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Recommendations

With the advantage of hindsight there is much to be learnt about how drought relief is handled in this country.  There is also much that still can be done to aid drought recovery, a present reality for many of Australia’ rural communities.  

Catholic welfare Australia commends the Government on conducting this review. It also welcomes the opportunity to place before the review panel the learnings from its own research drawn out of the experience of being providers of services funded by a Government drought assistance initiative.

It is from this experience that Catholic Welfare Australia asks the panel to consider the following recommendations:

That the National Drought Policy Review:

· Supports the formation of a rural working group within Government Departments so that strategies for rural servicing can be well planned and well informed.

· Strongly recommends changes to funding strategies that will assist the development of stronger communities in rural Australia. 

· Promotes training and the recruitment of staff who are qualified as generalist and financial counsellors to rural areas.

·  Recommends that contracts for services related to drought recovery be a priority. 

· Recommends that research is conducted into developing an effective model for the provision of counselling services to drought stricken rural communities.

· Calls on governments for increased funding to provide adequate and appropriate services to rural Australia.

· Encourages government departments providing funding and the non-government agencies providing services, to strengthen their working relationships for the benefit of rural communities. 

ABout Catholic Welfare Australia

Catholic Welfare Australia is the Catholic Church’s official voice on matters of social welfare policy in Australia.  It is the peak body for the Catholic Church’s welfare services. 

Our Mission:

Catholic Welfare Australia strives to promote & advance the ministry of Catholic social welfare as integral to the mission of the Catholic Church in Australia.

It carries out this mission by interacting with Catholic organisations, governments, other churches, public institutions, business and all people of good will, to develop social welfare policies, programs and other strategic responses that enhance the dignity of every person and work towards the economic, social and spiritual wellbeing of the Australian community. 

Catholic Welfare Australia provides services nationally to the people of Australia 
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INtroduction

“The client group in some areas displayed quite hostile behaviour, stating that they were “seminared out” and that many people had been to take their information and were never heard from again. The communities felt that what the Government was offering was too little, too late and could not see what free counselling or group work could do for them.”

              Centacare Townsville Drought Appraisal Report year ending June 2003, p.2

The “worst drought” in Australia’s history led to a decision by the Federal government in late November 2002 to provide $2 million in funding to agencies providing counselling services in rural Australia.  Seventeen Member Organisations of Catholic Welfare Australia, received funding under this initiative, to provide counselling services for drought affected people.

In this submission, Catholic Welfare Australia is confining its remarks to its experience of being involved in the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS) funded drought response.  With the advantage of hindsight there is much to be learnt from the experience.

INADEQUATE GOVERNMENT PLANNING

Good government planning became the causality of expediency as political urgency surrounded the offer original contracts.  It is clear that the way the government went about their planning showed a number of inadequacies that severely hampered service delivery. This in turn lessened the relevance and impact for the people in need. For instance:
· There was a poor level of consultation by FaCS with those agencies expected to deliver the services;
· The criteria for receiving funding as a provider was too narrow and failed to recognise the historical inadequacies of service provision for rural Australia. It discriminated against some rural services providers, as it initially  excluded competent rural counselling services operating in the most affected regions from accessing allocations, and favoured providers of large city based Organisations.  Catholic Welfare Australia worked with FACS to enable the Member Organisations in our network that live and work in the effective communities to be able to qualify.
· The services to be provided under the initial arrangement were restrictive and did not take account of prior learning from the review of the Drought Crisis Family Counselling Program during the 1990’s that indicated few rural people were likely to patronise counselling services.

· The funding was short-term and expected to be used within a six month period.  This demonstrated little knowledge of the drought recovery cycle.  It also created a dilemma for rural based services because it perpetuated the start, stop approach of rural servicing that country people are so scathing about.

· FACS withheld about one third of the funding which it released two months later, resulting in a second funding round after the services had commenced. This factor more than any other markedly limited the type of service that could be designed. 

· Initially there was lack of consideration of the costs imposed by distance that led to discrimination against the more remote communities.

The cumulative affect of all these factors and the time spent negotiating more appropriate strategies to meet the need, wasted time and energy. However it would be remiss not to recognise, that FaCS became more flexible in approach and permitted Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations to use the drought counselling funding for programs that were more likely to engage rural people.

Recommendation

That the National Drought Policy Review supports the formation of a rural working group within Government Departments so that strategies for rural servicing can be well planned and well informed.

CHALLENGING THE NOTION OF DROUGHT COUNSELLING

The concept of funding for drought counselling, although novel and benevolent, is fundamentally flawed.  It presumes that farmers just need an extra boost to “get through a rough patch”.  However farmers, and other rural people, see drought in the context of one problem among many. Indeed, they consider many of their problems attributable to government policies such as deregulation, closure or privatisation of services.

Counselling programs must be part of an ongoing general strategy that builds social capital and empowers rural communities.  

There is a great divide between rural and urban Australia. Until State and Federal Governments make genuine efforts to address the issues facing rural Australia, country people will view government funded counselling programs as shallow offerings from governments who only pretend to care. In short, what is required is a reversal of government policies that have eroded social capital in the bush.

Within some of the more remote regions of Australia, Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations are the only organisations providing a full-time presence. Engaging as they do with local people, these agencies are in a strategic position to convey to government departments the needs of rural people. Catholic Welfare Australia is in a position to provide the link into this network.   

Recommendation 

Catholic Welfare Australia strongly recommends changes to funding strategies that will assist the development of stronger communities in rural Australia. 

learnings from Delivering Drought Initiated Counselling Services

Flexible services are a must

Flexibility was the key to producing results.  Catholic Welfare Australia’s experience and research shows that “one size does not fit all”.  It supports the fact that counselling support programs must be tailored to meet and match the diversity found in rural Australia. The result was a wide range of programs and collaborative efforts that showed great levels of energy, and creativity by service providers to produce demonstrated benefits for rural people. 

Relevance to the client is essential 

In delivering hastily prepared services to rural communities, Catholic Welfare Australia encountered a number of difficulties.  A major obstacle was attracting clients.  This was not because of lack of need but rather because self sufficient people do not see the relevance of general counselling services. 

Rural and financial counsellors have had more success in attracting clients than have generalist counsellors. The financial counsellors help farmers to deal with more pressing problems. Male farmers, steeped in patriarchy, anguish over not being able to provide for their families during times of drought. Financial counsellors directly address this most pressing concern. It is also a very practical form of counselling that appeals to farmers.

The question needs to be asked, “Would it be useful to make more financial counsellors available, or to fund current providers of counselling services to seek qualifications in rural finance?” Financial counselling seems to be well utilised and financial counsellors may provide a better forum to talk about the social and relational stresses that are connected to financial stress. 
Recommendation 

· That the National Drought Policy Review strongly promotes training and the recruitment of staff who are qualified as generalist and financial counsellors to rural areas.

Taking the service to the client

It became clear that regular circuits throughout country Australia is appreciated, utilised by the most disadvantaged and effective. Such servicing costs more and creates great challenges. Taking the service to communities rather than expecting client to come to the service involved long hours on the road, incurs travel and accommodation costs at the rural rates, and severely stretched the allocations made.  

Finding suitable staff is the key 
Rural and regional Community Organisations encountered practical difficulties in attracting staff. The short-term nature of the 2003 funding placed extreme pressure on funded Organisations to recruit suitable staff. With this funding there was no incentive to induce qualified personal to move to the country to be employed as the short-term nature of the funding meant ongoing employment could not be promised.  Yet without adequate staffing levels, the counselling targets set by FaCS were unattainable.

Further, the demands to provide services quickly combines with the difficulty in recruitment stripped and stretched other rural services.  This is not good for staff relations or service viability in the long term.

The Role of Community Service Delivery in Drought Recovery

Uncertainty generated by short-term funding compounds the distrust of such services by rural communities.  There is substantial literary evidence to support the case for ongoing funding to enable Organisations to empower rural communities during the drought recovery process. 

The State Emergency Recovery Unit (Victoria) suggests that “the end of the drought does not mean the end of the recovery period.”
  Catholic Welfare Australia concurs with this conclusion and insists that drought assistance service delivery must extend to the end of the recovery period.  Short-term funding is not sufficient.   

The Drought social recovery strategy states that: 

“Recovery is a complex and protracted process that occurs across the dimensions of physical restoration, individual support, community development, economic activity and environmental damage. It is a cooperative partnership of affected individuals and communities, and the workers, agencies and municipalities whose role it is to provide assistance, recovery programs, advice, support and information.”

This quote clearly describes the key role that Community Organisations can play in the recovery process. It also supports the variety of ways that Organisations used the funding for drought counselling during 2003, and clearly indicates that the work must continue. 

Catholic Welfare Australia supports the principles of subsidiarity and solidarity. This dictates that Member Organisations are aware that local communities need support to manage their own recovery. It is recommended that ongoing funding be made available to Organisations based in rural Australia and this be “generalist funding”. 

“In rural communities generalist funding allows far greater flexibility to enable the needs of local people to be met and the community has greater level of ownership of service delivery”.

And how might agencies use the money? Elaine Crosby provides a clue as she reports on the situation following the drought of the mid 1990’s. 

“One (counselling service) provider noted that following a reasonable season last year, people have been able to meet their financial commitments. Yet surprisingly, it is now that they are having relationship difficulties. With recovery comes a re-prioritising of objectives. Through the drought, farm families were united in their efforts to save the farm. However, with the breaking of the drought, the women are stating that they no longer want the pressures of farm life. Men are finding they cannot work and are realizing that the farm was controlling their lives and that their family relationships have suffered. There is a need for counselling and support services for these families at this stage of transition.”
 

“Generalist funding” of agencies could be tied to Outcome-based funding. Although it is somewhat more difficult to measure than output-based funding, outcome-based funding will grant a degree of autonomy to agencies to develop programs and services that suit their constituency. 

If Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations can procure ongoing funding to deal with the effects of the drought, it could be tied to outcomes such as:

· A decrease in domestic violence

· A decrease in suicide rates 

· A decrease in substance abuse 

· A decrease in rates of serious illness.
Recommendation 

· That the National Drought Policy Review recommends that contracts for services related to drought recovery be a priority. 

From the experience of Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations, it is clear that meeting the needs of rural people is a speciality and metrocentric solutions do not translate well for rural communities.  Catholic Welfare Australia is aware that some funded providers attempted to transpose ‘city solutions’ to rural and regional areas with no modification whatsoever.  Due to Catholic Welfare Australia’s long-standing presence and place in these communities it is well aware that these methods do not work.  In fact, such solutions only accentuate the distrust of local communities towards using family support services.

There is a great need to document the successes and failings of the recent drought response on a national basis if better outcomes are to be achieved in the future.  

Recommendation 

· That the National Drought Policy Review recommends that research is conducted into developing an effective model for the provision of counselling services specific to drought stricken rural communities. 

The Erosion of Social Capital in Rural Australia

It is a certainty that drought will strike again. Little can be done to prevent it. Much, however, can be done to prepare for it and lessen its effects. One important strategy is to strengthen the community to support farmers through the extremes of Australian climate.  In short this is a focus on increasing social capital. 

There has been a massive erosion of social capital in rural Australia in recent years through the withdrawal of services by both the private sector and government. Microeconomic reform, rising farm costs and debts 
 have led to many farmers selling up and leaving the farm. The result has been the “slow death” of many rural communities and a depletion of support networks for those who have chosen to remain. Without strong supportive networks, the recent drought would have been even more difficult to endure. 
The Australian Catholic Social Welfare Commission reminds us that: 

“It is generally the case that local communities know what the appropriate solutions to their difficulties are, but that they may require outside technical advice, training or finance for infrastructure”. 

In short, for social capital to be increased it will require a reversal of the policies that led to its decrease.
 And decision-making power must be returned to rural communities. 

Recommendation 

· That the National Drought Policy Review calls on governments for increased funding to provide adequate and appropriate services to rural Australia.

Recommendation 

· That the National Drought Policy Review encourages government departments providing funding and the non-government agencies providing services, to strengthen their working relationships for the benefit of rural communities. 

Conclusion

Catholic Welfare Australia views the Government’s drought response in support of families as too little, too late, too early withdrawn.  The reactionary way that funding was made available to deliver services to drought affected people was crisis driven.  This is not conducive to servicing rural communities well, and does in fact foster legitimate suspicion by rural people of Governments and their motives.  

The active participation of Catholic Welfare Australia Member Organisations in the life of rural and remote Australia will continue to build social capital. The experience of being part of the drought response, albeit only through family support, revealed a complexity of relationships between government departments and rural people.   Catholic Welfare Australia found itself being a conduit between the requirements of government and the needs of people.  

Future droughts may be unavoidable, but the presence of skilled staff will enable the implementation of programs that will draw upon and build upon the strengths that already exist within rural communities.
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