
Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd. Trading as

RFCS Victoria Goulburn Murray Hume

Annual Report
2008-2009

Annual Report
2008-2009

RFCS VICTORIA – Goulburn Murray Hume is supported by the Australian and Victorian Governments



Acknowledgements

Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare acknowledges, with thanks, the contribution of the following 

organisations: 

Funding bodies

Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF)

Department of Primary Industries (DPI)

Goulburn Valley Agcare Inc.

Moira Shire Council

In-kind support

Belmores Accounting Service

Campaspe Shire Council

Department of Primary Industries (DPI)

Upper Murray Family Care

Fonterra

Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development Victoria



 

Table of Contents 

INTRODUCING THE BOARD ................................................................................ 2 

FROM THE BOARD CHAIR ................................................................................... 3 

EXECUTIVE OFFICER’S REPORT ........................................................................... 5 

ORGANISATIONAL OVERVIEW ............................................................................ 8 

YEAR IN REVIEW .............................................................................................. 11 

RURAL ISSUES AND INDUSTRY OVERVIEW ........................................................ 17 

RURAL FINANCIAL COUNSELLORS REPORT ....................................................... 20 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM ......................................................... 22 

FINANCE REPORT ............................................................................................. 23 

APPENDIX 1 – AUDITED FINANCIAL STATEMENTS ............................................. 24 

 



RFCS Victoria - Goulburn Murray Hume Annual Report 2008/09 2 

Introducing the Board 

 
 

STEVE COHEN 

Chairperson 

 

 

 

 

 
 

ROGER BURTON 

Board Member 
(Resigned Nov 08) 

 

 
 

PETER GRAY 

Company Secretary 

 

 
 

CHRIS HOWE 

Board Member 

 

 
 

NERIDA KERR 

Board Member 

 

 

 

 

 
 

TIM MANNION 

Board Member 

 

 
 

HELEN McGOWAN 

Board Member 

 

 
 

CHRIS THOMAS 

Board Member 

 

 
 

BRIAN THOMPSON 

Board Member 

(Appointed Dec 08) 

 
 

BARBARA STRAND 

Executive Officer 

  

 



RFCS Victoria - Goulburn Murray Hume Annual Report 2008/09 3 

From the Board Chair 

2008-09 has been another busy year in Rural Financial Counselling as we strive to 

provide a better service for clients and at the same time create a positive and 

enjoyable working environment for our staff. 

 

The seasonal challenges of drought and general adverse weather continue to affect 

the profitability of the farming community and therefore deliver a heavy workload to 

the service. The effects of the global financial crises have been a further burden on 

local communities and in particular the dairy farming community. 

 

To ensure we were prepared to meet future need, the Board employed a consultant 

to review the organisation and report back on any issues which may be restricting our 

ability to meet the needs of stakeholders. We received a comprehensive report 

compiled from interviews with all staff and many stakeholders detailing a snapshot of 

GMH Agcare at the time. This report is now the basis of an ongoing process in which 

we are developing policies and procedures that will enable us to interact better with 

one another and with the general community. 

 

Initiatives for 2008-09 have included: developing Board subcommittee structures that 

allow all people in the organisation to have input into the decision making process; the 

moving of regular Board meetings around the GMH Agcare region to enable 

interaction with local stakeholders and the direct input to directors from local Rural 

Financial Counsellors on the conditions as they see them in their area; and the 

introduction of a 1300 number as a central contact point. 

 

Our funding bodies, DAFF and DPI, shifted the focus of their funding towards 

encouraging farmers to take a longer term view of their business using a case 

management model. To assist with the change to case management, DPI provided 

funding for a full time position of Rural Financial Counsellor Coordinator whose role is 

to work with and mentor the Counsellors. 

 

Towards the end of the year we moved into new offices in Wodonga, Numurkah and 

Kyabram providing staff with better working environments. This also included an 

upgrade to IT systems allowing better communication in what is a more substantial 

organisation than we originally contemplated. 

 

In November we invited stakeholders to an information day titled ‘The Year in Review’ 

where various presenters showed the audience what GMH Agcare is about. In 
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February we had a strategic planning day involving all people in the organisation 

which led to the adoption of a new Strategic Plan in June 2009. During the year our 

community development program wound down as the funds ran out. We continue to 

contribute to our local communities in whatever way we can. 

 

In April Kathy Maloney left on 12 months maternity leave and Barbara Strand stepped 

into the Executive Officer role. It has been a steep learning curve for Barbara but she 

has been a valuable addition to our team. 

 

We endeavour to have good relations with our fellow Rural Financial Counselling 

groups and funding bodies and have attended a number of conferences and training 

sessions during the year. 

 

I would like to thank all those who have contributed to our efforts over the year, 

particularly directors and staff who are always willing to contribute to the betterment 

of GMH Agcare and its achievements in the community. 

 

Steve Cohen 

Board Chair 

 

 

 
Wodonga Office Opening 

 

From left: The Hon Joe Helper, Victorian Minister for Agriculture; Steve Cohen, Board Chair, GMH Agcare 
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Executive Officer’s Report 

It has certainly been a challenge to step into Kathy Moloney’s shoes, after she left the 

business in April 2009 to take maternity leave. Since then, it has been full steam ahead 

in moving forward many of the initiatives that Kathy and the Board had commenced 

during the earlier part of the year. 

 

One of the major activities during 2008-09 has been the Operational and Business 

Review, conducted by Scott & Associates Consulting which was completed in 

September 2008. The review was commissioned by the Board and conducted over a 

period of approximately three months. The report from Scott & Associates made a 

number of recommendations which were endorsed by the Board. Many of our 

activities over the past nine months have been driven by those recommendations, 

seeking to improve the way the organisation functions and focus on our core business 

of assisting farmers in need. Our strategic plan has been reviewed and strengthened 

to reinforce our commitment to our core business, and a Communication Plan has 

been developed to strengthen our relationships with our key partners and our 

position within the community.  

 

The organisational structure has been reviewed and now reflects our changed focus, 

with Linda Marks taking on the role of Office Manager with responsibility for the 

delivery of administrative services in all of our locations, and Paul Blackshaw taking on 

the operational management of the Rural Financial Counsellors. Paul’s role as Rural 

Financial Counsellor Coordinator is a new position, wholly funded by the DPI Victoria, 

and is primarily a role of coordinating, mentoring and supporting the Rural Financial 

Counsellors. I would like to thank Paul for his support over the past few months as I 

have familiarised myself with the organisation. Our team has also been strengthened 

by the addition of two Administrative Assistants, Sue Wyse (who rejoined the 

organisation after a period of absence) and Jan Robinson. We are sorry to be losing 

the services of our Finance Officer and Company Secretary Tarin Moar, who is leaving 

us in July 2009 to begin her family, but we have welcomed her replacement Pam 

Shephard who is well qualified to take over the finance position.  

 

Coming out of the organisational review, quite a bit of time was also spent 

undertaking a remuneration review and establishing a new level structure for Rural 

Financial Counsellors which reflects their level of expertise and experience, their 

breadth of knowledge, and involvement within the organisation and the community. 
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During the same period, we saw an increasing emphasis from our funding bodies, 

DAFF and DPI Victoria, on the need to adopt a more holistic approach to dealing with 

our clients. To this end, the Federal Government – supported  by DPI Victoria and 

GMH Agcare - have introduced the Enterprise Action Plan (EAP) process as a means of 

assessing farm businesses, and working with clients to develop long and short term 

goals, strategies and timelines. Prior to the introduction of this approach, much of our 

work in recent times has involved assisting farmers to develop their applications for 

funding assistance. However, with the adoption of the EAP process, our Rural Financial 

Counsellors are now working with farm businesses to complete a full analysis of the 

farm business and seek the involvement of other interested parties, such as 

accountants, farm consultants, general practitioners, financial managers and 

institutions. Our Rural Financial Counsellors work with farmers to develop options for 

their future, and assist them to seek out the best available advice.  

 

The implications of this change in approach have been far reaching for GMH Agcare 

and the way we do business. Our Rural Financial Counsellors have had to undergo 

training in the new EAP/case management approach, and we have had to look at the 

way we do business – how do we improve the efficiency of our service to take on the 

EAP process, and can clients contact us easily, or meet with us at suitable locations 

within our region. As a result, there has been considerable effort put into upgrading 

our service locations at Wodonga, Kyabram and Numurkah, and new “outreach” 

offices have been established at Upper Murray Health & Community Services in 

Corryong and DPI Cobram. The launch of our new 1300 telephone number (1300 834 

775) has also been aimed at making it easier to get in contact with a Rural Financial 

Counsellor. Administrative efficiencies are also anticipated as a result of the 

introduction of a new server based computer network as part of our Wodonga office 

upgrade. Service delivery has also been supported by laptop upgrades, faster 

modems, and mobile printers. 

 

In recent times, engagement with other Rural Financial Counselling Services has 

strengthened, and this is particularly so in our relationship with Victorian services. 

Meetings between the Victorian services and between the Rural Financial Counsel 

Coordinators are held regularly, with a view to sharing experiences and learning with 

the new EAP process. One of the key initiatives being undertaken in conjunction with 

DPI has been the development of a referral database for state wide use.  

 

During the year, we have recruited two new Rural Financial Counsellors at Numurkah 

– Alan Guest-Smith and Chris Howard (who replaced Liz Mann). By the end of the 

financial year, we were operating at 6.1 FTE Rural Financial Counsellors across the 

region. Our Rural Financial Counsellors have participated in a number of professional 
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development activities during the year, including training in Negotiation Skills, “The 

Occasional Counsellor”, Mental Health First Aid, and Communication Skills. 

Additionally, our Counsellors have attended two state training conferences, one in 

Moama and one in Launceston. Rural Financial Counsellors Tony Shirley and Lindsay 

Brown, as well as Paul Blackshaw, all completed the Diploma of Community Services 

(Financial Counselling) during the year. 

 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the professionalism and dedication of our Rural 

Financial Counsellors who have been required to work within an extremely challenging 

environment of drought, global financial crisis, and continuing rural hardship.  It has 

been a privilege to work with them, and indeed all our staff and the Board, and I look 

forward to the further challenges of the coming year. 

 

 

Barbara Strand 

Executive Officer 
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Organisational Overview 

Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Limited (GMH Agcare) is a Rural Financial Counselling 

Service based in the Goulburn Murray Hume region. We provide financial counselling 

to primary producers, fishers and small rural businesses who are experiencing 

financial hardship and who have limited sources of impartial support to manage the 

challenges of industry change and adjustment. 

 

Vision 

Our clients are managing change and adjusting successfully to new circumstances.  

Our services are valued by rural family businesses and the wider community. 

 

Mission 

GMH Agcare works in collaboration with people, governments and organisations 

providing rural financial counselling and other complementary services that enable 

eligible rural family businesses to better manage the challenges of change and 

adjustment. 

 

Values 

Our work is underpinned by GMH Agcare’s core values of trust, respect, and effective 

teamwork through collaboration. We aim to work as a cohesive team providing 

services that are prompt, respectful, practical, action orientated and responsive to 

client needs. 

 

Services 

Rural Financial Counselling is a free, confidential and independent service providing 

information and support in the following areas: 

• Help farming families assess and understand their financial positions and to 

identify options and develop an action plan to move forward 

• Help to identify eligibility and apply for Government and other assistance 

schemes 

• Assist with loan and/or refinance options and provide support and mediation 

including negotiation with creditors and financial institutions 

• Facilitate decision making and support farming families through the adjustment 

process 

• Provide information and referrals to relevant professionals and agencies. 
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Our region 

 
 

Office Locations 

Wodonga 

9/22 Stanley Street 

Wodonga  VIC  3690 

Kyabram 

The Banksia Financial Group 

147 Fenaughty Street 

Kyabram  VIC  3620 

Benalla 

DPI/DSE Regional Office 

35 Sydney Road 

Benalla  VIC  3672 

Numurkah 

Numurkah Community Health Service 

2 Katamatite Road 

Numurkah  VIC  3636 

Corryong 

(Outreach Office - office attended part-time,  

by appointment only) 

Upper Murray Health & Community Services 

20 Kiell Street 

Corryong  VIC  3707 

 

Cobram 

(Outreach Office - office attended part-time, 

by appointment only) 

DPI Regional Office 

79-83 Karook St 

Cobram VIC 3643 

(Registered Office) 

Belmores Accounting 

50 Belmore Street (PO Box 200) 

Yarrawonga  VIC  3730 
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Staff Members 2008 - 09 

Management & Administration 

BARBARA STRAND 

Executive Officer 

Commenced 16 Mar 09  

KATHY MOLONEY 

Executive Officer 1 Jul 08 – 15 Mar 09  

(Currently on 12 months maternity leave) 

TARIN MOAR 

Finance Officer & Company Secretary 

PAUL BLACKSHAW 

Rural Financial Counsellor Coordinator  

Rural Financial Counsellor 1 Jul 08 – 4 Nov 08 

LINDA MARKS 

Office Manager 

Administration Officer 1Jul 08 – 17 May 09 

JAN ROBINSON 

Administration Officer  

Commenced 2 Jun 09 

SUE WYSE 

Administration Officer  

Commenced 22 Apr 09 

DONNA MULCAHY 

Administration Officer  

Resigned 6 Mar 09 

 

 

Community Development 

ROWAN O’HAGAN 

Community Development Officer 

Apr 08 – Mar 09 

JULIE DE HENNIN 

Community Development Officer 

Apr 08 – Nov 08 

 

 

Rural Financial Counsellors 

CARL FRASER - Benalla  TONY SHIRLEY – Wodonga 

CHRIS HOWARD - Numurkah 

Commenced 7 Jul 08 

ALAN GUEST-SMITH - Numurkah 

Commenced 16 Feb 09 

MARYANNE BLACK - Kyabram LINDSAY BROWN - Kyabram 

TIM WATSON - Kyabram 

Commenced 24 Jun 08 

PAUL BLACKSHAW – Rutherglen 

1 Jul 08 – 4 Nov 08  
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Year in Review 

During 2008-09 GMH Agcare’s strategic focus was on providing a high quality Rural 

Financial Counselling Service leading to positive outcomes for clients and improving 

the level of well being within the rural communities we service. At the same time, the 

organisation focused on its staff through ongoing professional development, induction 

and mentoring, improved communication and involvement in setting the direction of 

the organisation, improving work environments and resourcing.  

 

Key achievements  

Actions  Outcomes 

Reviewed the Strategic Plan Set future directions for the organisation. 

Developed a Communications Plan Improved internal and external communications, 

identified key messages and stakeholders, guided 

the activities of the organisation, explored values 

and ways of improving organisational culture. 

Underwent an Operational & Business Review Final report made recommendations for improving 

governance, organisational structure and culture, 

policies and procedures, and operational and 

leadership priorities. 

Restructured the Board and Subcommittees Improved Governance processes and progress 

towards implementation of recommendations from 

the review. 

Rotated Board meetings and included RFC 

local representation, and regular staff 

communications from the Board 

Improved internal communications and employee 

relations, provided opportunities for engagement 

with stakeholders and networking, and service 

promotion. 

Underwent an organisational restructure Appointment of a Rural Financial Counsellor 

Coordinator and Office Manager, improved work 

flows and internal communication, staff mentoring. 

Increased RFC service providers and 

administrative support in areas of highest 

need 

Improved support for staff in the delivery of financial 

counselling services that were able to meet the 

needs of clients. 

Implemented a case management model, 

incorporating the Enterprise Action Plan 

More holistic approach to dealing with clients, and 

EAP provides staff with a tool to assess clients’ 

businesses and develop goals & actions to move 

forward. 

Reviewed position descriptions for non-RFC 

staff 

Position descriptions match the role, able to 

determine ideal skills sets and opportunities for 

challenging staff and developing roles. 

Reviewed performance review processes Ensured compliance with funding requirements, 

improved data quality and integrity, determined 

appropriate level of remuneration for staff, 

development of training plans. 
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Actions  Outcomes 

Reviewed remuneration and salary level 

structures 

Staff are adequately remunerated, salaries reflect 

level of expertise and experience, as well as 

knowledge and involvement of staff, provides 

opportunities for staff development.  

Developed induction processes  Formal, integrated induction processes in place, 

improved employee relations and organisational 

culture, opportunities for staff mentoring, 

standardised and structured approaches to work, 

reduced staff turnover. 

New offices: Opened a new office in 

Wodonga and outreach services at Corowa 

and Cobram. Relocated to alternate office 

premises in Kyabram and Numurkah. 

Consolidated executive and administrative staff, 

improved working conditions for staff, reduced client 

travel time and increased opportunities for clients to 

access services and meet in our offices.   

Acquired a 1300 number Centralised, low or no cost point of access for clients 

that is fully manned during business hours, reduced 

lost calls, reduced advertising and media costs, 

flexibility with office locations.  

Installation of a new IT system and laptop 

upgrades 

Improved communications, work flows and 

efficiency, increased data security.  

Upgraded mobile equipment - mobile 

phones, modems, printers 

Improved work conditions, flexibility/mobile 

capability, and efficiency of staff. Staff are 

adequately resourced to provide full client service at 

any location.  

Professional development of staff Continual development and training of staff enabled 

the organisation to meet clients needs and adapt to 

changing requirements of service delivery.  

Three RFCs attained their Diploma of Community 

Services (Financial Counselling) through recognition 

of prior learning. 

Service promotion Increased recognition of the organisation and 

services provided, increased referrals. 
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Statistics 

RURAL FINANCIAL COUNSELLORS 

GMH Agcare had 6.1 FTE Rural Financial Counsellors as at 30 June 2009. 

For most of 2008-09 there were 5.2 FTE Rural Financial Counsellors, with 1 new RFC recruited 

in February 2009 and 2 existing RFCs increasing hours in May 2009. The increase in staff/hours 

was in response to increased client demand in some areas and industries, as well as the move 

to case management requiring more intense administration, analysis and reporting for RFCs.  

 

CLIENTS SUPPORTED 

There were 313 new clients for the 08-09 financial year  

Total number of clients receiving assistance during the year was 649. 

 

AREAS SERVICED 

24%

22%

11%

9%

7%

5%

3%

3%

3%

8%

4%

Number of clients by Local Government Area

Campaspe (S)

Moira (S)

Greater Shepparton (C) 

Towong (S)

Wangaratta (RC)

Greater Hume Shire (A)

Benalla (RC)

Indigo (S)

Alpine (S) 

Other - within GMH area

Other - outside GMH area

 
Other LGAs within GMH Agcare serviceable area include: Albury (C), Berrigan (A), Corowa Shire (A), 

Strathbogie (S), Wodonga (RC) 

 

INDUSTRIES SERVICED 

The 2008-09 financial year saw an 8% increase in beef, sheep and grain growing enterprises 

seeking assistance from the service, nearly equaling that of dairy farming with: 

• 37% of total clients serviced were in the dairy industry 

• 36% of total clients serviced were in beef, sheep and grain growing enterprises 
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0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

% of clients

Clients by primary enterprise type

Dairy cattle farming

Sheep, beef, cattle & 

grain growing
Other crop growing

Agriculture & fishing 

support services
Fruit & tree nut growing

Other livestock farming

Nursery & floriculture 

production
Other

 
Other includes: Aquaculture, Forrestry & logging, Mushroom & vegetable growing, Poultry farming. 

 

ASSISTANCE GIVEN 

The average hours of assistance given per client was 5.2 (not including travel time). This was 

an increase from 4.2 in 2007-08 reflecting an increase in complexity of cases and the move to 

case management. Travel time remained about the same with an average of 1.6 hours travel 

per client in 2008-09 compared with 1.8 in 2007-08. 

The bulk of assistance given was for Exceptional Circumstances (EC) assistance programs and 

business viability and cash flow analysis with: 

• 47% of total client assistance hours (not including client travel) spent supporting 

farming and small business clients with a range of EC assistance programs. 

• 26% of total client assistance hours (not including client travel) involving business 

planning, cash flow and viability analysis due to increased need for financial analysis of 

current position and future planning. 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

% of total assistance time

Type of assistance given to clients
EC assistance

Business planning, cash flow & 

viability analysis

Business debt mediation, loan 

application/restructure & 

client representation
Personal assistance (Pre-

referral)

Government Assistance (not 

EC)

General information

Other

 

Other includes: EAP forms preparation, Succession planning (pre-referral), AAA FarmHelp program, CCAP administration. 
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MAJOR CAUSES OF DIFFICULTY 

While there are often multiple issues impacting clients, overwhelmingly the major cause of 

difficulty recorded* for clients in the Goulburn Murray Hume region was climatic variation. 

This is supported by the large proportion of clients seeking EC assistance due to ongoing 

drought pressures.  

* Major cause of difficulty was recorded for approximately 55 percent of clients. 

82%

4%

4%
3%

3%

4%

Major cause of client difficulty

Climatic variation

Increased operating costs

Low sales/commodity 

prices
Enterprise management 

skills
Personal factors

Other

 
Other includes: Debt levels, Enterprise size, Financial management skills, and other. 

 

CLIENT OUTCOMES  

With the new case management approach and development of an Enterprise Action Plan, the 

vast majority of active clients (64 percent) were undergoing assessment or working towards 

planned outcomes as at 30 June 2009. 

Of the remaining clients, where a defined outcome had been reached, the results were largely 

positive with 45 percent adjusting within primary production either through diversification, 

improved farm operation and management, improved financial management, or off farm 

income. 

A further 39 percent completed applications or processes for receiving Government assistance 

in the form of EC or other grants/programs.  
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10%
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25%
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35%

40%

45%

50%

% clients

Defined client outcomes* 

Adjusted within primary 

production
Government assistance

Adjusted out of agriculture 

(voluntary)
Adjusted out of agriculture 

(forced)
No progress towards planned 

outcome
Adjusted out of agriculture 

(EC exit grant)
Death of client

Adjusted out of rural small 

business (forced)

 
* Defined clients outcomes only (ie. not including closed clients or those undergoing assessment or 

working towards planned outcome). 

 

REFERRALS 

GMH Agcare provides a needs-based financial information and referral service that is free, 

effective, responsive and flexible. During the 2008-09 financial year, 220 clients were referred 

to other organisations or professionals. Referrals were made to the following: 

 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

% clients

Client referrals to other organisations/professionals

Centrelink

Accountant

Bank

Solicitor

Health/Welfare organisation

Real Estate Agent

Dept. of Agriculture

Industry organisation

Other

 
Other includes: Water Authority, Rural Consultant, Training Organisation, Financial Planner/Advisor,  

Govt Agency (not Centrelink), Stock Agent, Another RFC, Community Group, Doctor, Insolvency Agency. 
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Rural Issues and Industry Overview 

By Paul Blackshaw, Rural Financial Counsellor Coordinator 

 

The rural communities of the Goulburn Valley and North East Victoria faced another 

extremely challenging year. Most areas received only decile 2 and 3 rainfall. While this 

meant below average rainfall, when it fell told a bigger story. Autumn and early winter 

rain was reasonable, but again the spring rains deserted us. This also led to irrigation 

allocations of 35% in the Murray System, 33% in the Goulburn and no allocation in the 

Campaspe, Loddon and Broken systems.  

 

 

 

The 2009 growing season has started reasonably well with sufficient rainfall allowing 

strong establishment of crops and pasture, but the spring is again a concern looking 

forward. At the time of writing there was no irrigation allocation in any of the 

irrigation systems in our area.  

 

Dairy 

It was a season of two halves for the dairy industry. Opening prices were good and 

despite very low water allocations and poor spring rain, things were looking vastly 

improved. Many dairy farmers in the Upper Murray (Kiewa and Mitta Valleys) were 

predicting a return to profit, and the irrigated farmers on the Goulburn and Murray 

systems, while not showing a lot of profit, were able to offset high input costs against 

good milk prices. 
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Late last year prices were impacted suddenly by the global financial situation. This was 

the first mid season price drop in many years. This led to very little cash flow later in 

the financial year. Low milk prices have continued through to the opening prices of 

between 24 and 28 cents per litre. There is evidence of severe hardship already, with 

more to come. Even farmers who are financially and mentally prepared are taking a 

long look at their future in the industry, while many less viable farmers have already 

left the industry.  

 

Broadacre 

After a good start to the season, spring rainfall was again poor and patchy. For the 

third year in a row farmers were faced with the agonising decision whether to cut for 

hay or leave for grain. Both grain and hay yields were significantly down, in most cases 

well less than half of average. Hay prices were reasonable, but actually marketing and 

selling hay was not all that easy. Many cropping farmers still had unsold hay left over 

from the previous year. Grain prices for the much smaller crop were lower than the 

previous year, but still fairly high. Many farmers, however, held off selling grain at 

harvest and had to accept lower prices later in the year. For the third year in a row 

most cropping farmers in our area were facing a significant loss.  

 

Beef cattle farmers in the area performed poorly again this year, despite reasonable 

prices. Many have destocked, leading to lower input costs, but also lower cash 

income. Stock water remains an issue. The Upper Murray beef industry continues to 

be a long term concern with many small farms with questionable viability.  

 

Lamb prices have been strong, but wool prices remain fairly low. Sheep numbers in 

the area have dropped with many cropping farmers who previously ran sheep as well, 

not willing to supplementary feed their sheep and destocking.  

 

Horticulture 

The orchards around Cobram and Shepparton had another extremely hard year with 

poor commodity prices compounding low water allocations and high input costs. 

Many areas were also impacted by early frost damage and/or heat wave conditions 

with extreme temperatures and hot winds. The processing/canning industry seems to 

be rationalising growers and many of our clients are poorer performing growers and 

face losing contracts. The fresh fruit market continues to be a challenge and quite 

fickle with many growers spending a lot of time maintaining relationships with buyers.  

 



RFCS Victoria - Goulburn Murray Hume Annual Report 2008/09 19 

Wine growers in our area (King and Alpine Valleys and Rutherglen) faced another year 

of low commodity prices coupled with low irrigation availability and high input costs. 

Prices remained historically low and there was a significant proportion of fruit left 

unharvested. The ongoing viability of this industry remains in question.  

 

Other 

Bushfires devastated Victoria in summer 2009 and our area was not immune. The 

bushfires around Beechworth, Mudgegonga, Yackandandah and the Kiewa Valley 

created a range of work for the Rural Financial Counsellors. Some existing clients were 

affected, some short term clients were assisted and in many cases referred on to 

appropriate agencies, and some of these affected farmers remain clients.  

 



RFCS Victoria - Goulburn Murray Hume Annual Report 2008/09 20 

Rural Financial Counsellors Report 

GMH Agcare services a large part of Victoria, comprising the Goulburn Valley, Murray 

Valley and North East Victoria. The area comprises two main regions: the irrigated 

flatter land to the west around Kyabram, Shepparton, Numurkah and Cobram; and the 

predominately dryland country around Wangaratta, Benalla and Albury-Wodonga 

stretching to the higher country around Corryong and Myrtleford.  

 

With the Exceptional Circumstances (EC) continuing, the majority of work has been 

based around assisting clients manage their business through ongoing severe drought. 

Much work is focused on assisting clients to access government support such as EC 

Interest Rate Subsidies, Centrelink Income Support, Irrigation Management Grants, 

Professional Advice and Planning Grants. While this is often the main reason for clients 

contacting our service, it gives Rural Financial Counsellors entry into their business, 

allowing them to develop rapport and trust with the client and identify issues with 

their financial situation, often leading to more in depth work on their business. Much 

of this work involves budgeting, business planning etc. The introduction of the 

Enterprise Action Plan has formalised this process.  

 

Work with many clients also involves assisting them with some type of crisis. 

Increasingly this involves negotiation with a bank, finance company or creditor. In 

many cases there are also physical or mental health issues, as well as relationship 

issues, that complicate the problems of the farming family. Rural Financial Counsellors 

maintain a strong relationship with other service providers such as personal 

counsellors, social workers, support workers and Centrelink. Clients are referred on to 

these professionals when appropriate.  

 

The ongoing nature of the drought seems to be having a detrimental impact on the 

farming community. Counsellors often comment that clients are taking overly 

pessimistic views, have difficulty making decisions and that morale is declining. This is 

a constant challenge for the team to effectively assist clients who are in this frame of 

mind. Counsellors have also noticed that banks are not being as supportive as they 

previously have been. This has led to an increased need to assist clients with their 

negotiations with their bank.  

 

Many clients in the irrigated areas are viewing their irrigation entitlement more as 

another asset or commodity to manage. This has led to increased water trading and its 

associated complexity. Trading caps however, have restricted the ability of clients to 
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actually sell their entitlement, and many are not aware of this until they enter the 

market, especially as many view selling their water as a secure fall back position.  

 

It is apparent in our area that, in many cases, off farm income is supporting the farm 

enterprise. This has increased due to the drought, but remains a significant part of the 

farm finances. It is more pronounced in rural areas close to our major towns of 

Albury/Wodonga, Shepparton, Wangaratta and Echuca. This presents a unique 

challenge to our Counsellors as these farmers may not be eligible for government 

support as they do not meet the true definition of “a farmer” (according to grant 

criteria), but still play a big part in rural communities.  

 

At the time of writing this report, the season is currently on a knife edge in the dry 

land areas. While early winter rain has been reasonable, the trend is toward a drier 

spring. There is probably sufficient moisture for most crops to be harvested, but a 

partial recovery is the most optimistic outcome. There is concern over the ongoing 

viability of some sectors of the beef industry, mainly due to debt levels and lack of 

scale.  

 

Irrigation allocations have opened at zero and strong early spring rainfall is needed for 

there to be any meaningful allocation at all. This a major concern for our area, and 

coupled with the downturn in milk prices, we anticipate many dairy farmers will face 

serious financial issues.  

 

There is evidence that some clients have adjusted out of agriculture, some having 

accessed the Exit Grant. Most clients however have adjusted within agriculture either 

by improving their financial management, altering on farm management, 

diversification or off farm support/income.  

 

 
Rural Financial Counsellors – Nov 08 
From left: Tim Watson, Lindsay Brown, Paul Blackshaw, Chris Howard, Tony Shirley, Carl Fraser 

Absent: Maryanne Black, Alan Guest-Smith 
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Community Development Program 

From April 2008 to March 2009, community member group GV Agcare provided 

funding for a Community Development program to build on the strengths of the 

organisation and contribute to capacity building in rural agricultural communities.  

 

The Community Development program focused on: networking with local bankers, 

agribusiness and service providers; strategic planning and organisational 

development; compiling a database of programs, services and potential partners; 

completing a gap analysis of community development needs across the region; and 

organising the ‘Rural Men Connect’ Forum. 

 

Community Development Officers Julie de Hennin and Rowan O’Hagan were active in 

attending local government Drought Committee meetings across the region and 

contributing to workshops and seminars on topics such as Farming Futures, regional 

drought research, grief and loss, climate change and changing rural landscapes. The 

information gained from these activities, along with feedback from the Rural Financial 

Counsellors, informed the submission by GMH Agcare to the Social Impacts of Drought 

inquiry held by the Australian Government. 

 

Planning for the ‘Rural Men Connect’ Forum commenced in August, with seeding 

funds provided by Upper Hume PCP and directed by a stakeholder steering 

committee. The ‘Rural Men Connect’ Forum was held at Latrobe University, 

Beechworth in March 2009, with over 70 people participating and 20 presentations. 

Sponsors for the forum were the Border Division of General Practice and the 

Australian Alpine Valleys Agribusiness Forum.  

 

The Forum was a resounding success, bringing together organisations and individuals 

with a stake in the wellbeing and future of rural men and adolescents with the 

practical aims of: creating greater awareness about connecting with rural men; sharing 

successful experiences in programs and services; developing new skills and practice; 

and building strong community links and networks.  
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Finance Report 

GMH Agcare administered just under $1 million dollars during the 2008-09 financial 

year. The Australian Commonwealth Government and the Victorian State Government 

were the main sources of funding for our Rural Financial Counselling Service. In 

addition to this, GMH Agcare was provided with a considerable amount of in-kind 

support (approximately $29,000) which was invaluable to the running of our service 

during the year.  

 

GMH Agcare employed seven (7) Rural Financial Counsellors on a full-time and part-

time basis, equating to 6.1 full time equivalent employees during 2008-09. 

The core operating expenditure associated with running the organisation was 

employment costs (including superannuation, leave and workers compensation), 

motor vehicles and communication costs.  

 

In addition to the core operating expenditure GMH Agcare was successful in obtaining 

approval to undertake several special projects. Expenditure for special projects totaled 

approximately $95,000. Special project expenditure included an operational and 

business review, remuneration review, communications upgrade, the new Wodonga 

office refurbishment and additional funds to increase our provision for windup costs. 

All projects commenced during the year were successfully completed except for the 

Wodonga office refurbishment which was completed in July 2009. 

 

Audited financial statements for the year ended 30 June 2009 are included in 

Appendix 1 
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Appendix 1 – Audited Financial Statements 
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