
Recent natural disaster events in Queensland have caused devastating impacts for many across the 
horticulture industry. Many of these impacts could not have been avoided. It is possible, though, to consider 
what lessons can be drawn from growers’ experiences.  
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Being connected V Going it alone

• Industry organizations and Industry 
Recovery Officers endeavor to contact 
all growers in areas affected by disaster 
events to keep them informed about 
the support and assistance available to 
them. It is very difficult to connect with 
growers who are not involved in local 
networks or industry groups or who do 
not have their contact details up to date 
on industry databases.

• Industry Recovery Officers noticed that 
growers who keep to themselves can 
become very isolated after disaster 
events and may find recovering from 
the disaster much more difficult.

Assessing the impact takes time

• Growers who have experienced recent 
natural disasters have found that their 
initial assessment of the impact is 
often not very accurate. Feedback from 
growers and Industry Recovery Officers 
is that it may take 3 to 6 months to 
get true picture of the impacts and to 
develop a clear idea of what needs to 
be done to re-build the farm business.

Recovery assistance

• Many growers affected by natural 
disasters have found enormous value 
working with Industry Recovery Officers 
and rural financial counselors. Some 
growers experienced difficulty thinking 
clearly in the weeks after the event. 
Sitting with a support person enabled 
them to work out – one step at a time 
– what needed to be done. Growers 

also appreciated the assistance of IROs 
to deal with the recovery assistance 
application paperwork.    

• Industry Recovery Officers said that 
it was common for many growers 
to initially think they did not want 
to apply for recovery funds but that 
many growers realized some months 
later that a grant or low interest loan 
would be worthwhile. Growers have 
been caught out when the window of 
opportunity to apply for assistance 
closed before they were ready. IROs can 
help ensure growers don’t miss out. 

• To access government funds to help 
cover the costs of farm repairs, growers 
must have proper tax invoices. Some 
growers who paid cash to have work 
done on their properties found they 
were unable to claim any government 
funding to help cover the costs as they 
did not have adequate financial records

Recovering – and re-thinking

• Natural disaster events are traumatic 
and many people respond by wanting 
to get busy. This can lead them to 
rush in to clean up or get another 
crop in. On reflection, many growers 
have said that sometimes it is better 
to hold off. Before the clean-up effort 
starts, growers should properly 
document and assess their damage 
so that this information can be used 
to support insurance or government 
assistance claims. Growers have found 
that rushing to plant a new crop into 
damaged and stressed soils just leads 

to disastrous results – in both yield and 
quality.

• Re-building after a disaster can actually 
be an opportunity to take stock. Some 
growers found that is was worthwhile 
to take the time to consider and 
implement changes and improvements 
rather than simply re-build.

Financial reserves & financial 
management

• Most growers accept that extreme 
weather is a normal part of 
Queensland’s variable climate. But 
few actually factor into their business 
and financial plans the risk of regular 
disaster events. 

• It is becoming clear that growers need 
to structure their business and financial 
arrangements to account for the risk of 
significant losses from disasters – and 
consider the risk that extreme weather 
events may occur more frequently than 
in the past.

• Feedback from rural financial 
counselors is that many growers do not 
have adequate financial management 
plans and systems in place and this 
makes their farm business particularly 
vulnerable to natural disasters.

• To give yourself the best chance 
of recovery from disasters, farm 
businesses should keep debt to a 
manageable level (factoring in extreme 
weather risks) and improve budgeting 
and financial monitoring systems to 
ensure costs and cash flows are actively 



managed. 

• A number of growers have said that 
recent losses and the need to build 
better financial reserves adds further 
incentive to negotiate harder on price 
with customers and to explore alternate 
markets.

Be aware of mental health – in the 
short and long term

• Growers and Industry Recovery Officers 
report that the emotional impact of 
natural disasters can lead to stress, 
anxiety or depression. While support 
from family and friends can be enough 
to help many people recover from these 
conditions, for some people, specialist 
help and treatment is needed.

• It is encouraging to see the high level 
of awareness of mental health issues in 
our horticultural communities around 
Queensland and a willingness amongst 
many people to access assistance from 
GPs, counsellors and other support 
services.

• An important lesson highlighted by 
participants in Whatever the Weather 
workshops is that the emotional impact 
of disasters is sometimes not expressed 
until months or even years after the 
event. Growers now realise they need 
to remain vigilant and watch for signs of 
a decline in mental health in the longer 
term – and act to access the help or 
treatment they need to recover.

Transport contingency planning

• During recent disaster events, growers, 
transport companies and retailers came 
up with all sorts of flexible responses 
to widespread disruptions to the 
transport system. Some disruptions, 

however, caused major headaches and 
significantly added to some growers’ 
financial losses. There were also 
examples of transport contingency 
options being impeded by inflexible 
application of road closures attitudes or 
poor communication between industry 
members and authorities.

• Disaster experiences have highlighted 
the value of thinking through transport 
contingency plans in advance – at 
business, industry, regional and state-
wide scales – and the need for growers, 
transport companies, retailers and 
government personnel to collaborate as 
much as possible. 

Further information

The Queensland Farmers Federation have 
also captured some important lessons and 
tips following natural disaster events in 
Queensland in 2011 and 2013. These short 
videos cover many aspects of disaster risk 
management, preparation and recovery - 
from insurance issues to building stronger 
sheds to dealing with stress or depression 
- and more.

http://www.qff.org.au/policy-projects/our-
work/cyclone-resilience/
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