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Phase 2b: Online Survey Report

Background
Researchers at the Institute for Sustainable Futures at the University of Technology Sydney (UTS:ISF)

and the Centre for Work Health and Safety (the Centre) are carrying out a project to understand
emerging work health and safety (WHS) risks to farming communities in New South Wales from

changes to on-farm practices and the enterprise mix on farms.

This report outlines the findings of an online survey, utilised to identify examples of agricultural sub-
sectors where changing practices may cause a change in their WHS risk profile and to help the
research team to select case study sites for in-depth interviews and further exploration in the next
phase of the project. The survey asked about changed and novel practices, impacts on WHS related to
the changes that have been made on-farm, and any proposed changes for the future. The survey also

explored how farming communities access information to inform their on-farm decision making.

Findings

Participation in the survey was lower than expected, potentially due to survey fatigue during the
COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 96 participants completed the survey with 75 of these being associated
with farms in NSW.

Majority of respondents were male, between 30 and 50 years old, with 5-10 years of experience and
working as a farm manager, worker, owner operator or contractor. Majority were from livestock
(including dairy) and broadacre cropping sectors on the north coast and peri-urban Sydney areas and
tended to rate both their farm profitability and their general personal health and stress levels as

excellent. Only 9 participants reported an accident or near miss and these were mainly related to falls,



vehicles and animal interactions. Very few participants had undertaken WHS training or had WHS
plans in place. Similarly, only 10 participants reported having made changes to their on-farm practise
and 6 reported having moved on to non-agricultural uses of their land. Majority of participants reported
that they mainly rely on their own internal capacity, their records, and their management systems to

make business decisions and to reduce WHS risks

Interestingly, additional analysis of the subset of participants who had made changes on their farm
identified that these participants did not report their farm profitability as “excellent” and 70% rated it
as “poor” or “fair”. Moreover, 7 of the participants who reported accidents or near misses belonged to

this subset.

The low survey response rate does not allow for statistical testing and it is therefore not possible to
determine the relationships between profitability, changes on-farm, and WHS risk and incidence.

These trends are nevertheless worthy of further investigation.

Conclusion

The survey findings were insufficient to support the identification of examples of agricultural sub-
sectors where changing practices may cause a change in their WHS risk profile and case study sites

for in-depth interviews and further exploration.

Consequently, in the next phase of the project, the research team will supplement these findings with
additional qualitative data collection. Interviews (up to 5) will be conducted with key informants and
other network contacts about their awareness of various changes of on-farm practices across the

State.
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About the Survey

Researchers at the Institute for Sustainable Futures at the University of Technology Sydney (UTS:ISF)
and the Centre for Work Health and Safety (the Centre) are carrying out a project to understand
emerging work health and safety (WHS) risks to farming communities in New South Wales from

changes to on-farm practices and the enterprise mix on farms (2019 - 2021).

To identify examples of agricultural sub-sectors where changing practices may cause a change in their
WHS risk profile and help the research team to select case study sites for in-depth interviews and
further exploration in the next phase of the project, we utilised an online survey. The survey asked
about changed and novel practices, impacts on WHS related to the changes that have been made on-
farm, and any proposed changes for the future. The survey also explored how farming communities

access information to inform their on-farm decision making.

Participation involved completing an online survey (approximately 15 minutes). Participation was
voluntary, and consent was requested at the beginning of the survey. Participants were free to
withdraw participation at any time without giving a reason, up until the point where the data was
analysed (1 June 2021). Upon completing the survey, participants had the option to enter a lottery. In
partnership with UTS:ISF (Partner), the lottery was conducted by the Centre, which forms part of
SafeWork NSW (Promoter). Participants had a chance to win 1 of 5 $S100 Coles Myer Gift Cards. In
addition, for each completed survey, up to 300 surveys, S10 AUD was donated to the New South Wales

Country Women Association.



Method

The survey constitutes Phase 2b of the project Emerging Work Health and Safety Impacts on Farmers.
Within this phase, we developed, tested and implemented an online survey instrument. The objective of
the survey was to gain insights on the range of land management practices and alternative farming
systems adopted by farmers in different regions and sectors in New South Wales, and garner evidence
regarding WHS practices and self-assessment of changes in risk due to changes in practices. The
survey also aimed to explore how respondents currently sourced information to enable best on-farm
decision making on WHS, including both the formal sources of information (e.g., government and peak

body advice) as well as informal sources (e.g. discussions with peers).

Informed by the project advisory committee (established in Phase 1) and a literature review (Phase 2a),
the survey was co-designed and tested with the Centre and the committee to ensure the questionnaire
included the appropriate depth of questioning and was of suitable length. This required balancing the
consideration of asking questions about personal issues, such as health and well-being, with the
tension of potential limiting factors regarding response rates across the sector and complexity in
variation of practices across the segments. The target population (aimed for 300 respondents)
included participants from peri-urban and rural/regional locations in New South Wales (NSW). The
survey was primarily focused on extensive grazing (beef cattle and sheep), dairy cattle and broadacre
cropping (cotton, wheat/canola), as they represent the largest proportion of 23,000 farming operations
in NSW.

Distribution of the survey was through the social and professional networks of the project advisory

committee and the Centre to reach members of farming communities in NSW.

There were a number of potential limitations in the experimental design, specifically the potential for
high proportions of non-response, insufficient response in some segments, and the reliance on the
Centre and the project advisory committee’s support to ensure the survey was distributed broadly

across the state.

The survey opened on 27 January 2021 and closed 1 June 2021. During this period, a total of 96
participants completed the survey with 75 of these were associated with farms in NSW. The remaining
were not NSW-based. Despite the continued push for recruitment through various channels, the
desired 300 completed surveys was not achieved. As such, the findings are limited and are highly
qualitative. One cause for the low response may be survey fatigue due to the increase in the number of
surveys carried out since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has been reported to occur in
other survey-based research over the past 18 months (Patel, Webster, Greenberg, Weston, & Brooks,
2020).



Research Ethics

The survey was approved in principle by the University of Technology Sydney, Human Research Ethics
Committee. Any complaints or reservations about any aspect of participation in the research could be

communicated to the ISF Ethics Coordinator or the ISF Responsible Academic. Participants could also

contact the UTS Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer.



Findings

About the participants

Participants ranged from 20 - 65 years old, with the majority being from the 30-39 and 40-49 age
brackets (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Survey Participants' Age Range

Twice as many men (n=50) completed the survey compared to the number of women (n=23) (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Participant Gender Balance

Participants came from a range of roles within farms with the majority being farm managers (20),
followed by workers (15), owner operators (14), contractors (11), agricultural consultants (6), seasonal

workers (2), vets (2), worker, contractor other (1), and Other - rural landcare (1). A small minority had



multiple roles, being owner operator and contractor (1), owner operator and farm manager (1), owner

operator, farm manager, worker and other (1) (Figure 3).

What is your role? n=75

Farm manager I 20
Worker IS 14
Owner operator NN 14
Contractor NN 11
Agricultural Consultant I 6
Worker,Contractor,Other N 2
Vet HEE 2
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Owner operator,Farm manager I 1

Owner operator,Contractor I 1

Other M 1

0 5 10 15 20 25

Figure 3: Participant roles

The average combined land area was 299 hectares but individual farms ranged from less than 1
hectare to 1700 hectares. Participants’ years of experience in their line of work ranged from less than
one year (2), 2-5 years (21), 5-10 years (27), 10 -20 years (16) and more than 20 years (10). (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Participants' years of experience in their line of work

Participants worked in a variety of locations across the state with small clusters emerging in the north

coast and peri-urban Sydney areas (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Survey participation mapped to NSW regions Left = Local Government Areas; Right = hot spot visualisation

About participant health

Participants were asked about their general health. Specifically, they were asked:

In general, would you say that your health is excellent, very good, good, fair or poor? Please slide the dot
to indicate your answer. (0= NA, 1= Poor, 2 = Fair, 3 = Good, 4 = Very good, 5 = Excellent). The majority of
the participants reported that their health was excellent (45), followed by very good (13), good (7), fair
(8), or poor (2) (Figure 6).

Participants' self-reported general
health n=76
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Figure 6: Self-reported general health

This finding is slightly higher than those reported in the ABS National Health Survey that reported
In 2017-18, over half (56.4%) of Australians aged 15 years and over considered themselves to be in
excellent or very good health, while 14.7% reported being in fair or poor health. This has remained
constant over the last 10 years (ABS, 2018).

It is important to continue to note that this survey has a low response rate and quantitative

comparisons cannot be made.



Participants were then asked to rate their stress levels, specifically they were asked the question:

In general, would you say that your stress levels are excellent, very good, good, fair or poor? Please
slide the dot to indicate your answer. (0 - NA, 1= Poor, 2 = Fair, 3= Good, 4 = Very good, 5 =

Excellent)

The majority of the participants reported that their stress levels were excellent (53), followed by very
good (7), good (7), fair (6), or poor (2) (Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Self-reported stress levels

Participants were then asked to report if they had any conditions that may have lasted, or are likely to
last, for six months or more. This question was modified from the National Health Survey in relation to
identifying disability type. Only 11 participants answered this question, majority reporting shortness of

breath (5) or a nervous or emotional condition (4) (Figure 8).

Participants' self-reported conditions that may have lasted,
or are likely to last for six months or more? n=11

Shortness of breath
A nervous or emotional condition

Any other long term condition such as arthritis, asthma,
heart disease, Alzheimer's disease, dementia etc
Any other long term condition that requires treatment
or medication
Chronic or recurring pain

Not Applicable

Long term effects as a result of a head injury, stroke or
other brain damage

Figure 8: Self-reported health conditions n=11 (multiple illnesses possible)



About their business

The majority of the participants reported that their business profitability in the past 5 years was

excellent (52), followed by very good (7), good (6), fair (4), or poor (5) (Figure 9).

How would you rate your business

profitability in the past 5 years? n=75

60
52

50
40
30
20
10 5 4 6 7
A 7 — ] ]

0=NA 1= Poor 2 = Fair 3-Good 4=VeryGood 5 = Excellent

Figure 9: Business profitability in the past 5 years

The majority of participants were from livestock (including dairy) sectors, and broadacre cropping
sectors (Figure 10). Smaller numbers of participants nominated mixed cropping, livestock and/or

horticulture production systems (Figure 10).

Participants' top three production systems (n=73)

Intensive livestock S |
Dairy cattle ————————— | 7
Extensive grazing IEEEEEESSSSSSSS—— ] 5
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Horticulture (annual crops) e — 5

Extensive grazing,Intensive livestock,Broadacre cropping s 2

Extensive grazing,Intensive livestock 2
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Intensive livestock,Dairy cattle,Broadacre cropping mm 1
Extensive grazing,Intensive livestock,Horticulture... mm 1
Extensive grazing,Intensive livestock,Dairy... mm 1
Extensive grazing,Horticulture (annual crops) mm 1

Figure 10: Top Three Production Systems

Of the 76 participants to the survey, 66 reported that they had not had any accidents or near misses at

work in the past 12 months; 9 reported they had (Figure 11). When asked to describe these incidents, all

9 individuals provided further information (Table 1). These included fall (2), vehicle (5), and animal

related incidents (3).
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1-The farm was overrun by insects

2 - Fall. also cut leg.

3 - Unloading a tractor off a trailer, gear stick was stuck, tractor sped forwards then backwards.

4 - | was knocked over and concussed by a steer at the cattle yards.

5 - tripped and fell

6 - Taking Quad across a crossing after heavy rain, | misjudged its depth & stepped off it so as to allow it to be

washed away down the river.

7 - Dozer fell off ramps loading onto truck

8 - almost trodden on brown snakes x 3; tractor hand brake fail and almost ran over me when opening gate

9 - Bob cat slipped into dam

Table 1: Accidents/near misses in past year

In the last 12 months, have you had any
accidents or near misses at work? n=75
80 =z
60
40
20 9
0 [ ]
No Yes

Figure 11: Participants' self-reported accidents or near misses in last 12 months

When asked about first aid and WHS plans, over 80% of respondents said they did not have them.
WHS plans are a regulatory requirement. Of the 11 participants that said they have a WHS plan, most

plans related to animals and livestock, farm visitors, agri-chemicals and Covid-safety (Table 2).

1- Animals including livestock

2 - Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan, Covid safe plan

3 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Disaster, Farm visitor plan

4 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Disaster, Farm visitor plan, Other

5 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan

6 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan

"



7 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan, Covid safe plan

8 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan, Covid safe plan

9 - Chemicals, Animals including livestock, Farm visitor plan, Other

10 - Chemicals, Confined spaces, Animals including livestock, Disaster, Farm visitor plan, Covid safe plan

11 - Disaster

Table 2: WHS plans

The majority of participants had not undertaken any WHS training. Of those who had, the training was

largely certified training (n=11) (Figure 15).
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Figure 12: Type of WHS training undertaken

About participant agricultural enterprise mix

Only 10 participants reported changes to their agricultural production systems. Two reported
regenerative agriculture while another said “regen / ecological ag”. Two were soil related (Soil
improvement & improved soil & pasture). However, most of these are changes in practices within the
existing enterprise mix, rather than transformational changes. Two participants spoke to the potential
of vertical integration of their business through the commencement of stud stock breeding and onsite
processing (stud stock breeding participant also had Extensive grazing and Horticulture (annual crops)

system; onsite processing was in Horticulture) (Figure 13).
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Have you changed your agricultural production
system? (n=9)
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Start stud stock breeding
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Regenerative agriculture

o

0.5

-
=
]
N

2.5

Figure 13: Changes to the agricultural production system

About changes on farm - land use

When asked if they were considering and/or planning to use the land in a different way for agricultural
production, (e.g., considering and/or planning to implement on-farm processing, micro-abattoir, value

adding processes, and enterprise flexibility), only 2 people responded.

One with an extensive grazing enterprise noted that they were looking into eco-tourism (expected time
horizon next 12 months) vegetable growing and introducing goats (expected time horizon next 5 years).
The second with both an extensive grazing and horticulture (annual crops) enterprise noted they
already have an on-farm butcher, they swapped labour and equipment and they would look off-farm

for income (expected time horizon of 12 months).

About participant non-agricultural enterprise mix

When asked about any implemented changes for non-agricultural production (e.g, events,
warehousing, storage, wildlife/nature conservation, heritage, energy, solar farming, carbon farming,
eco-tourism/farm stays, farm sales, and mining), there were 6 responses. Three reference
biodiversity/nature conservation (one specifically mentioned trust payments for land managed for the

Biodiversity Conservation Trust); one noted “Equipment operator” and one reported warehousing.

13



About information sources

When asked where participants accessed information to inform decisions, 36 responded with 11 noting

internal capacity to make business decisions and 10 relying on their records and management systems.

Where do you access information that helps you make decisions about
how you do your work on farm? (n=35 open field)

Own experien ce | | 1
Farm record / management systenm | | O

Peers/Neighbours I —— 5

Online

Local Land services

Landcare

Field days

Creditors,investors

w w w w

Courses

No where

Safework NSW

Media

NSW Farmers Accociation

N N NN N DNNN

Industry bodies
Independent Reseach m—— 1
Social Media ) 1

o
N
B
)]
[¢e]

10 12

Figure 14: Information accessed for decision making

When asked where they accessed information to help reduce their WHS risks, 7 offered examples of
trying less risky options or preventing hazards while 5 noted they rely on their own experience, 3
participants noted that they seek information from SafeWork NSW while others reported that they use
and/or provide protective gear/hand washsing/first aid facilities. The remainder had a variety of

sources from facebook, good, industry bodies, tafe, field days etc. (see figure 15)
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Where do you access information that helps you reduce your WHS
risks? (n = 28 open field)

Try less risky options/prevent hazards I 7
Own experience NN 5
Safework GG 3
Provide hand washing /first aid facilities/protective gear I 3
Talk with workers I 2

N

Online
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wherever | can
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NSW Farmers Association
The Land

Industry bodies

Social media
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Figure 15: Where do you access information that helps you reduce your WHS risks?

When asked to rank their preferred information channels (n=68) from most preferred to least

preferred, the respondents listed:

Business Training, Consultants (e.g., agronomists), Face to Face discussion groups, Factsheets,
Financial institutions (e.g., banks, insurance, accountants), Guidance, Newsletters, Online videos,

Planning templates, Podcasts, Social media and Webpages.

However, the reliability of this finding is of concern. The order presented above is identical to the order
in which the items appeared in the survey. It is therefore possible that many participants submitted the

default as opposed to reallocating the rankings based on their preferences.

Does making a change to your agricultural enterprise mix have an impact?

The main purpose of the survey was to identify agricultural sub-sectors where land-use practices are
changing and then to further understand the characteristics of these businesses, including their WHS
risks. Although the survey only identified a small group of businesses that were undertaking changes,
when we examined these businesses in greater detail, some specific characteristics emerged. In the
overall survey sample, business profitability was rated in the top category (“excellent”) by the majority
of businesses (69.3%). However, for the sub-set of businesses that nominated that they have

undertaken a business change, the business profitability is much more mixed. None of these
15



businesses ranked their productivity as “excellent”, with 70% of these businesses rating their
profitability as “poor” or “fair” (Table 3). While we cannot determine the relationship (if any) between
business-change and profitability ratings (i.e., whether land-use change was driven by or the result of

lower productivity), this trend would be worthy of further investigation.

The second highly relevant findings from this analysis focusing on the subset of participant that had
made changes was examining the prevalence of reported accidents or near-misses. Of this subset of
10 businesses, seven reported an accident or near miss. This accounts for 78% of the total businesses
in the survey reporting an accident or near miss. Again, from the survey results available, it is not
possible to determine causality, i.e. if there are relationships between business change and higher
WHS risk and incidence, or if there are other related characteristics that are driving this result. These

issues may also be further examined in the next phase of the project.

Ranking Postcode Closest large town
Poor 2470 Casino
2580 Goulburn
2850 Mudgee
Fair 2422 Gloucester
2429 Elands/Bunya
2583 Crookwell
2600 Canberra
Good 2481 Suffolk Park/ Byron
Very good 2358 Uralla
2581 Wollogorang

Table 3: Cross tabs: ranking profitability to postcode
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Conclusion

The aim of this survey was to identify examples of agricultural sub-sectors where changing practices
may cause a change in their WHS risk profile and help the research team to select case study sites for

in-depth interviews and further exploration in the next phase of the project.

Due to the low response rate, the research team will supplement these findings with additional
qualitative data collection. Interviews (up to 5) will be conducted with key informants and other

network contacts about their awareness of various changes of on-farm practices across the state.
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