative disadvantage; the lower the score the greater the level of disadvantage. Conversely, scores of above 1000 suggest relative advantage.  In 2001, the Riverland had a low SEIFA score relative to other health regions in South Australia (Table 20)
Table 20: SEIFA scores for SA country health regions 2001.

	region
	SEIFA score

	Hills Mallee Southern
	1005

	Wakefield
	1004

	South East
	  987

	Northern and Far Western
	  926

	Eyre 
	  996

	Mid North
	  965

	Riverland
	  967

	Country SA
	  983


Source: amended from Glover et al 2006:158

However, it should be noted that there is considerable diversity of SEIFA scores within the Riverland region overall. Unincorporated Riverland had the lowest score in the State (680), possibly reflecting a relatively large indigenous population in the region. Renmark and Berri also recorded relatively low scores (946 and 952 respectively). The highest score in the region was for Loxton Waikerie East (992), but it remains below the index score of 1000 for South Australia. A high proportion of Riverland children live in welfare-dependent or low-income families, relative to the percentages in many other health regions in South Australia.
The Riverland overall has a disadvantage score of 961, indicating that the area is relatively disadvantaged (PHIDU 2005: 1). However, it should be noted that there is internal variation. Loxton-Waikerie West has a score of 961-970, while Loxton Waikerie East has a score of > 970, making it the most advantaged SLA in the Riverland (though below the average Australian score of 1000) (PHIDU 2005: 6).  By 2006 the SEIFA score for the Riverland had increased marginally to 971. However, there was also great diversity in scores for different collection districts in the region, ranging from 821 to 1041(PHIDU 2005: 6). 
1.5 Psycho-social data
There is frequently an association between socio-economic disadvantage and the prevalence of mental health problems. Not surprisingly, given the economic good times of the 1990s, significantly fewer Riverland residents reported mental health problems in 2002 compared with the residents of other health regions (Table 21). However, it should also be acknowledged that these data are from the period before the impact of lower prices for wine-grapes and the impact of drought were apparent. 
Table 21: Self reported mental health conditions in the Riverland region compared with the rest of SA and the whole of SA 2002
	
	Riverland
	Rest of SA
	Whole of SA

	Current mental health condition
	  9.1*
	14.1
	14.0

	Psychological distress
	9.0
	10.5
	10.4

	Suicidal ideation
	3.0
	  5.0
	  4.9


Source: table amended from Dal Grande et al 2004. * indicates a statistically significant reduction

People in the Riverland were significantly less likely than residents in other country areas to report having a mental illness (Dal Grande et al 2004: 60). Only 8.3% of respondents reported psychological distress, as defined by Kessler10 scores; a well validated and widely used measure of psychological status. This was lower than the rates for country regions, but it was not a significant difference (Dal Grande et al 2004: 61). Despite the low levels of psychological distress among Riverland residents, they did not report the high levels of feeling safe in their neighbourhood that the other seven health service regions reported (Dal Grande et al 2004: 69). Somewhat paradoxically, Riverland respondents like the residents of most country regions, reported high levels of trust of people in their neighbourhood (Dal Grande et al 2004: 70).
While there has been considerable anecdotal concern expressed about an increasing prevalence of suicide in recent times, due primarily to drought and low water allocations, the available data do not suggest an increase. A 2006 study also reported high levels of stress and concern with suicide (Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee (RSEIRSC) 2007: 29-30. However, the numbers of suicides recorded within the Murray Lands (the statistical district within which the case-study site sits), fluctuate and do not reveal a consistent trend (Table 22).  

Table 22:  Number of Suicides in Murray Lands 2000-2006

	Year
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006

	Number  suicides
	6
	13
	8
	7
	10
	7
	8


Source: Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine (2007)
While the concern about suicide is understandable, the available data suggests that in comparison to other areas, the statistical division in which Loxton is located does not have a relatively elevated suicide rate. A number of caveats are important here. Firstly, the data in Table 22 are not detailed time-series trends and as such they tell us little about the trend of suicide rates. Secondly, suicide rates are a likely underestimate of the true prevalence since they require a coronial decision to be recorded as a suicide; if there is any doubt about the circumstances of a death, it will not be recorded as a suicide. Thirdly, when people speak of ‘local’ suicides they are referring to suicides they know about and which may derive from a particular population group, such as the ‘football community’, which may be spread over a much larger geographical area than those covered by data collection districts. Hence, ‘official’ suicide statistics may not closely match local knowledge concerning suicide prevalence. Finally, a suicide rate does not indicate the subjective importance of suicide to the life of a small, close-knit community. Even a relatively small number of suicides can have a dramatic impact on the functioning and well-being of rural communities, so a comparatively low suicide rate does not yield valid information about the salience of the issue for a community. 

1.6 The current situation in the Riverland 

The conditions that prevailed in the 1990s and produced such good economic and social outcomes have changed significantly. A downturn in prices for many key local commodities, increasingly globalized competition, the presence of international companies with considerable economies of scale, changing patterns of wine consumption and, since 2002, an oversupply of grapes have led to the Australian wine grape industry experiencing a significant downturn. An improving Australian dollar has made exporting produce more difficult.  These effects have been exacerbated by the drought and by frost during some seasons (RSEIRSC 2007: 14) The citrus industry in the Riverland is Australia’s second largest citrus producing region, yet it, too, has been placed under great pressure by globalized markets and world oversupply of certain kinds of citrus, as well as the impact of drought and frosts, which have substantially reduced yields (RSEIRSC 2007: 14). These market-related influences are now compounded by the drought and low water allocations for irrigation. At the time of data collection for the case-study (in late 2007), due to the effects of drought and low water levels in the Murray-Darling Basin, irrigators were getting only 16% of their usual amount of water; they are now getting 2%.
The Riverland region is “…experiencing significant and in some cases unprecedented signs of a community in crisis” (RSEIRSC 2007: 5). This is attributed to a downturn in the wine grape and citrus industries since the boom seasons of 2001/2. In 2001/2 it was estimated that the wine grape and citrus industries generated incomes of approximately $306 million, sustaining an estimated 5,700 FTEs of employment. Economic estimates suggest that between 2002 and 2005, the gross domestic product of the region has been reduced by $185 million, with FTE employment reduced from 5,700 FTEs in 2001/2 to 4,400 in 2004/5 (RSEIRSC 2007: 5). The report from which these figures are drawn suggests that if the drought continued much beyond the time of the reports, the negative consequences in terms of wealth produced, income and employment would be more marked. The drought has continued and irrigators are currently receiving only two percent of water allocations. In light of these factors, a projected 8% decrease in regional wealth and employment is predicted for the five years 2005-2010 (RSEIRSC 2007: 25). The projections were that if the drought extended beyond 2007, up to $700 million in income could be lost with an associated loss of 12,500 person years of employment. (RSEIRSC 2007: 6). The report that undertook economic modelling for the future of the region indicates that, from the perspective of the state economy, the impact of the current downturn in the Riverland is the equivalent to the closure of the Mitsubishi plant (Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee 2007: 6). However, it will also have profound ramifications for individuals and Riverland communities themselves. 
There are concerns that, because of lower profits and low water allocation, people in the Riverland have sold investment properties and therefore have reduced potential retirement incomes. This will mean income reduction in the long-term, with flow-on effects for spending and wealth creation in the local area, as well as increased reliance on government welfare support. The sale of investments and other properties to maintain current income levels and reduce debt levels will enhance the immediate sustainability of properties. It does not, however, indicate the reform that will enhance long-term sustainability of properties (RSEIRSC 2007: 25). 

A commissioned study on the economic circumstances facing the Riverland predicts contraction in the wine grape and citrus industry and forecast that that there will be job losses in 2006/7 relative to the period 2004/5. Economic consultants predict that there will be approximately 1800 less FTE employment. Two-thirds of these losses will be in the grape and citrus industries and the rest in other areas of the economy (Table 23). They also suggest a further loss of 2000 jobs in 2007/8 relative to the period 2004/5 (RSEIRSC 2007:1-2).
Table 23: Projected job losses by sector with ongoing drought
	Sector 
	Losses as percentage

	Wine grape growers
	37

	Citrus growers
	23

	Other primary
	  1

	Manufacturing 
	  5

	Building and building services
	  8

	Retail trade
	  6

	Transport
	  7

	Business services
	  9

	Personal services
	  4

	Total
	100


Source: Riverland Socio Economic Impact Steering Committee 2007: 2
Prolonged drought will accentuate the contraction of local employment opportunities (Table 24).

Table 24: Riverland employment FTEs 2002-2009 and 2008-2010 projections for median rainfall and drought scenarios

	
	2002
	2004
	2006
	2008
	2010

	Time series projections with different scenarios
	2002
	2004
	2006
	Median Rainfall
	Drought
	Median Rainfall
	Drought 

	Employment 

FTEs

(approximations)
	5000
	3800
	2900
	2000
	1000
	2900
	2000


(Riverland Socio Economic Impact Report Steering Committee 2007: 28 and 32).

While as yet there is not much published  ‘hard data’ indicating the impact of the low water allocations, reports in Adelaide-based media suggest that local Riverland economies are beginning to feel the flow-on effects from contraction in the agricultural sector. In May 2008, The Advertiser reported an “… unprecedented economic crisis” due to lack of water in the River Murray. Sources indicated that nineteen businesses in Renmark had closed their doors, or would do so by the end of the year, while there were also reports of closures in Berri, Barmera, Loxton and Waikerie. There are reports of workers being made redundant and the Renmark Country Club and Renmark Hotel Motel say that their takings have decreased by 30%. An agricultural machinery supplier reported a 30-40% downturn in sales over the past year (Adelaide Advertiser May 2008). 

A qualitative assessment of the impact of water shortages, found that:

· Most households in their study reported degrees of poverty

· There was an increasing dependence on off-farm work, which only partially compensated for the decline in on-farm income

· Low income is leading to reduced spending, including on water (RSEIRSC 2007: 43-44).

A commissioned report on the economic state and likely future status of the Riverland documented the following points:

· Small farms cannot support a full-time wage and depend on off-farm income

· Growers are looking to reduce costs, including debt

· Assets are being sold to reduce debt

· Only large growers and wineries are investing

· Larger growers benefit from economies of scale

· There is an associated business downturn

· Regional employment seems stable, primarily due to developments in mining

· Land prices are stable, though house sales are slowing and rentals are increasing (RSEIRSC 2007: 12).  
Other sources confirm that agriculture in South Australia generally and the Riverland in particular is not faring well.  In 2007, the Murray Lands statistical division, within which the case-study community sits, expressed foreboding about its economic future. According to the Westpac/Charles Sturt University Agribusiness Index, the Economic Performance Index was negative throughout all the South Australian statistical divisions in 2007 and all divisions reported negative performance (Westpac/Charles Sturt University 2007).  While 74% of agribusinesses in South Australia felt confident about the next 12 months, confidence was much lower in Murray Lands, at 56%. Capital expenditure decreased in all statistical divisions, with the greatest level of decrease in the Murray Lands and employment decreased slightly in this division. Moreover, Murray Land reported a significant decrease in business confidence between March 2007 (90%) and June (56%). ‘Less than satisfactory profitability’ was reported in all statistical divisions, with the Murray Lands the second worst performing of the state’s six statistical divisions (Westpac/Charles Sturt University 2007). 

The Westpac/Charles Sturt Agribusiness report for the first quarter of 2008 found continuing declines in the Murray Lands statistical division along every index of the Economic Performance Index. Employment declined by 0.22% in the first quarter of 2008 and was projected to drop by a further 0.03% in the second quarter (a significant decline according to the Wespac/Charles Sturt assessment). Murray Lands reported negative or poor profitability in March 2007, December 2007 and March 2008. The capital expenditure in Murray Lands has shown negligible growth and has actually declined in some quarters during the past year (Table 25).

Table 25: Murray Lands quarterly capital expenditure March 2007-June 2008
	Quarter
	March 2007
	September 2007
	December

2007
	March 2008
	June 2008

(projected)

	Capital expenditure
	-0.15
	0.10
	-0.24
	0.17
	-0.11


Source: Westpac/ Charles Sturt Agribusiness 2008
However, there have been fluctuations (Table 25) and the period 2007-2008 saw a significant downturn in the growth of house prices Table 26).

Table 26: Capital growth in median house prices in Loxton

	Year
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008

	% change
	5.8
	28.0
	-6.7
	12.2
	-11.4


(RP Data 2008)  

Other evidence indicates that house prices have continued to fall. As of May 2008, the Valuer-General reported a 15% slump in Riverland property values in recent years. This is attributed to the drought and removal of permanent plantings. Agricultural properties are on the market, but there is little demand for them given the profound uncertainty about long-term water for irrigation (ABC News May 30th). This has prompted a call, in some quarters, for councils to reduce their rates (ABC News June 2008). While this may ease the financial burden for some property owners, it may have longer term negative consequences in relation to service delivery.
Section Two: Qualitative data

2.1 Water and wealth

Like the residents of other rural communities the members of the case-study site regard water as the foundation of their wealth (Edwards et al 2007; Edwards et al 2008). Anything threatening the availability of water for irrigation is therefore regarded as a threat to the economic underpinning of their community. The response to the presence of corporate undertakings therefore cannot be meaningfully separated from the impact of the drought and low water allocations. Jeffrey argues that many of the Riverland towns would not exist without water for irrigation; without it they will change from being prosperous communities to ones that struggle for viability, “…but these upper river towns, the only reason they are here, is because there is water in the river….” Grant expresses a similar sentiment about the centrality of water to the local economy and society: 

Our whole life revolves around rain, and if it doesn’t rain and we don’t get the water… we don’t grow the fruit, the trees are all dead, the town’s dead. …  a good 60% of people’s livelihoods are earned by water. Then you’ve shops that provide irrigation equipment, pumps and those sorts of things.  People who go out and harvest fruit blocks, and you’ve got people who put in trellises and posts and stuff like that, so car dealers supply vehicles and shops for repairs and all those sorts of thing, so the businesses will be slashed… 

Clark considers that the decreasing availability of water is threatening the viability of agriculture and therefore of communities:  
… the 16% allocation we have got now, it is having a devastating impact on the ability of our local families, the genuine small irrigator, to actually make it and in fact they can't… it's not so much cost of the water, it is in fact that they haven’t got enough to grow; it's bit like you and I saying “Now you survive as a family on 16% of your wage” it is as simple as that.

Other research has found that many respondents  reported household income that easily allowed for purchase of necessities (RSEIRSC 2007). 

2.2 Corporate purchase of water
Given the centrality of water to the concerns of the Riverland communities, anything perceived to negatively influence its availability and price is likely to be regarded with hostility. The prevailing opinion in the case-study community is that, notwithstanding the drought, corporate enterprises play a large part in low water allocations and the high market value of water allocations.  With much less water available, the dominant perception is that corporate enterprises have the capacity to buy water, unlike small growers; hence, people with small holdings are being denied water because corporates are buying most of what is available. Richard sketches a perception we heard repeatedly:

Obviously the resources of water becoming a lot scarcer, it has been a significant issue in terms of perceptions of corporates being… resourced up and buying the water and because they are getting it, the perception is that they’re getting it and the smaller growers aren’t.  So that has become an issue in terms of MISs [managed investment schemes] and some of those types of things ….it’s the perception that because corporates can afford it, the corporates will buy the water, and “if the corporates got the water, I don’t have it”.
Some of our respondents also believed that the shortage of water was due to over-allocations rather than drought and sheeted home the responsibility to the seemingly unbridled capacity of ‘corporates’ to buy water. This finding has been replicated in other parts of Australia (The Age 2007). As Clark said, “And so why is there insufficient water in the river?  Because of over allocation.” According to Lisa, ‘It is not the lack of rain, it's not that we are having a drought, it's not the dry - it's so many people pulling off from the river and it has been poorly managed’. Richard relates that many people share Lisa’s concern that low water levels in the river and uncertain water supply can be laid at the feet of local corporate enterprises:
And very much there is the finger pointing, the blaming of the corporate and the managed investment funds as a very big part of the issue of the over-allocation of water … talking about here that the river is a finite resource and it has been over allocated, and the feeling is that the corporates, because of their huge plantings, are a big part of that over allocation.

In the face of low water allocations (currently 15%), many small block owners have made the difficult decisions to forgo irrigating certain crops. Many have made a decision to let citrus trees die.  In other instances, growers have cut back their citrus trees so severely that they will not bear fruit again for several years. The decision to allow plantings to die or to severely cut them back is a difficult one, causing much distress. This distress is compounded by the sight of contiguous new plantings by corporate enterprises that appear to be well-watered and maintained. Grant relates the dominant sentiment among community members: 

… the whole crux of it is that given the water restrictions the locals are very, very upset, there doesn’t seem to be any regulations. Somehow or other they [corporate enterprises] get licenses and continue to plant and the locals are thinking “well why would that be when we really are desperate for water”? …I don’t know, truthfully, what’s involved but I only assume that the fact that they have access to what seems to be unlimited amounts of money, and the schemes were designed giving taxation advantages, that everything’s sorted out before they go ahead, so they must have been able to go ahead since water and whether it’s going interstate where they’re establishing or whether they’ve bought water upstream I don’t really know, but obviously they’ve got it and yeah, that’s a frustrating part of it as far as I’m concerned, they continue to plant, continue to plant…. 

Bill, a local human service worker, comments on how the apparent juxtaposition between the dying orchards of local ‘blockies’ (owners of family based blocks) and the well-tended crops of corporate enterprises is generating some hostility: 

But you definitely see that when the push comes to shove…blockies letting their trees die and just down the road the corporate is putting in acres and acres of new trees… the community sympathies are definitely going to lie with the locals and not with the corporates. 

Some, but not all, of our respondents consider that prior to the onset of the drought and diminishing water allocations for irrigators, there was little concern with the presence of ‘corporates’. However, the scarcity of water now leaves many community members feeling that small block owners and corporate enterprises vie for the amount that is available. This scenario — small block owners competing with corporate entities — is articulated in a framework in which the price of water has risen dramatically in the past year. The widely held belief is that corporate enterprises are better positioned to be able to afford water. A second belief is that because of taxation laws and other advantages afforded them, corporate enterprises are far better placed to purchase water. Tom says, ‘…there is another tax benefit [for MISs] in that because leasing water is an allowable as an expense’. In Clark’s opinion: 
…they are able to buy water which is simply not able to be purchased by your average person involved in agriculture, so they feel there is quite a disparity there. Those who have dollars win, those who do not have dollars lose. 

Warren also points out that much of the uncertainty facing the community is related to water and that this is not just an issue of the drought, it centrally implicates the policy dictating how water is allocated, ‘…you know so much really depends on water and obviously the water debate is mainly about who is getting the water and who can afford it and who can’t.  The distribution of that precious resource…’ Not only can corporate enterprises afford to buy water, their presence, according to many of our respondents is driving the price of water up. In Harold’s opinion:
Well, they’ve [corporate ventures] got resources to buy the water. Because there has been so many hectares put in…the price of water, the cost of leasing the water has just skyrocketed…. Even [supermarket chain] has gone out and bought a lot of water to supply its preferred growers.  
Mike, a local block owner, voices his frustration at the greater capacity of corporates to buy water:

And that is the other thing that stinks, you know like corporates or whatever they are probably are buying water, they can afford it.  But I’d like to go out and buy $50,000 of water just to get my crops ready.

Lisa points to another source of discontent among local growers; for corporate enterprises, water can simply be another asset, while for block-owners, it is their business’ lifeblood:  

…  water has become a tradable commodity now...  So those people who are going to be cashed up, which are going to be corporates, definitely they would have to be looking at the water market and buying.  Of course that is going to affect the small grower because it ups the price.  They [corporate entities] don’t have to worry about it at all, they can just sit on their water.  They don’t even have to use it… I heard that [company name] was investing in water…. So here we are, small growers, wanting this water to keep our livelihood alive and into the future and there is this water sitting there as an asset somebody’s books.  
Stuart also outlined how small growers feel that they face very different pressures to issues faced by corporates:

Because an investment property [isn’t] necessarily driven by profits and therefore growers feel certainly that they are competing on an unlevel playing field etcetera. They are obviously driven by profit and that is what they do to put bread and butter on the table and they don’t feel that it is fair comparison I guess.  They are competing in the same market place but it’s two different quotas.

Others articulated a related belief: that achieving a profit is not as crucial to corporate undertakings as it is to small block owners. Stuart, like many people, considers, “So private temporary water happens to be $1,200.00 a meg [megalitre], there are more tax deductions”. Clark argues that, ‘…the super funds that plant up these huge areas aren’t here to make a profit really and the locals know that…’ Mike offers a similar perspective, that corporates do not face the same imperative as small owners to make profits, ‘Yeah well I guess they don’t have to show a profit because a lot of it is just tax break isn’t it….?  Warren also relates another refrain heard frequently in relation to corporates; that is, that if the economic situation in horticulture starts to crumble, the effects on corporate enterprises are not nearly as devastating as they are on small block owners:

…if the market goes bad… [corporates] can at least walk away and say sorry to your investors… I guess what the blockies are saying is that … it’s okay for them [corporate enterprises] to come in and make a mess of things and get out again if the situation doesn’t suit them, but in the meantime [the corporates have] left all of us in your wake….

According to our respondents, the high price of water, fuelled in part by the action of corporates, puts it beyond the financial reach of many small block owners, with significant consequences for their profit margins, or even their viability. Lisa tells how low commodity prices can inhibit the ability of small block owners to buy water, ‘If we have prices that we were seeing last year or the year before, there is no way, there is no way,  we could be buying water;  it's just not viable to do so.  

Many of our respondents consider that the real challenge to the economic vibrancy and sustainability of their community and the Riverland in general is not the drought, but the presence of corporate enterprises in their region. Another study found that the growers they interviewed felt that the structural conditions of their industry, conditioned in large part by corporate enterprise rather than the drought, was their primary burden (RSEIRSC 2007). 
2.3 Corporates and market balance
The new plantings of corporate enterprises anger local people not only because of an apparent inequity in the capacity to access water, but because these plantings are regarded as distorting the market, making profitability even harder for small block owners. There is evidence that supports the concerns of our respondents. In July 2008, the Wine Grape Council of South Australia identified almost 800 ha of new vine plantings by Managed Investment Schemes throughout the Murray-Darling Basin; an 80 ha estate is currently being developed near Loxton. (The Australian July 17 2008). In the context of new corporate plantings, Grant relates how local people are frustrated that these new plantings are occurring when there is already a glut: 
We had a Riverland rally  back here, oh, it was over twelve months ago that … it was over and over again “why are you letting these big corporations continue to plant when you see we’ve got a surplus of grapes”?
Corporate enterprises are regarded as distorting the market that had operated effectively for small block owners, generating some hostility on the part of local community members. Richard tells how corporate enterprises are regarded as taking over market share.  The hostility to what is regarded as distortion of the market by the actions of corporates was documented in a study commissioned by the Riverland Socio Economic Study Steering Committee (2007). The water shortage has intensified this hostility, in Richard’s opinion:
I guess there has just been the normal anti-big business type of feeling. But definitely since the water issue has become… and I guess in the grape situation since the oversupply, where a lot of that was blamed on corporates… Managed investment funds where people could see plantings going in all over the place, and the fact that they were planting for perhaps different reasons than … well quantity rather than quality and that’s where the growers here particularly in the grapes, that have been pinching in their market.

Lisa pointed to an apparent paradox that many people raised during fieldwork; if there is an over-supply of certain commodities, why are corporate enterprises undertaking large plantings of them? The perception that corporates are undertaking fresh plantings adds to a generalized uncertainty about the future and hostility toward corporates, heightening unease about them and their actions:

I think along the Murray-Darling Basin, thousands of acres of citrus [are being planted by corporate enterprises].  … people have to ask questions and say “How does that work”.  When growers here cannot make a dollar out of citrus growing, but all of a sudden there is another thousand [acres planted], because they say there is an oversupply, the packers won’t take them, because you don’t need them, all of a sudden there is just…  [company name] last year planted up thousands of acres of citrus.  So where is the balance?  What is going on there?  I know they will say “Oh we have gone and sourced our market rah, rah, rah”.  But the citrus industry has got a body, why haven’t they sourced those markets?. … I am a big believer that growers, we are at the bottom of the pack and that is where we’re being kept.  

Mike, a grower, considers that corporate agriculture has a place in the overall agricultural profile, but he reveals a certain bitterness that, in his opinion, small block owners do the hard work of getting an industry established. Then corporates enter the market and make easy profits without having taken the risk and doing the hard work involved in establishing the industry. Similar sentiments have been voiced elsewhere (RSEISC 2007: 39-41). In Mike’s words:

… what I think annoyed us the most is that they [corporates] come out on the back of good times. Like “here is a good thing, let’s jump on it” and the guys like us that have been here most of our lives, worked hard to build our property and we built the industry you know.
Tom also resents the fact that it was the small-to-medium size block owners, he argues, that created a viable and productive grape and wine industry in Australia. Corporate undertakings and managed investment schemes entered the field after small growers had made it profitable; now they threaten its viability:
…what they are doing progressively is putting the squeeze on those who have developed a region, that have been efficient and have been very profitable until the oversupply that was created by the overdevelopment.

Stuart also reveals that in the minds of some, the market share acquired by corporates has been at the expense of small growers and is denying them the opportunity to make a living:

Just the perception that they aren’t in it for profit or you know, it’s just taking up the resources or opportunities that some of the family growers might have seen could have been theirs.

2.4 Contracts

An issue that generates a considerable degree of chagrin among both growers and general community members was the contracts given to local growers by some large corporate enterprises. Others have found considerable anger among growers in relation to corporate behaviour in relation to contracts (RSEIRSC 2007). There was a widespread perception that they foisted unfair contracts on growers, who had little option but to accept. There was a widespread perception that corporate behaviour in relation to contracts was unethical. Lisa’s comments encapsulate a sentiment we heard frequently:
So then the company basically said to them “we can't take your grapes because of the oversupply but you can't sell them anywhere else”.  So growers were stuck.  They [the winery] also paid a very low price…  there was a clause in the contract to say that if the growers had an issue with prices that are been paid they can go to a third party that was agreed upon by both the growers and [the company] and whatever that third party said that they had to sort of abide by… well [the company] didn’t do that.
Current evidence also indicates that the flooding of the market for wine grapes, in combination with declining demand for certain grape varieties, is driving down the prices paid to growers for some kinds of grapes. In the Riverland, growers producing chardonnay have been warned to expect payment of $300 a tonne; the report in The Australian (July 2008) concludes that this is not a viable price for many growers: “With the price of irrigation and fertiliser soaring, this would not cover costs for most growers”. Warren, a local health worker, comments on how ‘bad’ contracts translate, ‘So we saw a lot of distress with bad contracts and with people who had borrowed and struggled then to make ends meet’.

Grant recalls how the low prices paid for grapes during the glut of a few years ago led many growers to sell their properties:

They were obviously wanting to get out because back then when we had the grape surplus there were over fifty odd blocks that were actually listed for sale, but there were a lot more that would have sold to someone who had come along….

Lisa, however, suggests that overall the contracts that were being offered in late 2007 are an improvement on those offered several years ago: 
…because there is such a shortage of the grapes, the wineries have come out and promised us certain prices… this is unprecedented, and at this time of the year, in fact it was back in September, the wineries came out and gave us prices for next vintage.  Usually they do it from about January, December to January.  This year they have done it so early because they are scared they are not going to have grapes go through their winery. So they are saying to us “We will guarantee these prices”, which are anywhere between umm…250 to 500% higher than what we have been paid for the last two seasons.

Jeffrey, however, reveals that even though in the current environment the contracts for grapes offer growers reasonably good prices, many growers juggle a degree of uncertainty occasioned by contracts. Having signed contracts, growers are expected to supply the grapes even if the harvest fails and this can lead to a degree of unpredictability that many find stressful. Jeffrey explains:

They [corporates] actually started [offering contracts] late September which is quite extraordinary…  Now that’s fantastic in one sense because the grower can say “okay, I’m going to get $600 a ton for my shiraz and which is double what I got last year”. However, at the same time the grower will think the price of water is going to continue to go up.  I don’t know what’s going to happen over summer in November, December, January, I don’t know what’s going to happen with temperatures and all the rest of it. I may not be able to buy more water in, my crop may then fail.  I’m contracted to the winery to provide them and with a lot of those contracts you either have to find alternate grapes and provide them to them or you have to pay whatever it is you have contracted to them…  And the other thing is the farmers think “gee, if I can get $600, if the winery, if the industry wants to buy my grapes right now for $600 a ton, I might get $900 in January or I might get $1,000 in January.  If it’s a really hot summer and the crop completely falls over, I might get $1,200 in February if I contract then”. So it’s not quite as easy or as simple as one might think - okay I’ve got a contract, fantastic. So it is a bit more difficult than that.

Jeffrey goes on to make a point that we heard frequently; primary producers are now ‘price-takers’ rather than ‘price-setters’. The presence of corporates is linked to this new, passive role for primary producers. In Jeffrey’s view:

…but now that the corporates come into town, we don’t have as much freedom as to where we sell any more and they dictate to us much more in regard to the price we’re getting, so those involved in agriculture once again are becoming even more so price takers rather than price setters because they don’t have as much choice any more.  Choices are far more limited and also the larger corporate is able to say to those involved in whatever kind of industry they’re in, “this is the price we’re offering, if you don’t provide to us at this price, we’re large enough we can go get it from 100 kilometres down the road, or we can actually get it from interstate or if we’re large enough, we’ll just buy the stuff in from overseas”

John acknowledges variability in the behaviour of corporate enterprises in relation to contracts; some are fair and reasonable, others are not. In John’s eyes:

Depending on what contract you’re talking about.  If you look at the different contracts that are out there; [company] contracts, I mean the people with [company] contracts have really got through the last three or four years and they were very thankful they had a [company] contract.  Other contracts with other wineries or other packers when times were tough, the growers have found out, they don’t really mean a lot.  Very hard to take a corporate on!

Mike, a grower himself, also points to variability in the contracts offered to growers. One company suspended his contract, while a contract with another company remains extremely valuable to him:

I put 300 tonne on the ground two years ago because [company] suspended my contract; And we deal directly with [another company] so those 15 year rolling contracts are, like I said they’re worth their weight in gold.

2. 5 Corporates, rationalization and community well-being
A key theme that emerged in the interviews was the threat posed by the existence of corporate undertakings to the well-being of family-owned blocks. Our interviewees expressed the conviction that family-owned properties are the backbone of rural Australia; a threat to family-based farming is thus a threat to the long-term viability of rural communities. The concern articulated by our respondents about the relationship between corporatized agriculture and community viability is a long-held and ubiquitous one. Our interviewees, for the most part, agree with the Goldschmidt hypothesis (1947) that a greater number of smaller, family-owned farms are more likely to support vibrant rural communities than a smaller number of corporately owned properties
. This suggests that the concerns expressed by our interviewees may be well-grounded. Tonts and Black advance three reasons why the presence of corporate agriculture might have adverse impacts on rural communities. The first is that corporate farms may buy goods and services from distant locations, not the local area. Secondly, they might employ a workforce that is more seasonal and mobile than that found on family-run enterprises and, finally, corporate farms may be less well integrated into the social and civic life of the communities within their ambit (Tonts and Black 2002: 19). Corporate agriculture has been noted to have some adverse implications for local economic development, population levels and social structure, local service provision and regional development (Tonts and Black 2002: 5).However, Tonts and Black (2002: 3) suggest there is evidence that corporate farms can generate social and economic goods for rural communities by increasing local employment opportunities, providing potential downstream processing opportunities and diversifying the economic base of rural communities (Tonts and Black 2002). Bjornlund (2002) also argues that water trading can buffer the effects of agricultural rationalisation because the capacity to sell water can allow individuals to remain in their communities, thus giving the community time to adjust to current policy directions. It is beyond the scope of this report to adjudicate the merits of these perspectives on the effects of corporate agricultural enterprises, but it suggests that our respondents’ concerns are widely shared (Edwards et al 2008).    

Warren suggests that people, while grateful for the employment opportunities that corporate enterprises do provide, consider that corporates have pushed them off their blocks in the first place:

Most of the people that are employed in that way [by corporates], they would probably say that the corporates are the reason why they aren’t running their own block. So that they would see that they’re both the cause of the problem and part of the solution. And I think most people would probably still prefer them not to be here, for things to be the way they were… But out socially, you know [over] a few beers at the footy club or whatever, you know, I think that’s when you’ll hear people say, yeah the corporates are part of the reason for our struggle.

The presence of corporate enterprises is also regarded as threatening the long-term viability of family-owned blocks. Rationalisation has been, and remains, evident in the Australian agricultural landscape. However, the feeling of our respondents is that drought and low water allocations have intensified the process. Mary articulated a sentiment that was raised frequently: corporate enterprises are signalling the demise of the family-owned block, which is ill-equipped to cope with a new economic environment:

I think there is fear… that the time for the small family blocks is finishing.  They can’t possibly compete [with corporates] and I think that’s been the feeling over the last few years because the wineries started planting huge acreages of their own and putting even long-term faithful growers out.  
Richard believes that a reduction in the number of smaller, family-owned blocks is inevitable as primary industries are re-structured; holdings increasingly need to be bigger to operate in the market. The prospect, nevertheless, gives rise to concern about its implications for the long-term viability of the community and its economy:

… [a local committee]  looked at that issue and …that definitely was the concern… a lot of people watching with an eye on - you know if these corporates continue to get bigger and the farms continue to get bigger, which means less people supported by the same area, what is that going to do to us?  
Jeffrey comments on the way economic circumstances have changed the size of the block needed for viability; a ‘domestic’ block that can provide a family with an income is, in his view, increasingly unviable:
Those small fruit salad blocks
 in years gone by provided a living for mum and dad and the kids, not fantastic and they were only just getting by, but it all sort of managed and I was going to say the only thing today you’d be able to make a living off 16 acres would be marijuana or cocaine, that’s the only thing you’d make a living out of.  So it’s just not viable today, blocks have to be ten times [the size they once were]….

Stuart points out how the current drought and low water allocations are a further impetus to rationalization. As some holdings struggle, they are ‘swallowed’ by larger family growers or by corporate entities, ‘Certainly there are the large family growers in the district area that are circling like sharks… just going to pick off bits here and there.  You know, there are opportunities for people at the moment’.  Mike confides that, ‘…we have got three properties you know and that might sound greedy too but we think we need to do that just to exist’. However, he considers that while some family holdings have become bigger, most small family owned that have been sold have been bought by corporates:  
Well the corporates are really buying up more and more properties in the region and that’s really been a trend that’s occurred particularly in the last decade or so, but certainly before that I think the message was out there to get people to get out and so that the corporates with their economies of scale have really substantially increased their land holdings and have certainly you know, their production levels have increased with increased expansion of properties etc.

Tom forecasts that there will be:

…a reduction in the number of people who run properties but we will see a slow expansion if you like from 35 acres to 70 acres to maybe 100 acres. Probably one individual could reasonably run up to 100 acres with some employed help.

Clark says that much of the debt that block owners currently carry was acquired during the ‘boom times’; block owners went into debt to acquire additional blocks, but the drought, low water and poor commodity prices saw them struggle to make enough profit to service their debt:  

… at the boom, and their buying the second block that wasn’t contracted.  They would be, I would suspect, in serious financial trouble, as opposed to those who have had their land and have tried to weather it through; even if they had lost their contract, at least they’re not trying to necessarily purchase land that is producing nothing… servicing a huge debt

Respondents in another study also reported carrying high levels of debt which caused them considerable stress (RSEISC 2007: 23).
2.6 Damage to markets and livelihoods
Grant feels that most people in the community are hostile to corporates in the face of them continuing to plant and to acquire water, ‘The community are of the view do we run them out of town or do we keep them?  Nine out of ten would say run them out of town’. Our respondents expressed considerable anger toward large corporations that are perceived to exercise undue influence on ‘their’ industry. They also considered that corporate growers distort the market by contributing toward an over-supply that had occurred in recent years. The low prices that are a consequence of the glut are regarded as a key element that threatens the sustainability of local growers (RSEISC 2007: 45) Other sources document that local ‘blockies’ consider that climatic issues and water restrictions were regarded as a supplementary issue to the structural issues leading to poor prices in grape growing. Some growers did acknowledge, however, that limited water supply was a barrier to growing grapes. They also reported concern about the unfair nature of contracts with big wineries, the poor prices currently paid for grapes and the presence of corporate enterprises. In particular, they expressed anger that corporate players are entering the field and profiting from the ground work done by family-owned blocks to establish the industry and that corporate undertakings were ‘…sucking the river dry’. Not only was the corporate use of water held to be unsustainable, they were held responsible for the glut of grapes and consequent low prices because of these huge plantings (RSEISC 2007: 37-43).
2.7 Selling water as an exit strategy

One of the desired policy outcomes from the extension of water markets was the exit from agriculture of smaller enterprises deemed inefficient and uncompetitive by the current market regime. Underpinning this logic was the assumption that being able to sell water would allow enterprises not generating much profit to acquire a large enough nest egg to provide an incentive to leave agriculture. However, according to Lisa, selling water is not a viable exit strategy for small block owners:

It’s been an assumption that our properties are our super, and that’s been also encouraged by professionals.  Not all, but a lot of accountants have said “why would you put into super?  There’s your super there, there’s your property.”  For the citrus growers and like I said, [they’ve]  never made much money in the last 10 years, probably ever really, but particularly in the last 10 years, and then the grapes were fabulous for a few years but the last 4 years it’s been really poor, so people have had to increase their debt.  So because of that, no, they might come out with zero. … I’d say my opinion is that if you’re at the stage of having to sell your water … you’re not going to get out with anything.  
Tom agrees, ‘…right now, if you were to sell including your water, you are not going to…you are just not going to be able to sell because the buyer can only get 16% of the water you are selling’. His assessment is that many block owners would like to exit the industry, but the current conditions are not favourable, ‘There are a lot who would like to go, but under the current arrangements it’s not viable for them to sell their farm...’ 

Mike also suggests that selling water is unlikely to yield block owners sizeable nest eggs in a context of low water allocation:

…. if you sell any water in South Australia….— you sell 100 megalitres— all that grower can access is 16%. So it is not worth selling it. So… at the moment that is not an option I don’t think.  If it was 100% then they could probably sell their water.

Grant, who works in the local financial sector, says that in his experience few have sold their water because they keep hoping something will happen to improve their situation, ‘Very few have sold water at this stage, very few, very few.  The idea I think of a lot of people is just sit back and waiting, hoping something’s going to happen…’
Stuart, however, offers a dissenting view; those who sell their water can get themselves a nest egg that will help them establish a post-farming life. The high water prices are an incentive for many to sell their water:

Yeah for a lot it actually is, they have pretty decent water allocations…

the price is about $2,500.00 a meg, $2,600 a meg at the moment, I’ve heard the comment that if it reaches $3,000 they’re out of here.

One unintended and negative consequence of water trading in the current environment is that it may promote the longevity of properties that are barely viable. Jeffrey relates that some farmers sell their water and try to remain on the block and take up different forms of farming that are less reliant on water. He suggests, however, that it is not a viable strategy in the long term:

They’ll sell their water and retain their block because they’ll stay living on the home house on the property and they will modify their farming practices in some way to keep themselves just busy on the block, which is a bit sad in some cases as it’s just like maintaining something to do while you wait for the inevitable to happen, it’s a bit of a sad kind of situation. 

Harold, who has extensive knowledge of the financial dimension of block ownership, predicts that there will be a sharp increase in the number of family-owned blocks sold. He is concerned, however, that it will not necessarily be the inefficient producers who will exit the industry:

I think within the next 18 months, 20% will be gone. Twenty percent need to go, but the wrong 20% [will go]...Well, some people that are probably good operators will get out of the industry, especially some of the younger ones; they’ll go and work in the mines or whatever…But a lot of the poorer growers—inefficient, lazy, stupid or whatever, a combination of all of that---they haven’t got the ability to go and get a job somewhere else and they will hang in… So, that’s what I was saying, 20% will go but it is not necessarily the right 20%.

While it is not viable for farmers to sell, he considers that many are digging themselves into a deeper hole by staying on. He says banks are extending overdrafts and growers are getting various kinds of assistance from the government because their farms are considered viable. But, in his view, they are not viable without water and Tom sees them acquiring more debt while they hang on and he considers they could end up in a more precarious financial state:

So what we can see happening very soon will be the forced sale [of properties] because the banks will eventually get to the point where they say “we’ve looked at every case on its merit and because there is no water…we can’t see anybody growing a crop next year, so we just cannot afford to keep on blowing out that overdraft or providing a new loan. 

Tom says that since 2005 local grower and other groups have been warning the government about a:
…downward trend in price for a long time [and]…an upward trend in debt…for a population of growers that are aging, instead of easing toward retirement and developing more equity and more superannuation…they are actually edging toward retirement and the provisions they have made are being ebbed away…Examples of this is quite common, like the family who purchased the small place or apartment in town when their kids are in university…well they have sold that to try and keep the farm going….
Grant who works in the financial sector of the case-study site offers a similar assessment, ‘But if they could sell, what would they get for it? Would that be enough to cover their debts? If you’re lucky. Jeffrey says the drought and the high cost of inputs, particularly water, is seeing many block owners weighing up whether they have the will to continue farming. He considers that it is corporates that are more likely to purchase the properties sold by exiting block owners. 

Most certainly, we’re only just at the thin edge of the wedge at this point in time, not much of that [exiting] is taking place; however as this drought continues and particularly as the price of water goes up, I believe I’m starting to see a lot of those farmers, many farmers are just starting to go “I need to seriously think about whether I’m going to continue this or not” and at this point in time, they can sell easily to a corporate.  Corporates are waiting to buy the water…

Despite the view of some respondents that block owners are unlikely to sell their water, others considered that family blocks are being bought by corporate enterprises. Stuart believes that few of the properties that are being bought are being bought for the land and their productive potential; the water is the primary motivation for buying blocks:
 …the only way people will buy it [the block] right now, and there are probably certain examples of people who are still buying properties for production, but most of the property sales that do go through are for the water licences.

While Mike regrets the expansion of corporate enterprises, he considers that by superseding unviable properties, they are probably benefiting the local area.  The willingness and capacity of corporates to purchase properties allows the owners to exit the industry with some financial assets and it sees a larger, more viable property that will employ people:

…they [corporates that have bought family properties] have helped a couple of guys out I know that were struggling, they have given them a good price for their property. Those guys got out with a bit of dignity and those properties which weren’t viable, let’s face it, have been amalgamated into bigger properties, they will be run much more efficiently because they are all run under computerized drip.  But there will be benefits for the local community because they will employ so many people.

2.8 Environmental effects

While corporate enterprises are regarded by many as a threat to the economic survival of family-owned undertakings, they are also considered by many of our respondents to threaten local agriculture because of their environmental impact. Tom relates that from the early 1990s, partly as a consequence of change in taxation laws, corporate entities made large plantings of wine grapes in the area. The market for these grapes was expanding at the time and, in Tom’s opinion, this masked 

…what was actually happening to the balance between environment, water and industry. So, in the interests of development there were no impediments placed in anybody’s way. So we saw more and more of these …large investor groups planting up not just vineyards but, in more recent years, huge tracts of almond properties, olive properties…But there was virtually no consideration of whether this ongoing development was to be sustainable.

Tom says that it is not just the drought that is threatening the ongoing viability of the local environment, the amount of plantings in the area are not sustainable, even if rain fell:

It is absolutely not sustainable. I think most of us realise that if we were to return to say 4 or 5 years of average rains, which is unlikely, with the water that has been allocated, we still would not have sufficient [water supply] to have reasonable certainty…this prolonged drought has really tested the wisdom of all of that development….

Tom, however, feels that federal policy is also indirectly fuelling the problem, because it favours corporate enterprise over family-owned blocks and it is family-owned blocks that are the most environmentally responsible.  In his view, family owned blocks are being ‘targeted’ by the Government as inefficient. He suggests that the policy and rhetoric of the (then) Federal Government labelled small producers as inefficient simply because they are small:

By inference what he [the then Federal Minister for agriculture] was saying was if you are large, you are therefore efficient, but we argue quite differently. We say, “No, have a look at the large properties and the way they have structured their businesses” Whereas a grower like me has a 100 megalitres of water allocated to my property. I use less than half that water and traditionally the majority of growers in this region [do also], I let the other half flow down the river…Have a look at the way that the big corporates structure their businesses. They come into the industry, they don’t have an allocation so they must buy the water...So, it made sense on their business plans to only own a third of their water and to lease the rest in. It would make sense on anyone’s business plan as long as the environment wasn’t a player. 
Tom argues that because of the combined effects of over-allocation of water and the drought, it may be the sustainability of corporate enterprises that is under threat. Because of the size of their plantings, they will need to buy increasing amounts of water. He questions whether investors will have the resilience to ‘stick with’ these enterprises if profit margins become narrower”
…they need investors to remain loyal to them as any big organization does…when they don’t get a dividend or when their organization comes to them and says “We need more money for water…we think that the commitment to the industry, to the region and to the environment will dry up very quickly because this region is always going to be a desert region…they can’t afford to buy the water to keep their massive areas alive and we expect that many of them will be forced to take their investment dollars and go to the north of Australia, or into some other industry.
Mike, who has about 70 acres under cultivation, also supports Tom’s point that smaller growers can be economically viable while using much less water than is required by bigger plantings, “I can grow a great crop on 50% allocation. I don’t need all the water I own”. Like many of the growers and community members we interviewed, Mike was keen to see water returned to the environment. However, he points out that in difficult economic circumstances individual growers will sell their water rather than redirecting it to the environment:  
…I could grow any amount of good crop on 150-160 megs, so that would leave me 120 spare and I would rather see that flow, well it always did, it always flowed past the door down the river to the lakes or the sea.. I would much rather see that happen, although the last few years I leased it out because I couldn’t afford to do that. 

Clark also regards the over allocation of water, spurred to a large extent by the presence of corporate plantings, has reduced the flows available to the environment:

….they’ve [local block owners] done everything in their power to be irrigating environmentally sustainably…and when they see the water that they’ve saved being reallocated…so the water they’ve saved, which they would love to see go to environmental flows, has of course been allocated on to somewhere else….

Jeffrey suggests that the capacity to trade water between states can pose serious environmental challenges for the downstream environment:

New South Wales has…sheer population and massive landholdings, and so landholders are able to buy up water from Victoria, or buy water from South Australia and then transfer that water back up the river to New South Wales so that the water doesn’t even get to South Australia…that can have enormous effects on the environment…everyone of those wetlands is affected…every single flood plain is affected, we have salt loads in the river…we have algal bloom coming … [because corporates are] able to purchase [water] on a scale that many of us really can’t quite comprehend…they have the power to alter things quite dramatically…

2.9 Corporate enterprises and local employment 
While the majority of our respondents considered that corporates were a threat to the family-owned block, they were less united in the assessment of their impacts on the local economy and society.  Clark works in the educational sector and considers that the advent of bigger holdings that are more mechanized and that make use of more sophisticated technology will change the employment opportunities available locally. Corporates, he feels, will take away employment opportunities in semi and unskilled fields of labour, but are likely to stimulate openings in more specialised areas of employment:
…very much the feeling of the schools and TAFE that there was a need definitely for more tertiary trained, not so much labourers, but of the scientific type [of jobs]… So yes there is definitely going to be, we think, opportunities for growth in that type of labour.  Obviously they probably have got bigger holdings and more mechanised farming and there is going to be less opportunities for the labour type arrangements.
John suggests that corporate presence has positive and negative impacts on the local economy. On the one hand, they send money out of the region, but, on the other, they are also a source of employment:

….when you get large corporates and things are doing very well, the profit goes outside of the region, so it has had, and probably will have, a much likely greater impact on the local community in that fortunes to be made go back to shareholders rather than spent locally in the community, which certainly has an effect on our local region.  And saying that they also provide additional employment when times are good,
Jeffrey, too, is ambivalent about the impact of corporate enterprises. He argues that the extent of employment generated by corporates is often over-sold. They do provide some employment, but they have, in his opinion, also been the cause of the demise of many smaller, family-owned blocks:  

… there’s no guarantee it’s local [employment]  and then once the large corporate has set up, normally there’s a lot of employment with development, once the structure or the infrastructure is put in place, then there’ll be only a few staff that are required to actually make the place run…. I think from the community perspective there is this peculiar, unusual love-hate relationship in that yes, our kids have a job there, but we’ve lost a lot of families because of them. 
Mike is sceptical that the presence of corporate enterprises has boosted local employment as many claim, ‘And that annoys me because they say “Oh we’re providing local employment”, yeah half a dozen blokes perhaps’. Grant does not believe that the presence of corporates have made a significant impact on employment levels in the region. Their presence may have re-shaped the type of work that is available, but it has not, in his opinion, significantly improved or detracted from employment levels:
There may be the odd opportunity to be a manager of a block or something like that.  They may get a job as a mechanic … [some] may get um some permanency as a block hand or something like that, but I don’t think they’ve changed it to any great degree.  
Stuart considers that while the presence of corporates has been beneficial in that it has helped provide more secure employment, it has made it harder for smaller, family-owned blocks to get the labour they need during their peak seasons:
Yeah, we [small block owners] struggle…to find [labour] and because once again the big guy you know, he might have twelve months work, twelve months of the year, whereas the family grower might not have…so yeah, they’ll have them tied up to them, tied up and because they can offer better conditions where there’s twelve months of the year work in some cases….
Stuart, too, concedes that corporate enterprises provide some local employment. However, his assessment is that they provide less employment than would have once been provided by small block owners. His assessment is that fewer family-owned blocks means fewer people in the district and this, he considers, can only mean less wealth being generated in the area:
But my immediate reaction would be less, because if you’ve got less people working, I mean on any given hundred acres there’s less people involved and the money isn’t flowing, the profits aren’t flowing back into the local community, they’re flowing back into shareholder returns or investors’ negative returns, whatever way they want it 
Tom argues that while corporates do provide locally based employment, that they have scant regard for the rights of workers or their skills. Small block owners pay their workers well and train them.  By contrast, corporates offer ‘…cut throat rates… Most of them pay a fraction above the award or award barely if they can get away with it’. 
2.10 Corporates and local spending
Bill says that there are many ‘small’ areas of life where the corporates do not have the positive economic impact that spending by locally based people does:
.... the corporates are not going to tend to spend their money in the community as much. At least not in the sense of small business enterprise, it might be going into the tax-base but the corporates are not necessarily walking into the local take-away shop as frequently as the locals are.
There are mixed opinions regarding the economic and employment contribution that corporate businesses make to the community. Grant articulates a very commonly held viewpoint that, whatever advantages corporate enterprises confer on the region, their expansion comes at the expense of the family-based block, with negative consequences for the local economy:
…the town businesses rely so much upon what we grow and incorporated in that are your packing sheds that provide work for seasonal workers, the transport operators that drive all through around the place, um so I suppose whilst there’s fruit being processed they’ve got employment, so there’s a good side, but, I suppose they’re [the corporates] taking away families from out of the area itself, who sell to these big corporations. That’s got to have a ripple effect because there’s not the money being spent locally. Its controlled by a conglomerate in Adelaide or wherever it’s controlled and whilst they possibly do spend—, fertilizers and spraying cans, stuff like that locally—, there’s a fair bit that they would have some sort of chain where they’d get the bulk of it at better prices.
Tom says that corporate entities have a place in the agricultural profile of the region. However, he feels that their increasing dominance is bad for the economy and society of the case-study community in particular and the region as a whole. While they may be the impetus behind some local development, their contribution to the economic profile of the region overall is not positive.  It is difficult, he feels, to have this publicly acknowledged; there are significant interest groups that do not want the implications of corporate presence explored in public.  Those individuals and organizations that favour the role corporate enterprises can play in fostering economic development in the region: 
 … don’t want to hear a group saying, “hang on, look at the debt to equity ratio in the region, its going the wrong way”. The retailers don’t want to hear us talking negatively because they just want to hear about all the good things that have happened, because their businesses depend on it.
Warren, on the other hand, displays an ambivalence concerning the impact of corporates on the local economy and society. They have generated some local wealth and provided some locally based employment, which he regards as a positive contribution to the community. However, he, like many people, is uncertain about whether the wealth and employment they generate surpasses the wealth and employment that would have been generated by family-owned blocks. While he considers that on balance the economic disadvantages caused by corporate presence weigh equally with the financial advantages they have brought, he suggests that the corporate presence has probably had a negative impact on the social fabric:
Um, but there is no doubt that they inject a certain amount of money into the community through employment of a large number of people and yeah, you know they might buy fencing wire and posts and fertilizer and all those things so…the hardship that they’ve caused in some ways… But on the one hand there have been some growers who have struggled because of the fall in production and the water issues because of their presence here, but then there’s also those on the land that have been employed by them…. I suspect, though, it’s had a largely negative effect on the social fabric and how people feel about themselves.
In Stuart’s opinion, even the local spending undertaken by corporate enterprises is something of a poisoned chalice for local economies because corporate enterprises are considered to drive down local profit margins:
I have also heard that they certainly drive you know…. Because they bulk order and they play one against the other, they certainly treat it… their purchasing the chemical supplies, fencing supplies, whatever it may be, irrigation supplies.  They are ruthless, they play one against the other and therefore drive profit margin down for those small business houses in town as well.

Tom says the local economy is beginning to experience the effects of the presence of ‘corporates’. Maintenance workshops, car sales and agricultural machinery, he says, are all starting to feel the effects of local economic contraction. In Tom’s eyes, the contracting economy is due to corporate enterprises not the drought: 
I think they have sown the seeds of what has currently happened and I don’t blame the drought. Had the drought not come along, our problem would be one of market forces, the result of the oversupply of all properties because, slowly but surely, everything has been done over, like citrus are now being done over by [company name] and others who are, you know just with their massive amount of investor dollars, just planting up bigger and bigger tracts of land [in the region] without at where it is all going to be marketed. … [the corporates say], “…it’s not our problem. We are producing more efficiently….”. 
While the drought and low water allocations concern growers, their opinion is that these are somewhat peripheral to the issue of low prices, which they attribute to the huge plantings undertaken by corporate enterprises.
Not only do corporate enterprises not make the same contribution to the social fabric of small communities, they transfer the decision making locus related to them outside the community and region itself, according to Lisa.  Distant board rooms with little understanding of, or sympathy for, rural Australia make decisions that control the fate of communities. In Lisa’s words: 
….corporates … I think they have badly affected the country, the farming communities. I think that they have had a poor influence on the family farms and because the decision-makers are sitting in their high-rise offices overlooking the sea in Sydney and Melbourne and we’re just little ants … we’re just little dots in an area, and so the decisions are made as a sweeping decision with no consideration for what it does to the growers.  
Tom, who owns and works a small block in addition to his off-farm work, dislikes the way corporates are, as he sees it, gaining increasing control over all aspects of production, ‘Because then we [the corporates and MIS] control the vineyards and the processing plant and we own the brands, so have got the whole chain controlled’. 
2.11 Community viability
Clark believes that the corporate presence and particularly their capacity to buy water has had a negative effect on the community, ‘It's devastated it.  It is the singular, I reckon, most awful… impact on the fabric of the land owners of this community’.
Richard acknowledges that the corporate presence is still relatively small, but that there are nonetheless concerns that it poses a threat to the long-term viability of small family-owned blocks:
There still is a large percentage of small family holdings here whether they are multiple holdings or single farms. I do think people are concerned that if the traditional family unit and farm and therefore the number of people that that could support is diminished, and that appears to be where it is going, yes I do think there is some concern.  I won't say it is huge concern, but it's bubbling away there I think.
Corporate undertakings are not regarded as having the same relationship with the community, as Richard testifies:
The [name of company] that are here that are seen as purely corporates and not investing within the community in terms of some of the ways that other businesses do.  Yeah, and there is the concern “Is this going the right way - is this the best thing for our community”
Tom articulates a similar sentiment. Small block owners (that is those with holdings of 25 to 35 acres) are the mainstay of Riverland communities. In his words: 
…here are two of us on the farm and we work off farm if need be, but we form a community. We are the people who populate the community groups and so on and so forth. We are the people who make the towns what they are and make the region what it is ….
John outlines the way in which most people think that family-owned blocks are better for the local society and economy:
I think it’s, you know ideally, I would like every horticultural property to be owned by a local person to be run locally, provide local employment, money stays in our region, and you know, back in 2002 everything was at its peak and our region was absolutely thriving, in an ideal world, that’s how you would want it.  
John’s perspective is focused on regional economic well-being rather than that of Loxton. While his judgement is that in the present difficult circumstances the corporate presence is helping to maintain the patency of the local economy, in the longer term he concludes that their presence has diminished community viability:
Probably slightly less viable, because everything’s done on a large scale with less people, less inputs flowing back directly into the community.  But I could well be wrong they might say they employ X amount of people which is a reliable income, a stable income that feeds local families which will spend their money in the local towns, I don’t know. But my immediate reaction would be less, because if you’ve got less people working, I mean on any given hundred acres there’s less people involved and the money isn’t flowing, the profits aren’t flowing back into the local community, they’re flowing back into shareholder returns or investors’ negative returns, whatever way they want it 
Harold outlined a familiar position; that family-owned properties are better for the local economy and for the local social fabric. Successful family properties are a source of income for the local economy that is unlikely to be matched by local corporate spending. In addition, however, these family blocks are also the source of leadership that is essential for the successful functioning of the community:
Um, at least the profits stay in the district. Those people are usually high-income earners, they’ve got money to spend. Whereas the corporates naturally don’t. And they [small block owners] get involved in the community too. Because if they are successful in their own business, they are good leaders in the community; as councillors or in various hospital boards or all those type of things. Whereas with the MIS, you don’t get that.  
2.12 Sponsorship and corporate citizenry
However, while there was a general consensus that corporate enterprises don’t make the same contribution to the fabric of the community as locally owned properties do and that they probably direct some forms of expenditure away from the community, there was less agreement about whether corporate undertakings provided valuable forms of support for local communities. Richard’s opinion is that some corporates, because they have key people living locally, do know their host communities and play a positive role within them:
It appears that those corporate that have their MDs living in the area, that have a knowledge of communities, they do support the local businesses and they make it a policy that their staff support local business. And they make a policy to sponsor local activities.
Jeffrey also considers that some corporate enterprises can offer other important forms of support to the community, ‘…many corporates are quite good corporate citizens in the sense of they’ll fund the local football club, the local netball club…. Clark, too, considers that some corporate enterprises are likely to bankroll some events. Small growers will certainly attend and support local events, but may have less capacity to provide financial sponsorship than corporate enterprises:
…small growers probably didn’t have sort of an involvement in sponsorship of things… they do come, they obviously come to all the… open days and fetes and things and spend some money on them, but in terms of just having a name as a sponsor and contributing a certain amount of cash towards the event, you wouldn’t see that from the small growers… bigger companies that seem to be taking over, you know they still donate money to the events and have their name on things and they still contribute extra good bottles of wine every raffle that’s going around and those sorts of things… the hospital musicals always got their [company] name on it somewhere, or when they have the prizes at the end of year at the high school for the kids, [the company] is always there shaking someone’s hand giving them a cheque for something….
John also argues that corporate businesses do provide local support:
Varies, but some of them certainly provide support for a lot of the clubs… And in the fundraising efforts, local pageants, all those types of things, normally the sponsorship comes mainly from corporates contributing.
Mike implies that corporates do provide some support for local events and institutions, but that it is somewhat tokenistic, ‘Yeah the wineries they will hand over a dozen bottles of wine or whatever it is sort of thing, so they do get involved up to a point I guess’.  Lisa, however, has a more jaundiced view of the input of corporate enterprises into the local economy and society. Because their command structures are not based locally, they cannot have the same personal relationship with the community as locally owned and operated enterprises. A quick decision in response to local events and circumstances is less forthcoming from corporate entities than it is from local businesses:
There is no face to these corporates... so if you send off these letters, they send a letter back …that is exactly what has happened in sponsorship, a face, a person, a local, a person that deals with the business, face-to-face you have more chance of them being supportive.  A corporate you have to ring, try and get the right person, send a letter, it is so easy for them to send the letter back saying “No sorry we have too much of a demand”.  

Stuart also considers that because the decision-making locus in corporate enterprises does not reside in local communities, they tend not to be especially active in support of local activities and institutions:
Yeah… no not really… they may provide minimal sponsorship for something, but it is very easy for the local people at a management level to say it is not our decision and then it seems a hard to get to the people who are the ones to make the decisions.  
Grant also suggests that the process of applying for support or sponsorship from a corporate business is more tortuous than it is in applying to local businesses and that this may deter some locals from approaching corporates, I think their general experience is that corporates are a different kettle of fish, but you can’t just knock on their door and say that we’re from [name]. He considers that in many instances local businesses are more likely to be approached than corporate businesses to support and sponsor local activities and events. Local businesses are more known to people seeking sponsorship and they have a history in the town that corporate enterprises do not. Grant seems to suggest that local businesses are part of the local social fabric, while corporate undertakings are still outsiders to some extent:
…but still they tend to go down the street a lot more to the businesses and shops and say "would you like to give a donation?" Yes, because they're more visible than the corporates. They’re the businesses that are likely to be passed down from grand pop; you know they’ve done it all their lives. Um, they [corporates] certainly don’t come across as being huge supporters of local events to me…I can’t think of too many things where they’ve got their name in lights promoting the town a lot.  I have no doubt they do contribute a bit.  
Warren, however, considers that when times are good and local block owners are earning a reasonable income, their ‘natural’ spending patterns tend to meet the community needs for funding:
… I think that probably the community is self funded better than when there was more income, more people… look what I’m saying is that, I guess when there were lots and lots of blockies all, all generating sufficient income, they were all spending money in the town… they all went to the events and spent their money and [things are] being supported less well now because they’re a bit poorer. So I would expect that the increase in sort of up-front, obvious sponsorship … doesn’t offset the other, the other types of support from the local people.
2.13 Local business
Whatever the justice of people’s assessment about the impact of corporate enterprises on the local economy, it cannot be disentangled from the consequences of drought and low water allocations currently plaguing the region. The deteriorating situation is beginning to impact on key areas of the local economy. Lisa, who owns a small business, reveals that the sector is concerned about declining employment among local businesses, ‘I do know that there is concern in the business communities - there have been people put …off…’ John tells how unemployment has dropped in the region in the past fifteen years, but feels that it will rise in the face of the drought and low water allocations:
… in 1992 I think, unemployment levels were about 15% and currently it’s about 5%.  It did get down towards as low as 4%, I think we’re facing a real possibility that it’s going to increase substantially in the next year or two… I mean we have a number of organisations that have lost people and haven’t replaced them.  I’m talking about outside of horticulture, lost people and haven’t replaced them…. We’ve also had substantial lay-offs in horticultural people in some instances and I think that’s also going to get worse.  
John provides an illustration of how the profoundly diminished productivity of the region, caused by drought and low water allocation, is leading to a contraction in employment.
…even last year our vintage season which normally goes for seventeen weeks went for seven, because we had a low crop.  Next year I think we’ll struggle to get seven weeks.  Citrus season, if there is one next year, it won’t be large and that will mean there won’t be the opportunities for local people to be gainfully employed… I’ll tell you about one… packing shed is absolutely certain to layoff… 11 or 12 full-time people and they’re definitely going to put off 5 or 6 at Christmas time and they have already told their key people, the ones that they want to keep that they guarantee their jobs because they don’t want them up and leaving, but the reality is that if things don’t… if we don’t have enough fruit to go through to next season — they’ve already told me that  they’ve done their financial projections and they have overheads, they have loans— it might be better for them to just shut the doors as well.  
John also explains how the downturn in the local economy and opportunities for local employment has flow-on effects for the capacity of the region to attract the range and number of skilled occupations and professions that it needs:
We’ve also got serious implications with professionals, accountants, doctors, lawyers, dentists and when they have a choice of where they work, why would they elect to want to work in a depressed region?  I think we’re losing five doctors out of [town name] between now and April next year.  We’re going from I think there are seven down to two unless we get replacements.
Tom points out that if the disposable income available to block owners diminishes, there will inevitably be loss of spending, with negative impacts on local businesses, “…if you take a typical car dealer in town, they’re successful because farmers have always traded their utes every three years…motor vehicle dealers…now, …they’re saying this year really is a calamity”. Clark’s comments reveal the difficult economic situation confronting block owners, ‘So there wouldn’t be, there would not be literally a person, a small blocky in this area, or a blocky in this area, who didn’t have off-block income’. Other research conducted in the Riverland found that there was widespread reliance among block owners on off-farm income, but that even with this additional source of funds, there was widespread economic hardship (RSEISC 2007).
Warren, a health professional, says that the negative psycho-social consequences of prolonged low water allocation spread beyond block owners to local business people, who perceive their economic situation as increasingly precarious. Not only are they not making much money, they are having to lay off staff and this causes considerable stress in a community:

….there’s the financial ripple effect, you know so that the business people are all struggling to keep their businesses afloat… there are car dealers particularly I’ve seen a few times over the last couple of years who are really struggling because they had overheads to meet and they’ve got staff and they hire and all that stuff, they’re not selling cars, they need to start putting people off…. 
Lisa who has close connections to the local business community discerns a mood of apprehension:
I know that individual businesses certainly some that are really finding it hard and you can just tell that by just generally talking, just generally demeanor - their lack of energy, the lack of optimism… we hear from car dealers …  of turning down… how long can they afford to keep things going. 
Lisa points to the interconnectedness of the local economy; one sector of the business, agricultural or commercial sector cannot have a downturn without it directly impacting on other sectors of the local economy:
Because we need, business needs business…  I can't have a business plonked here by my own, neither can that hairdresser or that insurance agency, or the bank.  Nobody can stand alone anymore unless you are a massive general store and even those are closing down in country areas...So the more businesses that struggle and close, it has a compounding effect.
2.14 Land values
Warren’s refrain that many growers and community members have negative feelings about corporate businesses because of the contracts they offer and their effect on the market was one we heard frequently. Warren suggests these factors have an immediate impact on ‘blockies’’ incomes. More insidious, however, he feels is their effects on the value of small blocks:

…certainly the growers have a strong feeling that, that’s been negative for them somehow. And it already had a big negative with the grape contracts and the prices of grapes, so  when those new plantings came on line, it certainly had a major impact on the incomes of small blockies and not only an impact on their current incomes, but also on the valuation of their properties, particularly small blockies – there weren’t people on the market looking to buy small blocks because their viability had been affected so people are sitting on their nest egg which they thought someday they might sell and suddenly found that there wasn’t … they weren’t getting the same sort of prices  for their blocks, their superannuation, so they start to get a bit sad. 
Richard points out that the way in which land and water are valued has important implications for the capacity of local councils to maintain revenue from rates and therefore to provide services for the local area:
…the other states have stripped, basically the value of their land outside of water.  So there’s two valuations.  At the moment in South Australia, whilst they can recognise the two values…. Effectively it is the market value of land and water together.… the value of the water is increasing so quickly that some of our valuations we are provided with are obviously probably undervalued, but proportionately they are all the same.  Now what we have heard from Victoria is where they strip those two valuations apart and we’re left just rating them on the land value and that has caused significant concern and issue – a quote from Mildura I think there’s was one that they lost valuation it was equivalent to $1.5million in rates, so they had to raise equivalent funding from a smaller land… smaller value. That is about 5% of their rate revenue… It is definitely going to be harder to keep, not so much the raising of rates, as to keep the quality and quantity of services that are required, if there is less value or a different distribution of the rate burden.
Like most other areas in Australia, the case-study site has witnessed a boom in property prices during the late 1990s and early years of the new century.  We heard a range of perceptions about the influence of current circumstances on the value of real estate. Bill, a human service provider, says that as he moves around the community he does not get a sense that there has been a marked drop in property values:
…my impression, from just being part of conversations, is land values have held their own but haven’t increased at rates that had gone on, you know, at the turn of the millennium; for a few years, they were increasing faster than they are now and then they were in these past 12 months. But there certainly hasn’t been any drastic fall in land values or anything at this point. 
Others, however, suggest that values are decreasing. Warren argues that house prices are starting to fall, ‘…there is a sense that there’s not enough water and the Riverland is going to struggle.  The housing prices have dropped significantly as a result in the last six months…’ In John’s assessment, the general uncertainty facing the Riverland is now filtering through to the housing market; people are less confident about investing in locally based property:

…I’m not seeing too many signs up, again going back even as little as twelve months ago, there would be houses [that] would come onto the market for sale, and they would be sold before they made the newspapers, they would have a real estate agent who would have a list of buyers waiting. Now I think it’s two-fold. One is the economics of the region means that the people are a little more reluctant to invest, and the second factor is there is a lot of rental houses that are superannuation funds of fruit growers, that’s where they’ve invested their money and some of them now are beginning to come onto the market to free up finance for a number of reasons including leasing water. And people are beginning to be a little more reluctant to purchase for investment.  We don’t know what the price of real estate is going to do in the next couple of years.  If things go belly up, I mean houses are going to be worth a lot less than what they are now.

2.15 Economic ballast for region

While there was considerable anger toward corporate enterprises and managed investment schemes for what is considered to be a detrimental influence on small block owners, there was a greater ambivalence among respondents about the impact of these entities on the regional economy in the current situation. While no interviewee offered the opinion that corporates were good for the area, some did consider that their presence was neutral, in that while they may not have a positive impact, they were not a negative force. They were regarded by some respondents as providing a degree of long-term economic buoyancy to the region. As John puts it, ‘I wouldn’t say good, but I would also say that they’re not bad’. John does go further and say that while he would prefer a situation in which most production was undertaken by family-owned blocks, in the current dire situation of continuing low water allocation, the presence of corporate undertakings is helping:
In a situation like we’re facing at the moment, I think it would be a damn sight worse if we didn’t have corporates who were producing a crop, keeping our packing sheds, keeping our wineries, keeping our processors, keeping some of our people employed, I think it could be a lot worse [without them] than what we’re currently facing.
John argues that in recent years the prices for many commodities have not risen at the same pace as production costs have escalated. Corporate enterprises, he says, are better placed to absorb the shrinking profit margins. The greater capacity of corporates to withstand the economic effects of drought and high costs of water means they can continue production and, in light of the current situation, this is good for the regional economy:
Right now with current water restrictions, I think the large corporates have substantial larger capacity to purchase and lease water than the smaller guys and if you look at our local production, our jobs and our markets I think without the corporates we would be in much more serious trouble than what we are facing at the moment… Right now, corporates have the ability to lease water and they are leasing water, therefore they would produce a crop of substance and therefore it’s areas like…the wine markets, the citrus packing, those types of areas, the employment levels may decrease but they’ll still have a season, they’ll still have a processing, packing, harvesting season.
John also considers that the current drought will see many small, family-owned blocks fail to survive. While it is a matter of personal regret to him, he believes that because the corporates have a better chance of emerging from the drought, they will make an important contribution to the local recovery when the drought has finally finished:
… I think the recovery is going to be impossible for a lot of the smaller guys as well, whereas the corporates will still have the ability to do it, they’ll probably spend a little bit more time, on their time on risk analysis but I think they will be the ones that, if we do go too much further down hill, they will be the ones that we rely on to recover.
Jeffrey, offers a similar assessment. While he is concerned by many aspects of the existence of corporatized agriculture, he suggests they offer stable employment prospects that can give a community a sense of having a future: 

They’re able to come into an area, they’ll develop their business plan and you know they’ll be around for ten years.  You know they develop their business plan, they’re going to build a multi-million dollar infrastructure, the community knows that there’ll be jobs for 50, 100, 200 of them for the next ten years.  

Bill concurs about the kind of stability corporate undertakings can provide for the community:  
…there is a certain stability that corporates can offer… But it tends to be a stability for those people who are at that place in the workforce where they’re dependent for employment on a bigger entity. So, you know, a lot of the people who own their own blocks or their own businesses, they wouldn’t see the corporates as being stabilizing in that way. However, they can have a stabilising effect even for their families in the sense that their kids grow up and they get out of high school and they go and work for this corporate winery for 2 or 3 years. Son A has done that and now son B has done that and now the third child has done that, so that has provided some type of stability to the community.
Richard also concedes that corporates nevertheless provide some economic benefits to the community. He is not convinced that they are better for the local economy than thriving family-owned blocks, but he does concede that their presence does have some benefits:
….there are some opportunities and some advantages; support in your area that may not be there if you didn’t.   I’m not saying they outweigh the benefit of family farms and the more traditional way of agriculture, but there are definitely… I guess if you can't influence it and if it is going to happen, you have got to make the best of it…. If you had a corporate invest in your area, that has got to show that there is a sign of confidence in the area.  It brings with it infrastructure issues, but probably infrastructure opportunities as well.
Another view we heard expressed frequently, even from those who had negative perceptions about corporate enterprises, was that they had made a positive contribution to local agricultural practice. Tom, for instance, while antagonistic to their presence says that that corporate presence has improved the overall standard of agricultural practice in the area. They bring in more people with tertiary qualifications and they can pioneer the use of innovative technology, “It tends to be the corporates who turn up and bring not just the multi-row sprayer, but the sprayer with the better fan technology…”.
While Tom is resolutely opposed to what he regards as the increasing dominance of corporate horticultural and agricultural enterprises in the region, he does consider that they bring some benefits. The first is that they have, ‘…lifted the standard of agricultural science…because they tend to bring in people who have done more tertiary study…’. They also introduce better technology, which other growers tend to imitate, thus increasing their efficiency. John also considers that because of their resource base, corporates can undertake research and development in a way which is all but impossible for small growers. The information generated by this R&D is passed on to small growers, allowing them to improve their practices.
They [corporates] can spend enormous amounts of money on research and technology to improve on farm practices and the spinoff of that is they haven’t held it themselves but most of the time they do share it and therefore it allows smaller guys in the whole farming horticultural community to become more efficient…large corporates have put in trial plots until they have tested these things out, they have the ability to work with research organisations, whereas the smaller guys wouldn’t necessarily have that capacity and like I said the information is usually shared with the whole industry so I think they do bring some benefit to the region as well. 
2.16 Community mood
While concern about the long-term impacts of corporates is relatively long-standing, the drought and record low water allocations have taken the Riverland as a whole into new territory. The situation facing the region has not been encountered before. Given this, what is the mood of the community and the views about its future? Despite the gravity of the situation, there is not a single narrative about how the Riverland will cope in the long-term with the consequences of the current situation. Richard tells how community members are trying to be sensitive to the difficult position that particular parts of the community are experiencing. Some people feel optimistic about the future but feel that they need to be cautious about expressing that, given the difficult circumstances others are encountering. He sees the willingness to consider the feelings of others and to support them as one face of optimism:
There are some growers that are I guess in more fortunate positions than others, but I don’t hear people talking up the opportunities because it's not the time to do that, because it would almost show disrespect to those that we know are having severe issues… people [are] trying to get in behind and support members of the community… and so I guess if you call that optimism, that is one way that the community is showing compassion and trying to look after itself.
Clark feels that despite the difficult circumstances the community is facing, there is still a level of optimism among people; increasing grape prices are a source of hope. Many people can still envisage a break in the drought and reversal in their fortunes.  He considers that people in leadership positions in the town have a duty to inculcate optimism:
I think people that are in leadership positions and committee membership within the community see it as their role to generate optimism.  I think the [fact that] markets [are] improving helps …when I think about people trying to be optimistic, that they are generally pretty worried about what the water allocation will be down the track [but] I think people are optimistic. …I was at a [name] meeting on Tuesday night talking about “when the drought breaks…when the drought breaks”, so people know that will happen. Lots of critics do dodge the issue on climate change and whatever, but I think people are working hard just to remain optimistic, as long as they don’t think about zero allocation, you know what I mean?

In Stuart’s opinion, the dominant community mood is one of anger, directed primarily at the government. This was a theme that was mentioned frequently in the interviews. People are angry at what they consider has been a sustained period of water mismanagement by state and federal governments. Had there been better management of the Murray-Darling system, they feel, irrigators would not now be facing such desperate situations. There is also a considerable degree of anger associated with the perception that corporate enterprises are treated more favourably than small irrigators. In Stuart’s words: 
A lot of it’s anger, I think.… A lot of it’s directed at government, that’s probably unfair [but] …if you ran a survey of a hundred people, there’d be three words, I reckon anger would come out on top.
Bill reports a similar phenomenon, that people have little faith that governments are going to take action to alleviate their situation. He says that while people might retain a degree of optimism about other things, government sponsored solutions are not something people have much confidence in:
That would be one area [government action] where I would say that they are not optimistic. They’d be more optimistic that ‘well, it will just work out, God will make something happen and then we’ll get by but we aren’t going to rely on the government to solve it’. I would say that on average more of those people are still having more of a positive take and more willing to go ahead with plans to spend money or even develop their business.  But in the community at large, there’s more of a kind of ‘wait and see’ anxiety. I don’t know that I would call it pessimism. I think people are still positive about the community, uhm, but certainly a certain level of anxiety. 
Richard’s comments illustrate the sense of unease that many in the business sector are experiencing over the long-term sustainability of the town:
I know that from the retail sector there is I guess a willingness or a feeling that we need to look at… are there other things we can do to continue to sustain the town, in this case by having a particular type of shopping mix here, continuing with what we have got…… by being able to attract other people to come to the shop in this district, in other words keep our town vibrant.  
While Clark expresses alarm about the ongoing impact of low water allocation on the socio-economic viability of the community and sees some signs of its impact, he also sees signs that the local economy is not faltering:
And it makes me pleased to see the …dealer on the corner of the main street is just expanded his… yard, just had a dealer open up in the last couple of weeks and that’s so… new businesses are opening as well.
Richard expresses confidence that the community will survive. In part this is because of the community’s resilience, but it also reflects the changes they have been implemented to make their agricultural practices more efficient and competitive:

….I believe that the community in some form, whether it is slightly diminished or the same, even if it is diminished, it will come back.  I just think that is the nature particularly of Loxton. If Loxton is diminished to the point [of non-viability]… we won't be the only community. In talking to some of the heads of the industry groups, particularly wine grape growers, they’re saying you know look “if anyone has got a chance to get through this, this region has because we have already gone through the irrigation upgrades”.  Most of the blockers are on drip irrigation and are very efficient water users.

2.17 Psycho-social effects of low water allocation

The case-study site has been receiving very low water allocations for a few years.  Commissioned research examined the psycho-social and community effects of prolonged low water availability; respondents reported high levels of stress, with negative impacts on marital and family relationships. They also reported depression, alcohol use and concern about suicide among their fellow residents (RSEISC 2007: 44). The respondents in our study also offered insight into the way the drought and low water allocation were beginning to fray individual and collective well-being. However, while our respondents commented on the stress they believed some individuals and families were experiencing, it did not emerge as a key concern of the people we interviewed. Richard is aware that low water allocation is starting to have psycho-social effects within the community but that they are not publicly acknowledged:
Now again that you hear stories around the community, but the community is very much I think a closed shop in terms of those types of issues [mental health, substance and alcohol use].  This is part of the problem…part of the recommendations of the Socio-economic Committee was to try and de-stigmatise and there has been a lot of public awareness and education....
Clark tells how the current economic situation has forced block owners into seeking off-farm income. He points out that while it has its advantages, it also brings some problems, It is a stress in the fact that now …they have got dual responsibilities …but …it means that financially they are able to keep their blocks alive and they’re able to provide for their families. But Clark does note that:
Certainly socially the topics of conversations that I have with people are around senses of frustration and clearly the frustration is associated with what they’re having to endure and manage at the moment must be having an impact on them psychologically, so … 
However, Warren, a health professional, is surprised that he is seeing less evidence of stress, depression and anxiety among block owners than he might have expected to see, given the ongoing drought. He believes that the major ‘shake-up’ in the local irrigation industry occurred a few years ago and that those who got through that time period are probably individuals who are very resilient: 
…two or three years ago ...we had suicides in town we had [a lot of people] coming in with major stress-related physical and mental … um … conditions and, and we saw some relationships break up and so a lot of those sorts of things happening about that time, under the pressure that was being felt then. And it’s to some degree that, that big crash in grape prices and contract problems sorted out the wheat from the chaff a bit, you know some people are going to struggle probably already had hit the wall a bit then, and so the water issues now, people who are out there now dealing with the water issues are the die-hards who have survived the grape price crunch
Warren says that even though he considers the growers who have survived recent market fluctuations and problems with contracts are resilient, he does point out that they are experiencing financial stresses and that this can lead to social withdrawal.
A couple of the members of our [men’s] club have dropped out because the monthly budget didn’t allow for that any more… people… had been involved in that social set for a long, long time and that was a great shame… financially not able to sustain that battle, so um they were embarrassed…
Bill, however, is seeing more stress placed on marital relationships and he suggests that the farming culture can help men feel that their financial and other stresses are due to their personal failure. Furthermore, it is more difficult for them to acknowledge their distress and seek help.
They [couples] come to me, really, too late down the track, you know when they should have come to me when you know the marriage or the relationship or whatever it is was breaking but still was in a situation where it could be helped. He points to the role of farming culture in compounding the stress that men may experience. They tend to come to me (when) it’s basically all broken down… 
…the financial stress of the drought is a factor in that but to be fair I couldn’t say that it was the sole factor. But I’ve found… men are very proud. They want to take care of their families, you know, they want to provide… and so a lot of the time there is a lot more stress on the men than you see at first because they are very reserved at expressing it. They don’t want to fail people, they don’t want to let people down and sometimes, in a small community like this, it’s not only their family, it’s their image in the community.

Warren observes that as a health professional, he sees people expressing their stress as physical complaints. However, he does not consider that he is seeing increased rates of stress presenting as physical ailments:
But you get a whole lot more who come in and say you know I’ve got a guts ache or I’ve got headaches, or I get the shakes or I’ve got chronic diarrhoea or whatever, so you know at the end of the day it relates back to the fact that they’re under chronic stress and, we saw that when the grapes went bad, we see that when there’s drought…as we are seeing again with water…. So that’s clearly an expression of that stress …but I don’t say that there was any more about three or four years ago....
While Warren does not see as much overt psycho-social distress as he might have expected, he suggests that the increasing need for block owners to seek off-farm income is changing their self-image and esteem:
…I think that certainly it changes their… it changes their status in some ways I think.  It changes sometimes their certain self esteem … you know people who were once proud owners and operators of their own business and now are depending on someone else as employees for their livelihood and that just makes them a little bit vulnerable I think, you know especially as it’s all about, when people say you know what’s going on, I had a block and I had my own destiny… 
Grant also points out that the dire situation many block and business owners find themselves in is contributing to people’s sense of embarrassment about their circumstances:
Look I get proud people that don’t like going on and accessing social security, grants those sorts of things but it’s got to the point now that most of them have got no other choice.  
Monica, however, is a mental health professional and indicates that she is not seeing evidence of increased stress-related problems such as alcohol abuse and relationship breakdown. In part, she feels this may reflect the effects of the number of preventive and support programs that have been implemented to try and forestall the development of mental health problems.  Mary works for a charitable organisation in the community that provides various kinds of support to people in need. She confides that she had been expecting an increase in appeals for help because of the impacts of the drought.  Like Warren, however, she has not seen the degree of distress and help-seeking that she expected to see. Her hypothesis for the decrease in demand for assistance is that the lack of employment opportunities sees less itinerant people coming to the area:
Well, it’s… been interesting.  This last six months when you would think things would pick up as far as like what we do just as emergency assistance… food vouchers ...You would think, I would have thought in the last six months that there would have been an increase, what we saw was a drop… so I’m speculating about why can that be and I think probably the answer is there are less itinerant people coming through to the Riverland… it could be there are less jobs because there definitely are [fewer jobs].
In the context of low water allocations and the spiraling cost of temporary water, many growers are making a decision to ‘turn the water off’ crops with low commodity value. While it is a decision that makes economic sense, it is nevertheless one that causes great distress and the sight of dying trees seems to act as a constant reminder of the plight they and the region find themselves in. Stuart relates:
…I didn’t really want to turn them off… if I had my own way I would like to go away for 2 months over summer so I don’t have to look at my trees deteriorating every day in front of me. But at the same time I will stay home and try to do the best I can with my wife. Yeah summer will be depressing and that is where things really start to hit home, when things start to look like shit basically.
Stuart also relates how the stress which many growers are experiencing can lead to bad decision making. He concedes, however, that the situation of low water and uncertainty over the future can make decision-making difficult:
…but you certainly see growers not making what you’d call rational decisions I guess.  There hasn’t been a lot of that but there will be more and I’ve heard of cases of… probably just not thinking clearly I guess through the situation, which is what I spend a lot of time trying to encourage growers to do, and to make early decisions, it’s hard, as allocations change, decisions change.  So many have said to me “Oh I have made the wrong bloody decision, I should have done this, or I should have done that”….I don’t think anybody can make the wrong decision through this, because at the time, the information they had at the time, it was a quite a valid decision, quite a viable option.  
Mike, a prominent local block owner, reveals how people are working long hours and are becoming ‘worn out’:
… everyone’s working harder and harder you know… we are working 6 ½ days a week, you know my sons they’re working flat out … they shouldn’t have to but… no it's just people are tired, yeah you see that they are worn out… I was only talking to a mate of mine last night and quite a few blokes that you know… they will wake up at 2.00am in the morning. And for the next 3 hours just worry…. 
The signs of stress and fatigue are apparent says Harold and are leading to relationship problems:
Oh people that you’ve known a long time were once jovial, happy people even though a lot of them weren’t making a huge amount of money. But now with everything they think the whole world has fallen in. Their whole personality, well the personality don’t change, but the behaviours change. …relationship problems do occur. 
The number of staff employed by the rural financial counselling service had increased from one to four people in just a few months. Given the increasing demands on their service for assistance, the service expects to hire more people.  
Grant works in the local financial sector and is aware of people’s concerns about their financial situation and the way its effects spread throughout the community. Many people are experiencing severe stress that manifests in different ways, according to Grant. He feels it also has an impact on young people: 
….it doesn’t matter where you go, the people are always talking about water and prices and their, it relates to their livelihood, it doesn’t matter if I’m dealing with a shopkeeper or I’m dealing with a fruit grower or dealing with a transport operator it all revolves around the one thing, that is the water coming out of the river, and your serious hardship. And I’ve met with [local service organization] regularly and they tell me of people in tears, they tell me of suicidal situations… one bloke just locked himself away and refused to open his mail and he had just piles and piles and piles of mail.  He just isolated himself from the community. And it has other side effects too, you’ve got children and you try and give them opportunities and you’ve just got to cut back, so you can’t run them to sport, social activities, school….a group of blokes that go up to the school once a week for breakfast, [for] the kids who get off the buses and the numbers are growing and growing and growing 
Harold’s comments reveal not only how desperate the plight of some block owners is, but how close the link is between financial and psycho-social distress: 
Oh, well, if we think they could be on the verge of suicide we get them to see their medical practitioner immediately. And the medical practitioners refer to us as well. Cause if you solve their financial problems, you solve a lot of their emotional problems as well. There’s also social counselling now at Centrelink. 
2.18 Community narrative and mood
Through their interaction rural people produce a construction of their community.  This construction, over time, becomes a narrative of and about it, defining and communicating its identity. Narratives sustain community identity over time and become a resource in times of trouble; prior incidents of adversity and triumph are recalled to indicate that the community can, on this occasion too, overcome the difficulties it is experiencing (Cheers et al 2007).

The case-study community has a very strong community narrative. We were told repeatedly that the history of the area has given it especially strong veins of stoicism, perseverance and mutual aid. Two aspects of the region’s history are particularly important; the influence of European migration and the part played by soldier settlers in establishing the community. As Richard expresses it:
…Loxton has a very strong community spirit in terms of general heritage, and helping each other and so on… going back to the German heritage and the fact that it is a very proud and community-orientated community … Loxton itself has got a strong community sense and a strong willingness to overcome issues and continue on… that will be the thing that will carry [town name] through and I would think that in some form Loxton will be here…  We are a community based on soldier settlement which was traditionally small holdings, family orientated, very community based.
Clark also suggests that the community narrative will help the community surmount its current difficulties, ‘…the community is stoic, and because of the commitment to the community, there are too many people who will not let this community slowly degenerate….’  Warren, like many interviewees, says that the case-study community is distinctive, in part because of its heritage. The soldier-settler background has forged a culture of outstanding resilience and perseverance and this will help it endure circumstances that might have seen the demise of other communities:
…it’s a pretty unique community in that respect … has an interesting blend of people from different heritages but from, I think, people who got what they have now because of hard work.  So you’ve got an interesting mix of the fruit blockies and a lot of them are soldier settler type descendents and their dads worked bloody hard to get where they are and they got what they got because of their service to the nation, so I think that makes them proud… the soldier settler theme and the perception that the fruit blocks have been built on the Anzacs, that’s part [of the town’s strength].  … the German heritage and that’s I think very important too, they’re a very strong proud people as well. …They’ve had probably ten years of below-average rainfall, so they haven’t had an easy time, they’re pretty resilient people and they’re amazingly strong.  No - everything comes and goes in cycles.  They’re very good at sticking out the bad years, they know that it’s about time.
Mike suggests that the [German ] heritage of the area is part of what gives local people such resilience:
…this town here has got a big [German] heritage that’s terribly proud of their town and their work ethic. I would be working hard I suppose… I’m sure things will change you know.  I have been in primary industry all my life and whether it was wheat, sheep or whatever we were growing, wine grapes, it goes in cycles.  
Bill, who is a relatively recent immigrant to the community, reveals:
…but I am so privileged to be in a community like this that I think is a strong community in terms of the integrity of the people and they’re down to earth people and they’re hard-working people and I think they try to face their problems.

Just as there were mixed opinions about the extent and degree of stress being encountered due to drought and low water allocations, so, too, there is not a single assessment of the mood of the community. Richard tells how community members are trying to be sensitive to the difficult position that particular parts of the community are experiencing. Some people feel optimistic about the future but feel that they need to be cautious about expressing that, given the difficult circumstances other groups are encountering. He sees the willingness to consider the feelings of others and to support them as one face of optimism:

There are some growers that are, I guess, in more fortunate positions than others, but I don’t hear people talking up the opportunities because it's not the time to do that, because it would almost show disrespect to those that we know are having severe issues.… people are trying to get in behind and support members of the community… and so I guess if you call that optimism, that is one way that the community is showing compassion and trying to look after itself.
Lisa, however, discerns growing anxiety among local business people, “…individual businesses certainly some that are really finding it hard and you can just tell that by just [by their] demeanour - their lack of energy, the lack of optimism.  Clark feels that despite the difficult circumstances the community is facing, there is still a level of optimism among people; increasing grape prices are a source of hope. He considers that people in leadership positions in the town have a duty to inculcate optimism:
I think people that are in leadership positions and committee membership within the community see it as their role to generate optimism.  I think the markets improving helps …when I think about people trying to be optimistic, that they are generally pretty worried about what the water allocation will be down the track [but] I think people are optimistic.  …I was at a [name] meeting on Tuesday night talking about when the drought breaks… when the drought breaks, so people know that will happen. Lots of critics do dodge the issue on climate change and whatever, but I think people are working hard just to remain optimistic, as long as they don’t think about zero allocation, you know what I mean?
In Stuart’s opinion, the dominant community mood is one of anger, directed primarily at the government. This was a theme that was mentioned frequently in the interviews. People are angry at what they consider has been a sustained period of water mismanagement by state and federal governments. Had there been better management of the Murray Darling system, they feel, irrigators would not now be facing such desperate situations. There is also a considerable degree of anger associated with the perception that corporate enterprises are treated more favourably than small irrigators. In Stuart’s words: 
A lot of it’s anger, I think.… A lot of it’s directed at government, that’s probably unfair [but] …if you ran a survey of a hundred people, there’d be three words, I reckon anger would come out on top.
Bill reports a similar phenomenon, that people have little faith that governments are going to take action to alleviate their situation. He says that while people might retain a degree of optimism about other things, government sponsored solutions are not something people have much confidence in:
That would be one area [government action] where I would say that they are not optimistic. They’d be more optimistic that ‘well, it will just work out, God will make something happen and then we’ll get by but we aren’t going to rely on the government to solve it’. I would say that on average more of those people are still having more of a positive take and more willing to go ahead with plans to spend money or even develop their business.  But in the community at large, there’s more of a kind of ‘wait and see’ anxiety. I don’t know that I would call it pessimism, I think people are still positive about the community, uhm, but [there is] certainly a certain level of anxiety. 
2. 19 The future
Richard believes that the community has a future because rain will fall eventually, ‘I believe it will probably be here… I don’t believe the drought will go on forever’. Despite being a declared optimist, Lisa is fearful about the community’s future and cannot imagine how it will be faring in ten years time:
I hate to think … as much as we have got proactive forward thinking people in our council now, and we have got community people that are also proactive and want to grow our area, but we sort of… you know… paddling underwater at the moment, we’re not getting anywhere. 
Clark likewise declares himself an optimist but is fearful of what might happen if water allocations were reduced even further: 
Because they [low water allocations] are keeping an asset alive and …[generating] some sort of income now, if it did go to zero allocation, which no government should ever allow to, it is basically saying well we’ve sacked all the people. Then our observation… there will be massive depopulation out of here. There’s no doubt about that.  People will just shut up shop and go.
However, if water allocations are not further reduced, he thinks the community will have a future:
…what will we see in 10 years time?  We still have a used car yard, we still have our butchers, we have got three supermarkets, I can't see any reason why we wouldn’t have those…I think we’ll still have our jeweller … I don’t know we will see a lot of change….if [community name] can continue to encourage people to have their retirement here, offer the sea-change thing …there certainly will be a lot of people over a period of time that have done very well financially.  And so hopefully we will talk about that as old money, hopefully that old money will still be there and still will be spending.
Warren feels that if many local block owners see their businesses fail, then it will have negative effects on a number of local services and these will further erode the capacity of the community to maintain its population:
…if you start to lose those social services, you will then start to lose those people who might retire into town and bring with them their superannuation and so if that’s another nail in the coffin, start to see the population start to fall - it doesn’t actually fall really…It’s [the town] holding it’s own, yeah… but it will fall if that trend continues, yeah.  So that would be my concern, if things didn’t improve.
Warren feels that if prices for grapes improve and increased water is available the town may be able to recover what it is losing, or under threat of losing, ‘So the prices should improve, if you can stick it out and get some water… If we can be there when the price goes up, so you know, a lot of people might be able to restore what you had to a degree’
Jeffrey considers that only ongoing supplies of water for irrigation will avert drastic change for the town. He considers that its rainfall is not enough to support much cropping and that if climate change is a reality, grazing may be the only feasible option for the area. This will radically change the nature of the community and surrounding region:
There is dry land farming in this region …that’s about the only thing you can do, however if the climate change seminars are correct… the only agricultural undertaking that is going to be viable in an area like this in the next ten, twenty, thirty, forty and probably fifty years, there’ll need to be a change to just grazing, because that’s the only kind of agricultural practices we’ll be able to sustain then. The rainfall here is really quite small, however, having said that, just the other day I went to a seminar and some wheat specialists told us about some, they call it drought tolerant genetically modified wheat seeds they’re working with and so I don’t know, maybe in five years time we’ll have a wheat, barley and oat crop that that’ll survive on six inches of rain. But I don’t know how that’s going to pan out because basically this is irrigated desert.
We asked our interviewees what the community would look like in ten years time if things remained essentially unchanged. Grant is blunt; the town faces an eclipse if there is no increase in the water available for irrigation. Family blocks, he considers, have no future if things are unchanged and this would see the virtual demise of the town:
Non-existent. In ten years time there is no way that, due to the current circumstances, they could survive.  Just impossible.   I would say that in three years time, not ten.  I would say three, yeah.
John points to the tremendous uncertainty facing the community and wider Riverland region. The first issue is whether the drought and low water allocations will continue; this is centrally and directly implicated in the town’s future. The second dimension of uncertainty is government responses to the plight of primary producers and the local industries directly dependent on them. If things get worse for the case-study region, he sees a significantly increased corporate presence with potentially radical implications for the community. If, on the other hand, increased water is available and assistance is provided, the impact of corporate presence on the region will not be as marked:
We are sitting on a knife edge at the moment, what we are facing it could go either way. It could rain…we could be in a bit better position. We could have no rain in the next twelve months and we would be in a disastrous position.  We could be successful in lobbying the Federal Government in particular to provide more assistance… If we are unsuccessful and we don’t get rain and I think the corporates will really take over our region. How much of our population and social fabric is maintained is unknown, I think it really depends on circumstance…  if we had a turnaround tomorrow, I think corporates will still have a substantial input into our economy…if things were as they were five years ago I don’t really think you would see too much of an effect on our local region; if anything, we’d be going through a boom phase and it would still continue to grow significantly.
Mike, a local block owner, considers that the current circumstances facing the case-study community and the Riverland region are part of the cyclical pattern of fortune and hardship that is characteristic of all kinds of farming. He feels the horticultural heritage of the area is too entrenched for it to be substantially eroded:
I’m sure things will change you know.  I have been in primary industry all my life and whether it was wheat, sheep or whatever we were growing, wine grapes, it goes in cycles.  We will always be here…we will all be here still, we will be growing fruit, we will be growing veggies…[community name] we’ll still be here. Well we are, we’re the driving end of the wine industry.  The Riverland of South Australia because we produce most of fruit and they are never going to take that away from us because of the weather, the climate and it is all set up.  Like I said most guys now set up to mechanical, everything is done mechanically.
Harold predicts that about 20% of small, locally owned blocks will go out of business in the next year or so. While he acknowledges that this will have significant implications for the community, he does see opportunities for some growers. 
The strong ones that come through will have the opportunity to buy properties at pretty low prices. A lot of them, they’ll have to bulldoze and replant but there’ll be opportunities for the ‘goers’ that want to stay in the industry.
While he predicts some exodus of population due to the rationalization he predicts, he suggests that the case-study community can still maintain its viability by setting itself up as a retirement centre:
There is a reasonable amount of retirement up here and there’s still a lot of building going on. Thirty five percent of the people who are building houses in the Riverland are coming from other areas…. you get people that live in Adelaide in an old house in a good suburb and you know, the house might have been worth $200,000 ten years ago and it is now worth $800,000. They can’t afford to maintain the house, they can’t afford the council rates and they have no money. They come up here, they buy a house for $3 or $400,000 and they’ve got $400, 000 of available cash to have holidays and live a decent life and that’s why they are doing it. 
Almost every interviewee said that while the current economic circumstances facing growers and the local economy were grim, the situation was likely to get worse during 2008 unless water allocations were sufficient to keep the industry viable. Grant summarized a view we heard repeatedly, ‘I mean times are hard but the real crunch is yet to come’. He points out that growers have spent large sums of money buying extra water to keep their plantings alive in the hope that the drought would break and that their water allocation would rise. Consequently, many growers have acquired large debts and there is no sign that water allocations are going to return to levels that are compatible with economic viability. Stuart explains:
….but I reckon rapidly soon, deterioration in the community …the crunch hasn’t hit.  Last year, you take last year’s drought, up until June 30th growers had to spend a reasonable amount of money on work, but they still had cash flow, they still have the crop etc…  now we are paying 2 to 3 times for water and ..from the citrus point of view our Australian dollar at 92 or 93 cents … that is going to kill us.  There will be no cream in it at all.  We will be getting average returns and our expenses would have gone up by 300%, and that is when we will start to see financial hardship.  And then we are going to have, everybody is going to have some sort refinances or restructuring costs, because there is so much out of production, and that is not cheap… Oh there will be carnage, yeah, without a doubt.
John points out that the region’s economy is already contracting due to drought and low water allocations. He is fearful of the effect of conditions not changing or even deteriorating:
If we go through some serious water restrictions next year, people will not have any option left to finance the leasing of water and that’s going to be, I hate to think about it, but even more serious than what we’re going through right now…irrigated horticulture in 2002, the value added wholesale value of irrigated horticulture was $1.56 billion to our region. Just to the Riverland, $1.56 billion, this is value added, this is what, including wine, wholesale value of wine, wholesale value of processed goods, wholesale value of food products that are sold on the market.  In 2006 it was down to $1, just under $1.1 billion to our region, so it’s… We have a slowly happening disaster or slowly happening incoming tsunami as somebody described it, and we are going to be impacted if we don’t see improvement in the water allocations which is unlikely, we go through the same thing next year we will be an absolute disaster, a basket case.  Very, very, very serious; we have sectors, the horticulture sector at the moment are struggling, financially. It’s biting right now, yeah….it’s going to get worse for a long period of time as well.  Again with the money that’s going out of our region and the increased debt levels of unfarmed horticulture in particular, that’s going to impact for a number of years, not just months.
Harold concurs that things could get substantially worse than they already are:
The pain hasn’t started yet. Next harvest. See it wouldn’t matter if the river was full, the grape growers don’t get any money until next harvest. So the pain won’t really be felt until then… the people who have bought water in, yeah the prices are going to be far better [than in previous years]. There’s only 30% I think or 31% I think who have bought water in. Well, if we have, if our water situation is the same over the next 12 months, the growers will have zero water and the Riverland will die. 
3. Conclusion
During the 1990s, the economic conditions in Loxton and the Riverland could have been taken as vindication of the assumptions underlying the introduction and expansion of water markets. The operation of markets would see water directed toward those who used it efficiently and those who produced high-value commodities, improving economic returns. In the nineties, the Riverland economy underwent a boom, outperforming that of the state and the nation. Now, however, under the impact of drought, continuing low water allocations and depressed prices for some commodities, the Riverland economy is undergoing marked contraction. It is difficult to disentangle the effects of water trading from those of the drought and low water allocation and lowered prices for some key local commodities. However, our respondents, for the most part, believe that water markets have allowed an expanded corporate presence in the region. The increased corporate activity has led they believe to excessive water extraction from the Murray-Darling River system and it this, rather than the drought, that many believe has led to the lower water allocations that are such a critical issue for the local economy. In the eyes of many of our respondents, corporate undertakings are better placed to buy water and they have expanded at the expense of family owned blocks. Now that water has become scarce and increasingly expensive, family owned blocks face greater barriers than corporate enterprises in finding the water to keep their plantings alive. Given the barriers to gaining enough water to keep blocks viable, it seems almost certain that many family owned blocks will not survive the current circumstances. There are clear signs of an economic downturn in the region. Unemployment is rising, businesses report decreased spending, property values are falling and there are signs of increasing socio-economic distress. This will inevitably impact on the social fabric and viability of many local communities.

However, our respondent are divided about the role water trading may have played in contributing to the economic difficulties facing Loxton and the region. For some respondents, the increased presence and activity of corporate enterprises and the tax benefits associated with managed investment funds are the underlying causes of the malaise currently afflicting the region. They are seen to be the ultimate reason for the low water allocations and the low commodity prices. If this viewpoint is correct, it is likely that water trading in combination with current tax structures, by encouraging corporate growth and inflating water market prices, has in fact had a detrimental effect on rural social hardship by making it harder for family owned blocks to return reasonable profits. Hardship for family owned blocks will lead to hardship for the local economy and society. Moreover, the excessive extraction of water is placing the ecology of the entire Murray-Darling basin at risk. If the river system becomes unviable, this will have pronounced negative impacts on the case-study community and the regional economy. For those who hold to this point of view, water trading, by allowing the expansion of corporate presence, may have contributed to rural social hardship.
However, it should be acknowledged that many of our interviewees considered that the corporate presence was important in keeping the local economy functioning. While this group of respondents may not have regarded the expanded corporate presence in the region as a happy development, they did consider that the corporate activity was one of the few economic bright spots in the current circumstances. They also considered that the corporates accelerated the introduction of better technology and management practices which had a flow on effect in the wider farming community. The local economy, in their view, would be considerably more contracted. The economic activity of corporate enterprises will provide some economic ballast that will keep the region afloat until the environmental and economic conditions improve.
Even if it is true that the current socio-economic climate in the region would be worse without the presence of corporate enterprises, it seems almost inevitable that this climate will see further rationalisation of the agricultural sector. This is likely to lead to decreasing population levels in the region; some smaller communities in the area may become unviable. This could increase the extent to which the Riverland experiences ‘locational disadvantage’. This concept does not just measure the ‘internal’ socio-economic characteristics of communities but refers to the position of rural communities relative to other settings; notably provincial and metropolitan settings. The concept ‘locational disadvantage’ encompasses factors beyond ‘standard’ socio-economic indicators (while including them in its ambit). It also refers to things such as declining population levels, loss of young people, erosion of various forms of capital, service loss or rationalization and difficulty recruiting and retaining staff to work in services and key local industries. Any evaluation of the role of water trading in responding to rural hardship must consider these attributes of rural communities. Access to adequate education, medical services, opportunity for social participation and recreation are all important components of rural community function that may be compromised even while standard socio-economic measures remain within acceptable ranges.

On these more sociological measures of community capacity and function, the long term impact of water trading is less clear and more difficult to determine. The area is losing population and there is likely to be significant rationalisation in the grape and citrus industry. Most interviewees believe this will harm local employment prospects and will have flow on effects for the local economy and society. Based on the data contained in this report, it is clear that our interviewees are adherents of the Goldschmidt hypothesis; that is, they believe that thriving, vibrant rural communities are underpinned by family-owned farms that are, frequently, smaller-scale operations than those owned by corporate entities. 
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Appendices
Appendix One - Interviewee pseudonyms and sector
	Sector
	Psuedonym

	Local government
	Richard

	Local business / grower
	Lisa

	Education
	Clark

	Health professional
	Warren

	Natural resource management
	Jeffrey

	Local financial sector
	Grant

	Human services
	Mary

	Primary producers
	Stuart

	Local development
	John

	Primary producer
	Mike

	Primary produces
	Tom

	Human services
	Harold

	Health professional
	Monica

	Human services
	Bill


Appendix Two - Interview schedule
· What effect has corporate purchase of water had on local farming? 
· What effect has corporate purchase of water had on local businesses and services?
· What effect has corporate purchase of water had on local employment patterns?
· What effect has corporate purchase of water had on the local environment?  
· Has the corporate purchase of water changed the local community?
· Have there been personal effects for particular groups?
· What about corporate purchase of water has been good for the community?
· What about corporate purchase of water has been bad for the community? What could be changed?
· Is the community more or less viable as a result of corporate purchase of water?  
· If current trends continue, what will the community look like in ten years?
Appendix 3 – Methodology
Individual interviewees were selected on the basis of purposive stratified sampling. The relevant categories from which respondents were to be drawn were identified by the research team prior to the conduct of the case study. Individuals who met criteria for inclusion were then contacted by one member of the team (Edwards) and a time and place for interview was arranged.  Additional interviewees were recruited through snowballing.The interviewer would outline to an interviewee the characteristics of another required interviewee (long standing resident active inthe local business sector, for example). Frequently, the interviewee would offer the name and contact details of an individual who met these criteria; they would then be contacted and asked to participate in the study. Purposive and snowball sampling strategies are frequently used in qualitative research (Sarantakos 1994: 137-140; Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005: 47-48). 
All interviews were audiotaped, with the permission of the interviewees, and were analysed verbatim. Due to time constraints, two interviews were conducted via telephone; all others, however, were conducted face-to-face. The interviews were semi-structured and were guided by an interview schedule (see appendices two and three for details). Interviews ranged in time from forty to ninety minutes, though most lasted approximately an hour. Transcripts were entered into NVIVO, a widely used software package for the analysis of qualitative data and were analysed for emergent themes. Once, emergent themes were identified the research team clarified their definition and they were refined. The refined themes were then used as codes and were applied to the transcripts. All members of the research team read several coded manuscripts to establish the validity of the codes and to ensure they were being reliably applied to the interview manuscripts. To protect the anonymity of the interviewees, they have been assigned pseudonyms and information which might identify them, such as the organization they work for, is not included in the report.
� ‘Fruit salad blocks’ are blocks that grew a mixture of commodities; they are, apparently, becoming less common.





� Goldschmidt (1947) found that of the two communities he studied, the one surrounded by family farms had a greater volume of retail activity, higher incomes per head of population and a more flourishing social and civic life, with more clubs, groups and associations than the community surrounded by larger farms that were mostly owned by corporations.
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