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Rural and remote communities, essential 

to Australia’s economy, are in decline - 

driven by issues of isolation, economic 

viability and severe damage stemming 

from extreme weather events1.   

ADIs can play a key role in arresting this 

decline. 

Background 

Defining “rural and remote” 

This report focusses on “rural and remote Australia”. The Australian Royal Flying Doctor Service 

defines “remote and rural” as all areas outside Australia's major cities2.  

Why rural and remote communities are important to Australia 

Beyond the evident social and humanitarian issues, the economic contribution of regional, rural 

and remote Australia should be of utmost importance to all Australians. Based upon the 

information set out below, approximately 67% of the value of Australia’s exports comes from 

regional, rural and remote areas (Note: Australian GDP is approximately $1,500 billion 

annually)3: 

•  “Tourism in regional, rural and remote areas contributes about 1% of Australia’s gross 

domestic product (GDP) ($16 billion)4. 

 
1 Infrastructure Australia, August 2019. 
2 Royal Flying Doctor Service (RFDS), website, retrieved 08 February 2020.  
3 National Farmers Federation, Infrastructure Australia, August 2019. 
4 Regional Australia Institute website, retrieved 08 February 2020. 

https://www.flyingdoctor.org.au/what-we-do/research/defining-rural-remote/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI8fz4prSb5wIVVRuPCh27BQ1gEAAYASAAEgL0I_D_BwE
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• Agriculture contributes 3% (about $50 billion) to GDP, or 12% (about $150 billion) if value-

adding processes etc are included.  

• Agriculture, forestry and fisheries bring in around $40 billion in export income (around 

13% of total export income).  

• The resources sector (mining, oil and gas production) contributes $150 billion – i.e. 

around 10% of GDP5 - and contributes about the same amount to export income, which 

amounts to around 50% of exports.  

• Total Australian export income is around $300 billion annually. 

• Regional Australia plays a critical role in the Australian tourism industry, which 

contributes $35 billion to GDP per year. Around 45% of tourism expenditure occurs in 

areas outside of Australia's capital cities. 

Issues facing rural and remote communities 

Weather events 

 “Australia is famously a land of ‘droughts and flooding rains’”. These weather extremes can be 

devastating to communities across the country, but are particularly heartbreaking for those in 

rural and remote areas. Tropical cyclones will destroy acres of crops in minutes, drought kills 

sheep and cattle slowly and cruelly, and floods and fire sweep through the land ruining everything 

in their path. The economic impact of weather events on agricultural and pastoral productivity 

can be immense6.”  

 

Socio-economic factors 

Life in rural and remote areas of Australia is hard, life opportunities are very different and 

people in rural and remote areas die younger. 

 
5 Minerals Council Australia, website, retrieved 08 February 2020.  
6 NSW State Library, website, retrieved 08 February 2020. 

https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/australian-agricultural-and-rural-life/natural-disasters
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Mental health 

Mental health support is relatively difficult to access in rural and regional communities, as 

illustrated in the below diagram:  

7 

Financial exclusion 

As long ago as January 2004, Australian Government’s “Money Matters in the Bush” report 

expressed concerns about financial exclusion in regional and rural Australia. Back then, it was 

well understood that the lack of adequate financial services could have serious and long-term 

repercussions, leaving people on the fringes of the financial world effectively excluded from the 

benefits that the banking industry offers its customers. The Financial Services Consumer Policy 

Centre argued that the more an individual or community is marginalised from financial services, 

the more likely it is that they will also be socially excluded, which exacerbates their overall civic 

marginalisation. Those at highest risk of financial exclusion were: people on low incomes who 

receive social security benefits; those with low education; and those living in rural and remote 

areas. 

Although the banking world has changed significantly since 2004, and now offers a vast array of 

sophisticated products, the impacts of extreme weather events and shifts in rural demographics 

 
7 https://nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/mental-health-and/rural-communities 
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have resulted in the perpetuation of rural financial exclusion. There are still rural areas where 

the internet is hard to access and, in some places, even satellite phones are unreliable. When a 

bushfire hits, often the first casualty is the phone network.  

Assistance provided to rural and remote communities to 

date 

The 2019/20 bushfires and other recent extreme weather events triggered an immediate 

outpouring of generosity from people all around the world. Short-term grants, direct aid and 

offers of support flooded the country.  

The Australian Banking Association, in its January 2020 newsletter, confirmed the following: 

 “Australian banks have hardship teams ready to assist farmers, homeowners, small business 

owners and volunteers with financial arrangements, depending on circumstances. 

Assistance could include:  

• deferring loan payments; 

• waiving fees and charges; 

• helping with debt consolidation; 

• waiving penalties for early withdrawal of a term 

deposit; or 

• deferring upcoming credit card payments and increasing emergency limits”. 

Such assistance is clearly much-needed and beneficial. What is also needed following this 

immediate assistance, however, is a sustained medium-to-long term effort to support as many 

Australian rural communities as possible to recover and thrive. This has long been understood 

by Australian governments. The Federal Department of Agriculture and Water Resources in 

January 2018 published a list of government initiatives including: 

• Farm Business Concessional Loans Scheme 

• Farm household allowance 
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• Managing Farm Risk Programme 

• Managing weeds and Pest Animals   

• Rural Financial Counselling Service; and 

• The Regional Investment Corporation 

The Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal (FRRR), founded in 2000, notes that donations 

to rural communities mostly arrive in the immediate aftermath of an incident - not in the 

following 12 to 18 months when community-level needs often emerge8. The FRRR has 

therefore launched a "Disaster Resilience and Recovery Fund", which offers flexible funding to 

help regional and remote communities prepare for and recover from natural disasters. FRRR 

will address these longer-term needs with a fund that will be invested in perpetuity, with 

annual returns available to support locally-ed preparedness and disaster recovery programs in 

affected communities. 

To date, FRRR has distributed more than $85 million to approximately 9,500 projects in rural 

and regional communities9.  

How ADIs can provide ongoing support to rural and 

remote communities 

The increase in extreme weather events has triggered a heightened focus on how to support 

vulnerable rural communities – and ADIs can play an important role in this. Organisations such 

as Good Shepherd Microfinance and the FRRR have, through their different but compatible 

approaches, provided businesses (including ADIs) with several ways in which they can support 

and maintain rural and remote communities.   

Set out below are a number of specific actions that ADIs can take: 

1. Join Good Shepherd Microfinance’s “Financial Inclusion Action Plan (FIAP)”. 

 
8 Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal (FRRR), “Giving Australia Report”, retrieved 8 February 2020. 
9 https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2019/09/new-fund-offers-long-term-support-for-rural-communities-after-a-disaster/ 11th September 

2019) 

https://probonoaustralia.com.au/news/2019/09/new-fund-offers-long-term-support-for-rural-communities-after-a-disaster/
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2. For immediate post-bushfire relief, support the FRRR’s “Strengthening Rural 

Communities” program and for longer-term impact, support their “Disaster Resilience 

and Recovery Fund”. 

3. Provide access to fair and affordable products and services (such as microfinance) to 

financially excluded Australians. 

4. Invest in rural financial literacy programs addressing educational disadvantage. 

5. Provide a hardship assistance program aimed at remote rural communities. 

6. Make ADI products, services accessible for all rural and remote communities. 

7. Train financial advisers on issues impacting farmers and rural communities. 

8. Provide savings products that encourage and enable people on low incomes in rural 

communities to save.  

9. Offer specific farm insurance as well as micro-insurance products to enable rural 

communities to manage risk.  

10. Offer ‘no interest’ / ‘low interest’ loans to those impacted by extreme weather. 

11. Disaggregate your data to distinguish geographic and demographic factors causing 

financial exclusion and offer tailored value propositions. 

12. Enable remote and rural communities by developing information-based credit scoring 

and fixed asset-based lending practices from data such as phone bills, utility payments, 

invoice payments, regularity in economic activities etc.  

13. Commission research to address the issues and experiences of rural communities. 

14. Build capability through high quality learning experiences for ADI employees and support 

ADI teams in delivering improved services to rural communities. 

15. Make key persons within the ADI accountable for actions and outcomes. 
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Conclusion 

Rural and remote communities in Australia are doing it tough, and not all of them can be saved. 

According to the National Rural Health Alliance Inc.10, “…(t)here is no possibility that rural 

landscapes can be preserved in something like their current forms…It will not be possible to 

secure a future for every small town; the demography of rural Australia will change …” 

Something can be done, however, to help such communities - and Australian ADIs play an 

important role in this.  

These strategies outlined in this report will allow ADIs to offer short-term assistance to rural and 

regional communities immediately following extreme weather events, while also providing 

support in the medium-to-longer term.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 National Rural Health Alliance, Fact Sheet 17, May 2009. 
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